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Before the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 

   

Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce 
 

Docket No. E111/M-25-139 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION  
 

Every two years, Dakota Electric Association (DEA or the Association) submits an Integrated 
Distribution Plan (IDP), which began with the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission’s (Commission) 
February 20, 2019 Order Approving Integrated Distribution Planning Filing Requirements for DEA.1 The 
primary mechanism by which IDPs operate is compliance with the Commission’s established filing 
requirements. The Commission accepts the IDP if it finds that DEA complies with its established filing 
requirements. 
 
The Department seeks to understand utility decision-making processes in order to cross-pollinate, 
when practicable, best practices among the rate-regulated utilities. At this stage, the Department is 
interested in the costs and benefits of different planning strategies. 
 
It is the Department’s goal to foster collaboration with each of the rate regulated utilities, rather than 
to make recommendations that utilities oppose. However, with key affordability concerns identified 
across the IDPs, the Department intends to advocate for the analysis of potentially cost saving 
strategies when practicable. 
 
  

 

1 In the Matter of Distribution System Planning for Dakota Electric Association, Order Adopting Integrated Distribution Plan 
Filing Requirements, February 20, 2019, Docket No. E-015/CI-18-255, (eDockets) 20192-150449-01 (hereinafter “February 
20, 2019 Order”).  

https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/documents/%7BA0DA0B69-0000-CF11-A917-686CD810C5CF%7D/download?contentSequence=0&rowIndex=9
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II. ROCEDURAL BACKGROUND   
 

September 16, 2024 The Commission filed its Order Accepting 2023 Integrated Distribution Plan 
and Modifying Filing Requirements.2 
 

November 3, 2025 DEA files its 2025 IDP.3 
 

November 13, 2025 The Commission issues its Notice of Comment Period in the present docket.4 
 

March 24, 2026 The Department files initial comments in response to DEA’s 2025 IDP.5  
April 14, 2026 DEA files reply comments for its 2025 IDP.6  

 
Topic(s) open for comment:  

1. Should the Commission accept or reject Dakota Electric Association’s IDP? 
2. Did Dakota Electric adequately address the Commission’s IDP filing requirements and prior 

Orders, as outlined in Attachment A to this notice?  
3. Feedback, comments, and recommendations on the following areas of Dakota Electric’s IDP: 

a. Non-wires alternatives analysis and potential pilot project 
b. Planned grid modernization initiatives 
c. Forecasted distribution budget 
d. Distributed Energy Resource (DER) scenarios and forecasts 

4. Other areas of Dakota Electric’s IDP not listed above, along with any other issues or 
concerns related to this matter. 

 
III. DEPARTMENT ANALYSIS  

A. IDP SCHEDULE 

The current biennial IDP schedule creates a significant barrier to participation for the Department and 
other stakeholder groups; the volume of the IDPs creates a highly concentrated workload for parties, 
which makes it difficult to manage staff time and interrelated or competing deadlines. The Department 
is concerned that the biennial IDP schedule especially limits participation in the IDPs by other parties. 
To foster enhanced participation in the IDPs, the Department recommends a revised annual IDP 
schedule to allow commenters more time to participate in the IDP process. 

 

2 In the Matter of Distribution System Planning for Dakota Electric Association, Order Accepting 2023 Integrated Distribution 
Plan and Modifying Filing Requirements, September 16, 2024, Docket No. E111/M-23-420, (eDockets) 20249-210229-01. 
3 In the Matter of Dakota Electric Association’s 2025 Integrated Distribution Plan, Dakota Electric Association, November 3, 
2025, Docket No. E-111/M-25-139, (eDockets) 202511-224614-03, (hereinafter “2025 IDP”). 
4 Notice of Comment Period, November 13, 2025, Docket No. E111/M-25-139, (eDockets) 202511-224921-01 (hereinafter 
“Notice”). 
5 Department, Comments, March 24, 2026, Docket No. E111/M-25-139, (eDockets) 202511-229585-01 (hereinafter 
“Department Initial Comments”). 
6 Dakota Electric Association, Comments, April 14, 2026, Docket No. E111/M-25-139, (eDockets) 20264-230392-01 
(hereinafter “DEA Reply Comments”). 

https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/documents/%7B70FCFB91-0000-CE15-83ED-3FC4AC6A539C%7D/download?contentSequence=0&rowIndex=5
https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/documents/%7BE04C4B9A-0000-CE54-B8F1-77573293D757%7D/download?contentSequence=0&rowIndex=4
https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/documents/%7B70EF7E9A-0000-CA1D-8824-B68186B76284%7D/download?contentSequence=0&rowIndex=1
https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/documents/%7BD05C209D-0000-CA18-A755-E805FB887833%7D/download?contentSequence=0&rowIndex=2
https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/documents/%7B60928D9D-0000-C515-AF22-E5B5C3013FE9%7D/download?contentSequence=0&rowIndex=1
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The Department recommends the Commission order either A or B: 
A. Xcel file its IDP, TEP, and IDP-Related Ad Hoc filings in odd-numbered years. MP, DEA, and 

OTP file their IDP and TEP in even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028. 
B. All IDPs are filed in odd-numbered years. All TEPs and IDP-Related Ad Hoc Filings are filed in 

even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028. 
 
The Department’s preference is A. However, B., or any modifications of A. or B. would be acceptable, 
so long as the workload is spread annually rather than biennially. The Department cross files this 
recommendation in each of the rate-regulated utilities’ IDPs. 
 

A.1. Final Recommendations 
 
The Department makes one new recommendation: 

The Department recommends the Commission order either A or B: 

A. Xcel file its IDP, TEP, and IDP-Related Ad Hoc filings in odd-
numbered years. MP, DEA, and OTP file their IDP and TEP in even-
numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028. 

B. All IDPs are filed in odd-numbered years. All TEPs and IDP-Related 
Ad Hoc Filings are filed in even-numbered years, with the next filing 
due in 2028. 

B. FORECASTED DISTRIBUTION BUDGET 

In its initial comments, the Department requested: 

DEA explain in its reply comments:  

A. How DEA forms its budget and makes allocation decisions between 
different investment opportunities; 

B. Whether DEA sets a budget limit for each year, and if so, how this 
number is determined; and  

C. How DEA ensures that system condition and reliability are 
maintained under a restricted budget. 

The Department stated the following in response to Dakota’s budget categories: 

These four budget categories [age related replacement, capacity, 
reliability, and grid modernization] highlight deliberate decision making on 
behalf of DEA distribution planners to control DEA’s spending. In two 
examples, the Department highlights how DEA lowers spending in one 
budget category in order to increase spending in another. The result of 
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these decisions is a stable distribution budget, which does not put pressure 
on DEA’s members beyond the broader economic forces driving inflation 
[clarification of budget categories added].7 

The Association provided additional clarification in its reply comments, stating that DEA made several 
changes to its IDP spending categories in response to a change in filing requirements, as noted in its 
IDP report:  

Dakota Electric appreciates the Commission and Staff for modifying this 
filing requirement to allow this data to be categorized into a ‘high-level’ 
look at distribution spending. For the 2025 IDP Report, Dakota Electric has 
reconfigured some of the codes and budget categories. This may cause an 
increase or decrease in some categories versus how costs were previously 
attributed to each category in past IDPs. Years 2020, 2021, and 2022 have 
not changed from what was reported in the 2023 IDP.8 

DEA states that because of this reconfiguration of the budget categories, the significant changes 
observed by the Department are not necessarily deliberate decision making by DEA to control 
spending.9 The Association asserts that the reconfiguration of its budget categories are rather a 
reallocation between the categories to ease the burden of reporting.10 The Department makes the 
following new recommendation: 

The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric 
Association, in its next IDP, to further clarify how its reporting has 
changed for each of the distribution budget categories. The Department 
recommends the discussion include examples of the investments that 
have been reclassified and how the reclassification affects the 
characterization of the Association’s IDP budget compared to the years 
prior to reconfiguration of its budget reporting categories.  

DEA also clarifies its load growth history in response to a Department statement that the Association 
has experienced relatively flat load growth throughout most of its history.11 The Department 
appreciates the clarification that DEA has only relatively recently experienced flat load growth, and has 
previously experienced sustained, and at times rapid, load growth throughout its history.12 The 
Department regrets this mischaracterization. 
 
In initial comments, the Department asked how DEA forms its budget and makes allocation decisions. 
The Department also asked DEA to clarify whether it sets a budget cap each year, and if so, how the 

 

7 Department Initial Comments, at 8. 
8 DEA Reply Comments, at 5. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Department Initial Comments, at 11. 
12 DEA Reply Comments, at 6. 
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cap is determined.13 DEA states that it annually presents its Board of Directors (Board) a three-year 
construction workplan budget. The budget is then reviewed and approved, if the Board determines the 
budget to be reasonable.14 The budget contains planned investment categories such as new customers 
and service rebuilds, mainlines, substations and distribution equipment.15 However, although specific 
projects are included if identified before budget approval, certain unplanned projects, such as a road 
relocation project, may occur within a budget year with little pre-planning. If an unplanned project 
occurs, DEA states it may elect to defer an internally driven project to comply with the externally 
driven/required projects to maintain its Board-approved budget. The Association also clarifies that 
projects related to reliability, capacity, repairability, age, or condition are selected based on highest 
priority needs.16 To answer the Department’s question regarding a yearly budget limit, the Association 
states that its Board does not employ an annual cap to its budget. The Board can make discreet 
adjustments to the budget, if it deems the adjustment reasonable. DEA reiterates that the three-year 
construction workplan budget is approved annually.17 
 
Further, in its initial comments, the Department asked DEA to explain how it ensures that system 
condition and reliability are maintained under a restricted budget.18 The Association states that its 
budget is prepared at the most detailed level possible and, as such, is intended to identify specific 
system needs to improve system conditions and performance. DEA states that it builds in periodic 
maintenance schedules for most of the equipment on its system—including specific amounts for aging 
equipment and pole replacement. The Association also states that instead of having a specific focus on 
reliability in a given budget, DEA has created construction and process standards that focus on 
reliability and has tried to include a focus on reliability over time (i.e. reliability is implicitly included in 
prior or ongoing projects).19 The Association reiterates that, if an unplanned investment is needed, the 
funding for internally driven projects would be adjusted to make sure the Board-approved budget is 
maintained.20 The Department appreciates the Association’s budget-related responses in its reply 
comments, and looks forward to continued discussion in the next IDP. The Department makes the 
following new recommendation regarding the Association’s construction and process standards: 

The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric 
Association to include, in its next IDP, a discussion of its construction and 
process standards that focus on reliability and how the standards are 
used to build the Association’s construction workplan budget. 

B.1. Final Recommendations 
 
The Department makes the following new recommendations: 

 

13 Department Initial Comments, at 8. 
14 DEA Reply Comments, at 6. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Id., at 6-7. 
17 Id., at 7 
18 Id., at 7. 
19 Id., at 8. 
20 Ibid. 
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The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric 
Association, in its next IDP, to further clarify how its reporting has changed 
for each of the distribution budget categories. The Department 
recommends the discussion include examples of the investments that have 
been reclassified and how the reclassification affects the characterization 
of the Association’s IDP budget compared to the years prior to 
reconfiguration of its budget reporting categories.  

The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric 
Association to include, in its next IDP, a discussion of its construction and 
process standards that focus on reliability and how the standards are used 
to build the Association’s construction workplan budget. 

C. CAPACITY 

In its initial comments, the Department requested: 
 

DEA explain in reply comments how the Association views capacity 
overload risks at its substations and the need for capacity mitigations with 
historic or existing substation transformer overloads. DEA should discuss 
why the Association has no plans to mitigate substation transformer 
capacity risks at the Deerwood, Lemay Lake, Lebanon Hills, and Apple 
Valley substations.21 
 

DEA states that its substation transformers are engineered with several temperature and cooling 
levels; each level has increasing load capacities. The Association also states that DEA evaluates 
substation loads every year to confirm that equipment limits are not exceeded and that each 
substation can reliably handle both normal and contingency scenarios. The substation transformers at 
Deerwood, Lemay Lake, Lebanon Hills, and Apple Valley, feature multiple cooling stages 
(ONAN/ONAF/ONAF) along with different continuous ratings. DEA clarifies that using a transformer 
above its base (ONAN) rating does not qualify as overload or emergency operation, nor does it 
negatively impact the transformer's condition. Moreover, according to Appendix A of the IDP, none of 
the substation transformers were run22 beyond their nameplate specifications.23 The nameplate 
ratings for the listed transformers are as follows:  
 

• Deerwood/ Apple Valley Substations  
o @55 deg C 21/28/35 MVA ONAN/ONAF/ONAF  
o @65 deg C 24/32/39 MVA ONAN/ONAF/ONAF  

• Lemay Lake/Lebanon Substations  
o @55 deg C 20/27/33 MVA ONAN/ONAF/ONAF  
o @65 deg C 22/30/37 MVA ONAN/ONAF/ONAF24 

 

21 Department Initial Comments, at 11. 
22 DEA Reply Comments, at 8. 
23 2025 IDP, Appendix A. 
24 DEA Reply Comments, at 9. 
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Further in its initial comments, the Department discussed the Association’s capacity planning 
standards.25 The Department sought to better understand the Association’s approach to mitigating 
capacity risks on its distribution system. In response to Department IR 22, DEA described how it makes 
asset replacement decisions, stating it “plans for the overall MW the area might experience and 
replaces or constructs the asset based on current design standards and cost effectiveness.”26 In initial 
comments, the Department requested the Association further clarify how: 

[T]he Association incorporates cost-effectiveness metrics into its project-
level and design-standard review processes, and explain how these metrics 
affect DEA’s asset replacement decision process.27 

DEA responded in its reply comments: 

Project-level designs are analyzed for upfront installation costs, and we 
compare these designs to the constructability of different styles of design 
(e.g. overhead vs. underground construction). Feasibility of construction, 
land accessibility, and future maintenance are generally considered, but 
Dakota Electric focuses cost considerations on the upfront installation 
cost. Beyond installation cost considerations though, it is important to 
note that design-standard review processes focus more on engineering 
analysis and planning rather than cost effectiveness. Although not explicit 
in any calculations, Dakota Electric believes that designing the distribution 
system with assumptions or considerations for future load growth is a cost-
effective way to plan the distribution system. When reviewing asset 
replacement decisions, newer design standards are followed to ensure 
consistency, reliability, and safety. These design standard driven decisions 
may result in an outcome that is more costly, but it may also represent a 
decision based on newer planning and engineering assumptions that can 
drive improved reliability and service. When looking at the Cooperative’s 
distribution planning approach as it relates to cost-effectiveness metrics, 
Dakota Electric clearly is interested in minimizing costs so that the rates 
our members pay are affordable. However, the decisions that we make in 
terms of planning the system lean more toward maximizing the service we 
provide our members and the overall reliability they see from their 
electrical service. 

The Department appreciates DEA’s response and inherent focus on service, safety and reliability. From 
the Association’s response, the Department understands that design standards (focused more on the 
engineering and planning of the system) guide the Association’s decision-making process more than 
the cost-effectiveness of a proposed project. DEA states that it focuses its cost considerations on the 

 

25 Department Initial Comments, at 11. 
26 DEA Response to Department IR 22. See Attachment A. 
27 Department Initial Comments, at 13. 
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upfront installation costs of the project and compares installation costs to different potential design 
options, but cost considerations do not extend past the installation costs of a project. The  
Association also states that its design standard driven projects may result in a more costly project, but 
that a design standard driven process may implement newer engineering and planning standards that 
improve reliability of the system.28 The Association discusses that its process leans more toward 
maximizing service and overall reliability than cost-effectiveness analysis, though DEA is interested in 
minimizing costs so customer rates are affordable.29 
 
The Department does not make an official recommendation on DEA’s capacity planning standards or 
on substation capacity at this time, but looks forward to continued discussions in future IDPs as to how 
DEA optimizes its system for reliability and safety while maintaining affordability for its ratepayers. 
 
Finally, in initial comments, the Department cited to a forthcoming response to its IR 34. The 
Department has included DEA’s response as an attachment to the present comments. 
 

C.1. Final Recommendations 
 

The Department does not make any recommendations in this section. 

D. RELIABILITY 

D.1. Vegetation Management 
 
In its initial comments, the Department requested data on the number of outages caused by trees for 
years 2020 to 2025. The Department had requested: 

The Department requests DEA present in its reply comments data on the 
number of “Trees” outages in the years 2020, 2021, 2022, and 2025, as 
available.30 

The Department requested this information because vegetation is the leading cause of outages on 
DEA’s system and DEA has substantially increased its vegetation-management efforts in recent years, 
as detailed in the Department’s initial comments. Given that DEA has linked increased investments to 
expected reliability improvements, the Department sought a longer run of tree-outage data to better 
assess whether the program is producing measurable results over time. The request was also intended 
to distinguish a durable reliability trend from normal year-to-year variation, including changes driven 
by weather or other external factors. For that reason, the Department asked DEA to provide additional 
annual outage counts so the record would better show whether increased vegetation spending is 
translating into fewer tree-related outages. 
 

 

28 DEA Reply Comments, at 9. 
29 Id., at 9-10. 
30 Department Initial Comments, at 15.  
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The Department appreciates that DEA provided the requested tree-outage data; see Table 1. 
 

Table 1. DEA’s tree-related outages, 2020-2025. 

Year 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 
# of Tree Outages 229 119 191 156 210 214 

 
The data in Table 1 above is helpful, but they do not yet establish the effectiveness of DEA’s increased 
vegetation-management spending because DEA also explains that its outage classification changed in 
2020 and that the first full vegetation-management cycle is now expected to take 8-10 years, rather 
than the earlier expected 4-5 years: 

As noted in our 2019 SRSQ report, we anticipated that it would take 
approximately 4-5 years to get through the entire overhead system and 
tree trimming backlog. However, as we have worked through our 
systematic vegetation management process, we concluded that the 4-5 
year timeframe was incorrect and significantly underestimated. Based off 
our actual experience to date, we now expect it will take 8-10 years to 
complete the first cycle of overhead system trimming.  

[…] 

From a practical standpoint when looking at reliability metrics, Dakota 
Electric also notes that our increase investments in vegetation 
management will likely take some time before the data will reflect reduced 
outages due to trees.  

The Department views the tree-outage counts as informative, but not yet sufficient to demonstrate the 
magnitude of reliability benefits from the program.  
 

D.2. Value of Reliability  
 
In its initial comments, the Department recommended that the Association quantify the value of major 
reliability and resiliency investments using a customer interruption cost approach. The Department 
stated: 
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The Department recommends the Commission require DEA to quantify the 
value of major reliability and resiliency investments, such as strategic 
undergrounding, using a recognized customer interruption cost approach 
(e.g, an Interruption Cost Estimate [ICE] calculator methodology) and to 
apply that value consistently in cost-benefit comparisons across 
alternatives.31 

The Department made this recommendation because DEA does not currently monetize outage 
reductions or use a monetized value of customer outage impacts in its project comparisons. In reply 
comments, DEA states that it disagrees with this recommendation, that such analysis would create 
additional reporting burden, and that investments such as strategic undergrounding may not be cost-
beneficial in the traditional sense: 

Dakota Electric respectfully disagrees with this recommendation and does 
not believe it is necessary. Although the Cooperative understands the 
premise of the Department’s recommendation, this request would 
constitute significant additional reporting and data collection within the 
Cooperative.  

The Department’s recommendation is necessary because without an analytical framework to quantify 
costs and compare alternatives, the filings limit the determination of whether higher-cost reliability 
measures, including strategic undergrounding, provide benefits commensurate with their cost relative 
to other available alternatives. The Department believes that administrative burden, by itself, is not a 
sufficient reason to forgo an analytical tool that would improve transparency, comparability, and 
decision making for major distribution investments. 
 
The Department maintains the recommendation that DEA quantify the value of major reliability and 
resiliency investments using a recognized customer interruption cost approach, such as an ICE 
methodology:  

The Department recommends the Commission require DEA to quantify 
the value of major reliability and resiliency investments, such as strategic 
undergrounding, using a recognized customer interruption cost approach 
(e.g., an Interruption Cost Estimate [ICE] calculator methodology) and to 
apply that value consistently in cost-benefit comparisons across 
alternatives.32 

The Association also stated that the value of reliability recommendation is closely aligned with service 
quality and reliability metrics in its annual Safety, Reliability, and Service Quality (SRSQ) Report: 

[…] the Cooperative believes this recommendation is more closely aligned 
with service quality, not distribution system planning. Dakota Electric 

 

31 Department Initial Comments, at 17.  
32 Ibid. 
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provides its annual SRSQ Report as an informal filing to the Commission 
and as a cooperative electric association our elected Board of Directors 
oversees service quality. Dakota Electric may wish to include this type of 
information as part of our annual SRSQ reports provided to our Board of 
Directors, but it is unclear additional value these metrics will provide in 
light of our current service quality and reliability metrics.33   

The Department respectfully disagrees with the Association’s statement. The Department views 
strategic undergrounding as both a service-quality reporting issue and a planning issue because the IDP 
is where the Commission evaluates future distribution investments, alternatives, and the costs and 
benefits of those investments. The Department’s recommendation does not require DEA to report on 
past reliability performance. Rather, the Department asks DEA to use a consistent method to compare 
reliability tools before the program expands. The SRSQ reports can still be the place to track realized 
reliability outcomes after projects are implemented, but it is not a substitute for upfront evaluation of 
whether the chosen reliability tool is the best-value option. 
  

D.3. Strategic Undergrounding 
 
In its initial comments, the Department noted that strategic undergrounding is a new program for DEA 
and that other tools, including vegetation management and fault location, isolation, and service 
restoration, may also produce meaningful reliability improvements.34 DEA’s reply comments confirm 
that it has not yet developed a formal strategic undergrounding program and that it will consider other 
reliability tools as part of future planning. The Association stated: 

[…] the decisions that Dakota Electric makes on many system planning 
measures, including strategic undergrounding, is driven less by looking at 
items from a cost benefit perspective and more through the lens of trying 
to maximize service to our members.35 

However, in its reply comments, the Association stated that it expects to review various reliability 
tools: 
 

Dakota Electric appreciates this suggestion from the Department, and the 
Cooperative expects to regularly review various reliability tools to 
determine which provide the best overall reliability and service experience 
for members at a reasonable cost.36 
 

The Department appreciates DEA’s willingness to evaluate its strategic undergrounding program along 
with other reliability tools available and maintains its recommendation from the Department’s initial 
comments: 

 

33 DEA Reply Comments, at 12. 
34 Department Initial Comments, at 18. 
35 DEA Reply Comments, at 12. 
36 Id., at 13. 
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The Department recommends that strategic undergrounding should be 
evaluated alongside other reliability tools that can materially reduce 
outage minutes on targeted feeders.37 

D.4. Final Recommendations 
 
The Department maintains the following recommendations: 

The Department recommends the Commission require DEA to quantify the 
value of major reliability and resiliency investments, such as strategic 
undergrounding, using a recognized customer interruption cost approach 
(e.g, an Interruption Cost Estimate [ICE] calculator methodology) and to 
apply that value consistently in cost-benefit comparisons across 
alternatives. 

The Department recommends that strategic undergrounding should be 
evaluated alongside other reliability tools that can materially reduce 
outage minutes on targeted feeders. 

E. AGE RELATED REPLACEMENTS AND ASSET RENEWAL 

In its initial comments, the Department requested that Dakota Electric explain transformer 
replacement timing decisions and their impact on DEA’s budget. The Department stated: 

The Department requests that DEA explain in reply comments how the 
Association determines the need to replace its substation transformers 
and how both failure rates and transformer overloads are factored into 
substation transformer asset replacement decisions.38  

The Association provided additional clarification in its reply comments, stating that DEA originally 
discussed the need to replace substation transformers and equipment in the Association's IDP Report. 
Additionally, DEA states it prioritizes its substation replacement based on several factors including: age, 
historical loading, manufacturer/availability of repair parts, and history of failures. The Association 
selects the substations with the highest risk factors for replacement first and considers how these 
projects dovetail with existing, or likely, staff workloads.39 

The Department appreciates the Association’s clarification of its transformer replacement timing 
decisions in its reply comments and looks forward to continued discussion in the next IDP. In future 
IDPs the Department would like DEA to continue clarifying how it determines the need to replace its 
substation transformers and how both failure rates and transformer overloads are factored into 

 

37 Department Initial Comments, at 19. 
38 Id., at 22.  
39 DEA Reply Comments, at 13. 
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substation transformer asset replacement decisions. The Department does not make a formal 
recommendation at this time. 

In its initial comments, the Department also requested that DEA explain how it determined that 
switchgear replacement is the most cost-effective strategy the Department stated: 

The Department requests DEA to explain in reply comments how the 
Association determined that switchgear replacement is the most cost-
effective option. The explanation should detail what other alternatives 
were evaluated and what costs were included in this analysis.40 

The Association clarified in its reply comments that when analyzing switchgear, the only options 
available are to either refurbish or replace the switchgear. Refurbishing the equipment would entail 
replacing the breakers and relays; however, DEA states it would have difficulty acquiring replacement 
components because some models are obsolete. Further, DEA states the upgrades would require the 
entire breaker lineup to change and require significant changes to internal wiring. Due to the amount 
of changes required to refurbish, and the risks with complexities in refurbishing switchgear, DEA 
concluded that replacement of the entire switchgear building was the most reasonable approach.41 

The Department looks forward to continued discussion related to switchgear replacement in the next 
IDP, including the evaluation of the option of continued operations. The Department would like DEA to 
continue considering and quantifying the tradeoffs, including costs, inherent with these decisions. The 
Department does not make a formal recommendation at this time. 

In its initial comments, the Department requested that DEA explain why its Single Phase Fuse Cabinets 
Program is preferable to a phased replacement approach. The Department stated: 

The Department requests DEA explain in reply comments why its Single 
Phase Fuse Cabinets Program is preferrable to a phased approach where 
the existing fuse cabinets are replaced at their expected end of life.42 

The Association provides additional clarification in its reply comments. DEA states that the Association 
had significant difficulty securing a manufacturer that was willing to supply a small amount of single-
phase fuse cabinets on an annual basis. As a result, DEA retained cabinets in service past their 
expected end of life, which led to increased failures, with minimal replacement inventory. In addition, 
DEA states that single-phase fuse cabinets are no longer a standard design for Dakota Electric and 
determined that the cost of reconfiguring the primary conductors and equipment to newer designs 
were economically unfavorable. The Single Phase Fuse Cabinets Program allowed DEA to secure a 

 

40 Department Initial Comments, at 23. 
41 DEA Reply Comments, at 14. 
42 Ibid. 
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manufacturer to produce cabinets in a higher order quantity, and based on current design standards, 
which resulted in a significantly lower cost option.43 

The Department appreciates the Association’s explanation related to the Single Phase Fuse Cabinets 
Program and looks forward to continued discussion in the next IDP.  

E.1. Final Recommendations 
 

The Department does not make any recommendations in this section. 

F. WILDFIRE MITIGATION 

In its initial comments, the Department requested DEA clarify when its wildfire mitigation plan would 
be completed.44 Dakota Electric states in its reply comments that expects its wildfire mitigation plan to 
be complete and ready for implementation by the end of 2026.45 
 
Further, the Department also recommended the Commission require DEA to file its WMP in its next 
IDP with additional filing requirements. The Department stated: 
 

The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric to 
file its wildfire mitigation plan, when complete, as a supplement or 
attachment to its IDP. DEA’s filing should include a map of the Association’s 
wildfire risk and its methodology for creating the map, any identified areas 
of particularly high fire risk, the probability and financial damage of these 
events, the proposed wildfire mitigation budget, and a full cost benefit 
analysis of the proposed mitigation measures.46 
 

The Department unfortunately neglected to clarify that its recommendation in initial comments was 
for the next IDP, not the current IDP. The Department appreciates and agrees with the analysis from 
the Association regarding the completion of its WMP by the end of 2026 and the ability for DEA to file 
its WMP with the next IDP, to be filed in 2027.47 The Department makes the following modified 
recommendation to specify that the WMP should be filed with the 2027 IDP: 
 

The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric to 
file its wildfire mitigation plan, when complete, as a supplement or 
attachment to its next IDP, to be filed in 2027. DEA’s filing should include 
a map of the Association’s wildfire risk and its methodology for creating 
the map, any identified areas of particularly high fire risk, the probability 
and potential financial damage of these events, the proposed wildfire 
mitigation budget, and a full cost benefit analysis of the proposed 
mitigation measures. 

 

43 DEA Reply Comments, at 14. 
44 Department Initial Comments, at 24. 
45 DEA Reply Comments, at 15. 
46 Department Initial Comments, at 24. 
47 DEA Reply Comments, at 15. 
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F.1. Contractual Services for WMP review 
 
As WMPs are relatively new for utility planning dockets as well as for regulator and stakeholder review, 
the Department anticipates that the review of each utility’s WMP would be significantly improved by 
the addition of a contractor. An outside contractor would bring additional insight and WMP expertise 
that is not currently housed within the Department. The Department estimates that contractual 
services could cost up to $300,000 for review of all four of the rate-regulated utilities’ WMP. The 
Department estimates these costs in the context of the costs incurred for contractual services in Xcel 
and OTP’s ongoing rate cases to review proposed wildfire expenditures. The Department anticipates 
hiring one contractor for review of all the utilities’ WMP in the next IDP cycle—resulting in 
approximately a two-year contract. The Department asserts that proper review of utility WMP could 
aid in balancing the risk of wildfire in each utility territory and the costs to Minnesota ratepayers. 
WMPs have the potential to be a significant spending category, which raises important affordability 
questions for Minnesota ratepayers.  
 
The Department recommends the Commission authorize the Department to spend up to $300,000 
total to obtain contractual services for the review of all four rate-regulated utilities’ wildfire 
mitigation plans. 
 

F.2. Final Recommendations 
 
The Department makes the following new recommendation: 

The Department recommends the Commission authorize the Department 
to spend up to $300,000 total to obtain contractual services for the review 
of all four rate-regulated utilities’ wildfire mitigation plans. 

The Department makes the following modified recommendation:  

The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric to 
file its wildfire mitigation plan as a supplement or attachment to its next 
IDP, to be filed in 2027. DEA’s filing should include a map of the 
Association’s wildfire risk and its methodology for creating the map, any 
identified areas of particularly high fire risk, the probability and potential 
financial damage of these events, the proposed wildfire mitigation budget, 
and a full cost benefit analysis of the proposed mitigation measures. 

IV. DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATIONS  

Based on analysis of Dakota Electric’s 2025 IDP and the information in the record, the Department has 
prepared recommendations, which are provided below.  

A. IDP SCHEDULE  

• A.1. The Department recommends the Commission order either A or B: 
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A. Xcel file its IDP, TEP, and IDP-Related Ad Hoc filings in odd-numbered years. MP, DEA, 
and OTP file their IDP and TEP in even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028. 

B. All IDPs are filed in odd-numbered years. All TEPs and IDP-Related Ad Hoc Filings are 
filed in even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028. 

B.  FORECASTED DISTRIBUTION BUDGET 

• B.1. The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric Association, in 
its next IDP, to further clarify how its reporting has changed for each of the distribution 
budget categories. The Department recommends the discussion include examples of the 
investments that have been reclassified and how the reclassification affects the 
characterization of the Association’s IDP budget compared to the years prior to 
reconfiguration of its budget reporting categories.  

• B.2. The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric Association to 
include, in its next IDP, a discussion of its construction and process standards that focus on 
reliability and how the standards are used to build the Association’s construction workplan 
budget. Write out all recommendations in bulleted list format in this section. 

D. RELIABILITY 

• D.1. The Department recommends the Commission require DEA to quantify the value of 
major reliability and resiliency investments, such as strategic undergrounding, using a 
recognized customer interruption cost approach (e.g, an Interruption Cost Estimate [ICE] 
calculator methodology) and to apply that value consistently in cost-benefit comparisons 
across alternatives. 

• D.2. The Department recommends that strategic undergrounding should be evaluated 
alongside other reliability tools that can materially reduce outage minutes on targeted 
feeders. 

F. WILDFIRE MITIGATION 

• F.1. The Department recommends the Commission authorize the Department to spend up 
to $300,000 total to obtain contractual services for the review of all four rate-regulated 
utilities’ wildfire mitigation plans.      

• F.2. The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric to file its wildfire 
mitigation plan as a supplement or attachment to its next IDP, to be filed in 2027. DEA’s 
filing should include a map of the Association’s wildfire risk and its methodology for creating 
the map, any identified areas of particularly high fire risk, the probability and potential 
financial damage of these events, the proposed wildfire mitigation budget, and a full cost 
benefit analysis of the proposed mitigation measures. 
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Requested From: Dakota Electric Association Date of Request:  1/15/2026
Type of Inquiry:  General  Response Due:     1/26/2026

SEND RESPONSE VIA EMAIL TO:  Utility.Discovery@state.mn.us as well as the assigned analyst(s). 
Assigned Analyst(s):  Ari Zwick, Bhavin Pradhan, Adway De  
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Phone Number(s): 651-539-1675, 651-539-1724, 651-539-1724 

ADDITIONAL INSTRUCTIONS:  
Each response must be submitted as a text searchable PDF, unless otherwise directed.  Please include the docket 
number, request number, and respondent name and title on the answers. If your response contains Trade Secret data, 
please include a public copy. 

To be completed by responder 

Response Date: January 26, 2026 
Response by: Adam Heinen (Vice President, Regulatory Services), Alex Nelson (System Design Manager), Trevor Hauck (Engineering Services 
Manager), Kwadwo Safo (Senior Electrical Engineer), John Berge (Grid Modernization Manager)  
Email Address: aheinen@dakotaelectric.com  
Phone Number: 651-463-6258 

Request Number: 22 
Topic: Planning for Future Load Growth 
Reference(s): 2025 Integrated Distribution Plan 

Request:  

When DEA needs to replace a system asset, please describe: 

1. How many forecasted years DEA will consider in its analysis.
a. If the forecast varies by project or asset type, please provide a summary of how the forecast varies in

different scenarios.
2. What data DEA includes in its analysis of the need for asset replacement.
3. How forecast uncertainty is accounted for in DEA’s asset replacement methodology.

Response: 
1. Some equipment is not impacted by load forecasts because they are not a planning critical part of

the system’s overall carrying capability. Equipment such as cable, conductors, and substations have
more effect on overall current carrying capability and forecasts are considered as part of the
planning and design.  When planning for this type of equipment and upgrades, Dakota Electric
considers the surrounding area and its potential growth and land uses for how our system may look
in the future.  This future analysis does not generally look at design from a year specific perspective,
except for long-lead time equipment, but rather total load for the area.  This load may all show up in
one year or many years in the future.  Dakota Electric plans for the overall MW the area might
experience and replaces or constructs the asset based on current design standards and cost
effectiveness.
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To be completed by responder 

 
Response Date: January 26, 2026  
Response by: Adam Heinen (Vice President, Regulatory Services), Alex Nelson (System Design Manager), Trevor Hauck (Engineering Services 
Manager), Kwadwo Safo (Senior Electrical Engineer), John Berge (Grid Modernization Manager)  
Email Address: aheinen@dakotaelectric.com  
Phone Number: 651-463-6258  

(Continued) 
2. Dakota Electric considers a number of items as part of our asset replacement analysis.  In particular, 

Dakota Electric considers items such as age of asset, current physical condition of asset, criticality 
of the asset, ease of maintenance (e.g., parts available), fault/amp ratings, current design needs, 
future design needs, current operation standards.  In addition, when replacing an asset we are 
guided by our current design standards, unless there is a known upgrade we want to make. For 
example, if we use a 336 ACSR overhead conductor, we may replace it with 477 ACSR because this is 
our current standard and max conductor size. Dakota Electric does periodically review these 
standards to determine their effectiveness based on long range forecasts, typically 20 years. 

3. Dakota Electric’s approach to asset replacement assumes worst case scenario planning.  By 
assuming a worst case scenario, this accounts for forecast uncertainty. 
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Type of Inquiry:  General   Response Due:     3/30/2026

SEND RESPONSE VIA EMAIL TO:  Utility.Discovery@state.mn.us as well as the assigned analyst(s). 
Assigned Analyst(s):  Ari Zwick, Krystal Binversie  
Email Address(es): ari.zwick@state.mn.us, krystal.binversie@state.mn.us  
Phone Number(s): 651-539-1675, 651-539-1025 

ADDITIONAL INSTRUCTIONS:  
Each response must be submitted as a text searchable PDF, unless otherwise directed.  Please include the docket 
number, request number, and respondent name and title on the answers. If your response contains Trade Secret data, 
please include a public copy. 
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Response Date: March 27, 2026 
Response by: Adam Heinen  
Email Address: aheinen@dakotaelectric.com 
Phone Number: 651-462-6258  

PUBLIC: Approved for public release. No restrictions on distribution

Request Number: 34 
Topic: N-0 Capacity Mitigation Planning Standard
Reference(s): 2025 Integrated Distribution Plan

Request: 

Please describe if Dakota Electric Association uses a firm percent loading criterion to mitigate N-0 capacity risks 
for substation transformers, feeders, and tap lines.  

A. If Dakota Electric Association does not use a firm percentage, please provide a range at which Dakota
Electric Association would consider making capacity upgrades.

B. If Dakota Electric Association uses different percent loading criteria or ranges based on equipment type,
please outline each criterion by equipment type individually.

Response: 

Dakota Electric does not apply a fixed N-0 loading threshold for capacity upgrades. However, Dakota Electric 
monitors N-0 loading to ensure that equipment operates within their ratings and that there is adequate flexibility 
to manage the system safely and reliably. Currently, the loading criterion to mitigate N-0 capacity risks for Dakota 
Electric's substation transformers and feeders is 90% of the nameplate rating. Capacity upgrades are mainly 
evaluated on the ability of the substation transformer and feeders to support N-1 contingencies, but N-0 loading 
is also considered. Typically, capacity upgrades are considered if we cannot reconfigure existing system conditions 
or make operational changes to accommodate capacity risks. Tap lines are upgraded if the loading exceeds 
equipment ratings. 
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Dear Ms. Bergman,



Attached are the reply comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce (Department) in the following matter:

In the Matter of Dakota Electric Association’s 2025 Integrated Distribution Plan.

Dakota Electric Association’s (DEA or the Association) was filed on November 3, 2025.



The Department recommends the Commission accept DEA’s IDP with modifications and is available to answer any questions the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission may have.





Sincerely,







/s/ Dr. SYDNIE LIEB                                                     

Assistant Commissioner of Regulatory Analysis   
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Before the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission

		

Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce



Docket No. E111/M-25-139





[bookmark: _Toc174055957]INTRODUCTION 



Every two years, Dakota Electric Association (DEA or the Association) submits an Integrated Distribution Plan (IDP), which began with the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission’s (Commission) February 20, 2019 Order Approving Integrated Distribution Planning Filing Requirements for DEA.[footnoteRef:2] The primary mechanism by which IDPs operate is compliance with the Commission’s established filing requirements. The Commission accepts the IDP if it finds that DEA complies with its established filing requirements. [2:  In the Matter of Distribution System Planning for Dakota Electric Association, Order Adopting Integrated Distribution Plan Filing Requirements, February 20, 2019, Docket No. E-015/CI-18-255, (eDockets) 20192-150449-01 (hereinafter “February 20, 2019 Order”). ] 




The Department seeks to understand utility decision-making processes in order to cross-pollinate, when practicable, best practices among the rate-regulated utilities. At this stage, the Department is interested in the costs and benefits of different planning strategies.



It is the Department’s goal to foster collaboration with each of the rate regulated utilities, rather than to make recommendations that utilities oppose. However, with key affordability concerns identified across the IDPs, the Department intends to advocate for the analysis of potentially cost saving strategies when practicable.






[bookmark: _Toc174055958]ROCEDURAL BACKGROUND  



		September 16, 2024

		The Commission filed its Order Accepting 2023 Integrated Distribution Plan and Modifying Filing Requirements.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  In the Matter of Distribution System Planning for Dakota Electric Association, Order Accepting 2023 Integrated Distribution Plan and Modifying Filing Requirements, September 16, 2024, Docket No. E111/M-23-420, (eDockets) 20249-210229-01.] 






		November 3, 2025

		DEA files its 2025 IDP.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  In the Matter of Dakota Electric Association’s 2025 Integrated Distribution Plan, Dakota Electric Association, November 3, 2025, Docket No. E-111/M-25-139, (eDockets) 202511-224614-03, (hereinafter “2025 IDP”).] 






		November 13, 2025

		The Commission issues its Notice of Comment Period in the present docket.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Notice of Comment Period, November 13, 2025, Docket No. E111/M-25-139, (eDockets) 202511-224921-01 (hereinafter “Notice”).] 






		March 24, 2026

		The Department files initial comments in response to DEA’s 2025 IDP.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Department, Comments, March 24, 2026, Docket No. E111/M-25-139, (eDockets) 202511-229585-01 (hereinafter “Department Initial Comments”).] 




		April 14, 2026

		DEA files reply comments for its 2025 IDP.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Dakota Electric Association, Comments, April 14, 2026, Docket No. E111/M-25-139, (eDockets) 20264-230392-01 (hereinafter “DEA Reply Comments”).] 








Topic(s) open for comment: 

1. Should the Commission accept or reject Dakota Electric Association’s IDP?

2. Did Dakota Electric adequately address the Commission’s IDP filing requirements and prior Orders, as outlined in Attachment A to this notice? 

3. Feedback, comments, and recommendations on the following areas of Dakota Electric’s IDP:

a. Non-wires alternatives analysis and potential pilot project

b. Planned grid modernization initiatives

c. Forecasted distribution budget

d. Distributed Energy Resource (DER) scenarios and forecasts

4. Other areas of Dakota Electric’s IDP not listed above, along with any other issues or concerns related to this matter.



Department analysis 

IDP Schedule

The current biennial IDP schedule creates a significant barrier to participation for the Department and other stakeholder groups; the volume of the IDPs creates a highly concentrated workload for parties, which makes it difficult to manage staff time and interrelated or competing deadlines. The Department is concerned that the biennial IDP schedule especially limits participation in the IDPs by other parties. To foster enhanced participation in the IDPs, the Department recommends a revised annual IDP schedule to allow commenters more time to participate in the IDP process.

The Department recommends the Commission order either A or B:

A. Xcel file its IDP, TEP, and IDP-Related Ad Hoc filings in odd-numbered years. MP, DEA, and OTP file their IDP and TEP in even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028.

B. All IDPs are filed in odd-numbered years. All TEPs and IDP-Related Ad Hoc Filings are filed in even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028.



The Department’s preference is A. However, B., or any modifications of A. or B. would be acceptable, so long as the workload is spread annually rather than biennially. The Department cross files this recommendation in each of the rate-regulated utilities’ IDPs.



Final Recommendations



The Department makes one new recommendation:

The Department recommends the Commission order either A or B:

A. Xcel file its IDP, TEP, and IDP-Related Ad Hoc filings in odd-numbered years. MP, DEA, and OTP file their IDP and TEP in even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028.

B. All IDPs are filed in odd-numbered years. All TEPs and IDP-Related Ad Hoc Filings are filed in even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028.

Forecasted Distribution Budget

In its initial comments, the Department requested:

DEA explain in its reply comments: 

A. How DEA forms its budget and makes allocation decisions between different investment opportunities;

B. Whether DEA sets a budget limit for each year, and if so, how this number is determined; and 

C. How DEA ensures that system condition and reliability are maintained under a restricted budget.

The Department stated the following in response to Dakota’s budget categories:

These four budget categories [age related replacement, capacity, reliability, and grid modernization] highlight deliberate decision making on behalf of DEA distribution planners to control DEA’s spending. In two examples, the Department highlights how DEA lowers spending in one budget category in order to increase spending in another. The result of these decisions is a stable distribution budget, which does not put pressure on DEA’s members beyond the broader economic forces driving inflation [clarification of budget categories added].[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Department Initial Comments, at 8.] 


The Association provided additional clarification in its reply comments, stating that DEA made several changes to its IDP spending categories in response to a change in filing requirements, as noted in its IDP report: 

Dakota Electric appreciates the Commission and Staff for modifying this filing requirement to allow this data to be categorized into a ‘high-level’ look at distribution spending. For the 2025 IDP Report, Dakota Electric has reconfigured some of the codes and budget categories. This may cause an increase or decrease in some categories versus how costs were previously attributed to each category in past IDPs. Years 2020, 2021, and 2022 have not changed from what was reported in the 2023 IDP.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  DEA Reply Comments, at 5.] 


DEA states that because of this reconfiguration of the budget categories, the significant changes observed by the Department are not necessarily deliberate decision making by DEA to control spending.[footnoteRef:10] The Association asserts that the reconfiguration of its budget categories are rather a reallocation between the categories to ease the burden of reporting.[footnoteRef:11] The Department makes the following new recommendation: [10:  Ibid.]  [11:  Ibid.] 


The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric Association, in its next IDP, to further clarify how its reporting has changed for each of the distribution budget categories. The Department recommends the discussion include examples of the investments that have been reclassified and how the reclassification affects the characterization of the Association’s IDP budget compared to the years prior to reconfiguration of its budget reporting categories. 

DEA also clarifies its load growth history in response to a Department statement that the Association has experienced relatively flat load growth throughout most of its history.[footnoteRef:12] The Department appreciates the clarification that DEA has only relatively recently experienced flat load growth, and has previously experienced sustained, and at times rapid, load growth throughout its history.[footnoteRef:13] The Department regrets this mischaracterization. [12:  Department Initial Comments, at 11.]  [13:  DEA Reply Comments, at 6.] 




In initial comments, the Department asked how DEA forms its budget and makes allocation decisions. The Department also asked DEA to clarify whether it sets a budget cap each year, and if so, how the cap is determined.[footnoteRef:14] DEA states that it annually presents its Board of Directors (Board) a three-year construction workplan budget. The budget is then reviewed and approved, if the Board determines the budget to be reasonable.[footnoteRef:15] The budget contains planned investment categories such as new customers and service rebuilds, mainlines, substations and distribution equipment.[footnoteRef:16] However, although specific projects are included if identified before budget approval, certain unplanned projects, such as a road relocation project, may occur within a budget year with little pre-planning. If an unplanned project occurs, DEA states it may elect to defer an internally driven project to comply with the externally driven/required projects to maintain its Board-approved budget. The Association also clarifies that projects related to reliability, capacity, repairability, age, or condition are selected based on highest priority needs.[footnoteRef:17] To answer the Department’s question regarding a yearly budget limit, the Association states that its Board does not employ an annual cap to its budget. The Board can make discreet adjustments to the budget, if it deems the adjustment reasonable. DEA reiterates that the three-year construction workplan budget is approved annually.[footnoteRef:18] [14:  Department Initial Comments, at 8.]  [15:  DEA Reply Comments, at 6.]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Id., at 6-7.]  [18:  Id., at 7] 




Further, in its initial comments, the Department asked DEA to explain how it ensures that system condition and reliability are maintained under a restricted budget.[footnoteRef:19] The Association states that its budget is prepared at the most detailed level possible and, as such, is intended to identify specific system needs to improve system conditions and performance. DEA states that it builds in periodic maintenance schedules for most of the equipment on its system—including specific amounts for aging equipment and pole replacement. The Association also states that instead of having a specific focus on reliability in a given budget, DEA has created construction and process standards that focus on reliability and has tried to include a focus on reliability over time (i.e. reliability is implicitly included in prior or ongoing projects).[footnoteRef:20] The Association reiterates that, if an unplanned investment is needed, the funding for internally driven projects would be adjusted to make sure the Board-approved budget is maintained.[footnoteRef:21] The Department appreciates the Association’s budget-related responses in its reply comments, and looks forward to continued discussion in the next IDP. The Department makes the following new recommendation regarding the Association’s construction and process standards: [19:  Id., at 7.]  [20:  Id., at 8.]  [21:  Ibid.] 


The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric Association to include, in its next IDP, a discussion of its construction and process standards that focus on reliability and how the standards are used to build the Association’s construction workplan budget.

Final Recommendations



The Department makes the following new recommendations:

The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric Association, in its next IDP, to further clarify how its reporting has changed for each of the distribution budget categories. The Department recommends the discussion include examples of the investments that have been reclassified and how the reclassification affects the characterization of the Association’s IDP budget compared to the years prior to reconfiguration of its budget reporting categories. 

The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric Association to include, in its next IDP, a discussion of its construction and process standards that focus on reliability and how the standards are used to build the Association’s construction workplan budget.

Capacity

[bookmark: _Hlk227227477]In its initial comments, the Department requested:



DEA explain in reply comments how the Association views capacity overload risks at its substations and the need for capacity mitigations with historic or existing substation transformer overloads. DEA should discuss why the Association has no plans to mitigate substation transformer capacity risks at the Deerwood, Lemay Lake, Lebanon Hills, and Apple Valley substations.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Department Initial Comments, at 11.] 




DEA states that its substation transformers are engineered with several temperature and cooling levels; each level has increasing load capacities. The Association also states that DEA evaluates substation loads every year to confirm that equipment limits are not exceeded and that each substation can reliably handle both normal and contingency scenarios. The substation transformers at Deerwood, Lemay Lake, Lebanon Hills, and Apple Valley, feature multiple cooling stages (ONAN/ONAF/ONAF) along with different continuous ratings. DEA clarifies that using a transformer above its base (ONAN) rating does not qualify as overload or emergency operation, nor does it negatively impact the transformer's condition. Moreover, according to Appendix A of the IDP, none of the substation transformers were run[footnoteRef:23] beyond their nameplate specifications.[footnoteRef:24] The nameplate ratings for the listed transformers are as follows:  [23:  DEA Reply Comments, at 8.]  [24:  2025 IDP, Appendix A.] 




Deerwood/ Apple Valley Substations 

· @55 deg C 21/28/35 MVA ONAN/ONAF/ONAF 

· @65 deg C 24/32/39 MVA ONAN/ONAF/ONAF 

Lemay Lake/Lebanon Substations 

· @55 deg C 20/27/33 MVA ONAN/ONAF/ONAF 

· @65 deg C 22/30/37 MVA ONAN/ONAF/ONAF[footnoteRef:25] [25:  DEA Reply Comments, at 9.] 


Further in its initial comments, the Department discussed the Association’s capacity planning standards.[footnoteRef:26] The Department sought to better understand the Association’s approach to mitigating capacity risks on its distribution system. In response to Department IR 22, DEA described how it makes asset replacement decisions, stating it “plans for the overall MW the area might experience and replaces or constructs the asset based on current design standards and cost effectiveness.”[footnoteRef:27] In initial comments, the Department requested the Association further clarify how: [26:  Department Initial Comments, at 11.]  [27:  DEA Response to Department IR 22. See Attachment A.] 


[T]he Association incorporates cost-effectiveness metrics into its project-level and design-standard review processes, and explain how these metrics affect DEA’s asset replacement decision process.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Department Initial Comments, at 13.] 


DEA responded in its reply comments:

Project-level designs are analyzed for upfront installation costs, and we compare these designs to the constructability of different styles of design (e.g. overhead vs. underground construction). Feasibility of construction, land accessibility, and future maintenance are generally considered, but Dakota Electric focuses cost considerations on the upfront installation cost. Beyond installation cost considerations though, it is important to note that design-standard review processes focus more on engineering analysis and planning rather than cost effectiveness. Although not explicit in any calculations, Dakota Electric believes that designing the distribution system with assumptions or considerations for future load growth is a cost-effective way to plan the distribution system. When reviewing asset replacement decisions, newer design standards are followed to ensure consistency, reliability, and safety. These design standard driven decisions may result in an outcome that is more costly, but it may also represent a decision based on newer planning and engineering assumptions that can drive improved reliability and service. When looking at the Cooperative’s distribution planning approach as it relates to cost-effectiveness metrics, Dakota Electric clearly is interested in minimizing costs so that the rates our members pay are affordable. However, the decisions that we make in terms of planning the system lean more toward maximizing the service we provide our members and the overall reliability they see from their electrical service.

The Department appreciates DEA’s response and inherent focus on service, safety and reliability. From the Association’s response, the Department understands that design standards (focused more on the engineering and planning of the system) guide the Association’s decision-making process more than the cost-effectiveness of a proposed project. DEA states that it focuses its cost considerations on the upfront installation costs of the project and compares installation costs to different potential design options, but cost considerations do not extend past the installation costs of a project. The 

Association also states that its design standard driven projects may result in a more costly project, but that a design standard driven process may implement newer engineering and planning standards that improve reliability of the system.[footnoteRef:29] The Association discusses that its process leans more toward maximizing service and overall reliability than cost-effectiveness analysis, though DEA is interested in minimizing costs so customer rates are affordable.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  DEA Reply Comments, at 9.]  [30:  Id., at 9-10.] 




The Department does not make an official recommendation on DEA’s capacity planning standards or on substation capacity at this time, but looks forward to continued discussions in future IDPs as to how DEA optimizes its system for reliability and safety while maintaining affordability for its ratepayers.



Finally, in initial comments, the Department cited to a forthcoming response to its IR 34. The Department has included DEA’s response as an attachment to the present comments.



Final Recommendations



The Department does not make any recommendations in this section.

Reliability

[bookmark: _Hlk227227945]Vegetation Management



In its initial comments, the Department requested data on the number of outages caused by trees for years 2020 to 2025. The Department had requested:

The Department requests DEA present in its reply comments data on the number of “Trees” outages in the years 2020, 2021, 2022, and 2025, as available.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Department Initial Comments, at 15. ] 


The Department requested this information because vegetation is the leading cause of outages on DEA’s system and DEA has substantially increased its vegetation-management efforts in recent years, as detailed in the Department’s initial comments. Given that DEA has linked increased investments to expected reliability improvements, the Department sought a longer run of tree-outage data to better assess whether the program is producing measurable results over time. The request was also intended to distinguish a durable reliability trend from normal year-to-year variation, including changes driven by weather or other external factors. For that reason, the Department asked DEA to provide additional annual outage counts so the record would better show whether increased vegetation spending is translating into fewer tree-related outages.



The Department appreciates that DEA provided the requested tree-outage data; see Table 1.



Table 1. DEA’s tree-related outages, 2020-2025.

		Year

		2020

		2021

		2022

		2023

		2024

		2025



		# of Tree Outages

		229

		119

		191

		156

		210

		214







The data in Table 1 above is helpful, but they do not yet establish the effectiveness of DEA’s increased vegetation-management spending because DEA also explains that its outage classification changed in 2020 and that the first full vegetation-management cycle is now expected to take 8-10 years, rather than the earlier expected 4-5 years:

As noted in our 2019 SRSQ report, we anticipated that it would take approximately 4-5 years to get through the entire overhead system and tree trimming backlog. However, as we have worked through our systematic vegetation management process, we concluded that the 4-5 year timeframe was incorrect and significantly underestimated. Based off our actual experience to date, we now expect it will take 8-10 years to complete the first cycle of overhead system trimming. 

[…]

From a practical standpoint when looking at reliability metrics, Dakota Electric also notes that our increase investments in vegetation management will likely take some time before the data will reflect reduced outages due to trees. 

The Department views the tree-outage counts as informative, but not yet sufficient to demonstrate the magnitude of reliability benefits from the program. 



Value of Reliability 



In its initial comments, the Department recommended that the Association quantify the value of major reliability and resiliency investments using a customer interruption cost approach. The Department stated:




The Department recommends the Commission require DEA to quantify the value of major reliability and resiliency investments, such as strategic undergrounding, using a recognized customer interruption cost approach (e.g, an Interruption Cost Estimate [ICE] calculator methodology) and to apply that value consistently in cost-benefit comparisons across alternatives.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Department Initial Comments, at 17. ] 


The Department made this recommendation because DEA does not currently monetize outage reductions or use a monetized value of customer outage impacts in its project comparisons. In reply comments, DEA states that it disagrees with this recommendation, that such analysis would create additional reporting burden, and that investments such as strategic undergrounding may not be cost-beneficial in the traditional sense:

Dakota Electric respectfully disagrees with this recommendation and does not believe it is necessary. Although the Cooperative understands the premise of the Department’s recommendation, this request would constitute significant additional reporting and data collection within the Cooperative. 

The Department’s recommendation is necessary because without an analytical framework to quantify costs and compare alternatives, the filings limit the determination of whether higher-cost reliability measures, including strategic undergrounding, provide benefits commensurate with their cost relative to other available alternatives. The Department believes that administrative burden, by itself, is not a sufficient reason to forgo an analytical tool that would improve transparency, comparability, and decision making for major distribution investments.



The Department maintains the recommendation that DEA quantify the value of major reliability and resiliency investments using a recognized customer interruption cost approach, such as an ICE methodology: 

The Department recommends the Commission require DEA to quantify the value of major reliability and resiliency investments, such as strategic undergrounding, using a recognized customer interruption cost approach (e.g., an Interruption Cost Estimate [ICE] calculator methodology) and to apply that value consistently in cost-benefit comparisons across alternatives.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Ibid.] 


The Association also stated that the value of reliability recommendation is closely aligned with service quality and reliability metrics in its annual Safety, Reliability, and Service Quality (SRSQ) Report:

[…] the Cooperative believes this recommendation is more closely aligned with service quality, not distribution system planning. Dakota Electric provides its annual SRSQ Report as an informal filing to the Commission and as a cooperative electric association our elected Board of Directors oversees service quality. Dakota Electric may wish to include this type of information as part of our annual SRSQ reports provided to our Board of Directors, but it is unclear additional value these metrics will provide in light of our current service quality and reliability metrics.[footnoteRef:34]   [34:  DEA Reply Comments, at 12.] 


The Department respectfully disagrees with the Association’s statement. The Department views strategic undergrounding as both a service-quality reporting issue and a planning issue because the IDP is where the Commission evaluates future distribution investments, alternatives, and the costs and benefits of those investments. The Department’s recommendation does not require DEA to report on past reliability performance. Rather, the Department asks DEA to use a consistent method to compare reliability tools before the program expands. The SRSQ reports can still be the place to track realized reliability outcomes after projects are implemented, but it is not a substitute for upfront evaluation of whether the chosen reliability tool is the best-value option.

 

Strategic Undergrounding



In its initial comments, the Department noted that strategic undergrounding is a new program for DEA and that other tools, including vegetation management and fault location, isolation, and service restoration, may also produce meaningful reliability improvements.[footnoteRef:35] DEA’s reply comments confirm that it has not yet developed a formal strategic undergrounding program and that it will consider other reliability tools as part of future planning. The Association stated: [35:  Department Initial Comments, at 18.] 


[…] the decisions that Dakota Electric makes on many system planning measures, including strategic undergrounding, is driven less by looking at items from a cost benefit perspective and more through the lens of trying to maximize service to our members.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  DEA Reply Comments, at 12.] 


However, in its reply comments, the Association stated that it expects to review various reliability tools:



Dakota Electric appreciates this suggestion from the Department, and the Cooperative expects to regularly review various reliability tools to determine which provide the best overall reliability and service experience for members at a reasonable cost.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Id., at 13.] 




The Department appreciates DEA’s willingness to evaluate its strategic undergrounding program along with other reliability tools available and maintains its recommendation from the Department’s initial comments:

The Department recommends that strategic undergrounding should be evaluated alongside other reliability tools that can materially reduce outage minutes on targeted feeders.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Department Initial Comments, at 19.] 


Final Recommendations



The Department maintains the following recommendations:

The Department recommends the Commission require DEA to quantify the value of major reliability and resiliency investments, such as strategic undergrounding, using a recognized customer interruption cost approach (e.g, an Interruption Cost Estimate [ICE] calculator methodology) and to apply that value consistently in cost-benefit comparisons across alternatives.

The Department recommends that strategic undergrounding should be evaluated alongside other reliability tools that can materially reduce outage minutes on targeted feeders.

Age RElated Replacements and Asset Renewal

In its initial comments, the Department requested that Dakota Electric explain transformer replacement timing decisions and their impact on DEA’s budget. The Department stated:

The Department requests that DEA explain in reply comments how the Association determines the need to replace its substation transformers and how both failure rates and transformer overloads are factored into substation transformer asset replacement decisions.[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  Id., at 22. ] 


The Association provided additional clarification in its reply comments, stating that DEA originally discussed the need to replace substation transformers and equipment in the Association's IDP Report. Additionally, DEA states it prioritizes its substation replacement based on several factors including: age, historical loading, manufacturer/availability of repair parts, and history of failures. The Association selects the substations with the highest risk factors for replacement first and considers how these projects dovetail with existing, or likely, staff workloads.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  DEA Reply Comments, at 13.] 


The Department appreciates the Association’s clarification of its transformer replacement timing decisions in its reply comments and looks forward to continued discussion in the next IDP. In future IDPs the Department would like DEA to continue clarifying how it determines the need to replace its substation transformers and how both failure rates and transformer overloads are factored into substation transformer asset replacement decisions. The Department does not make a formal recommendation at this time.

In its initial comments, the Department also requested that DEA explain how it determined that switchgear replacement is the most cost-effective strategy the Department stated:

The Department requests DEA to explain in reply comments how the Association determined that switchgear replacement is the most cost-effective option. The explanation should detail what other alternatives were evaluated and what costs were included in this analysis.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Department Initial Comments, at 23.] 


The Association clarified in its reply comments that when analyzing switchgear, the only options available are to either refurbish or replace the switchgear. Refurbishing the equipment would entail replacing the breakers and relays; however, DEA states it would have difficulty acquiring replacement components because some models are obsolete. Further, DEA states the upgrades would require the entire breaker lineup to change and require significant changes to internal wiring. Due to the amount of changes required to refurbish, and the risks with complexities in refurbishing switchgear, DEA concluded that replacement of the entire switchgear building was the most reasonable approach.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  DEA Reply Comments, at 14.] 


The Department looks forward to continued discussion related to switchgear replacement in the next IDP, including the evaluation of the option of continued operations. The Department would like DEA to continue considering and quantifying the tradeoffs, including costs, inherent with these decisions. The Department does not make a formal recommendation at this time.

In its initial comments, the Department requested that DEA explain why its Single Phase Fuse Cabinets Program is preferable to a phased replacement approach. The Department stated:

The Department requests DEA explain in reply comments why its Single Phase Fuse Cabinets Program is preferrable to a phased approach where the existing fuse cabinets are replaced at their expected end of life.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Ibid.] 


The Association provides additional clarification in its reply comments. DEA states that the Association had significant difficulty securing a manufacturer that was willing to supply a small amount of single-phase fuse cabinets on an annual basis. As a result, DEA retained cabinets in service past their expected end of life, which led to increased failures, with minimal replacement inventory. In addition, DEA states that single-phase fuse cabinets are no longer a standard design for Dakota Electric and determined that the cost of reconfiguring the primary conductors and equipment to newer designs were economically unfavorable. The Single Phase Fuse Cabinets Program allowed DEA to secure a manufacturer to produce cabinets in a higher order quantity, and based on current design standards, which resulted in a significantly lower cost option.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  DEA Reply Comments, at 14.] 


The Department appreciates the Association’s explanation related to the Single Phase Fuse Cabinets Program and looks forward to continued discussion in the next IDP. 

Final Recommendations



The Department does not make any recommendations in this section.

Wildfire Mitigation

In its initial comments, the Department requested DEA clarify when its wildfire mitigation plan would be completed.[footnoteRef:45] Dakota Electric states in its reply comments that expects its wildfire mitigation plan to be complete and ready for implementation by the end of 2026.[footnoteRef:46] [45:  Department Initial Comments, at 24.]  [46:  DEA Reply Comments, at 15.] 




Further, the Department also recommended the Commission require DEA to file its WMP in its next IDP with additional filing requirements. The Department stated:



The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric to file its wildfire mitigation plan, when complete, as a supplement or attachment to its IDP. DEA’s filing should include a map of the Association’s wildfire risk and its methodology for creating the map, any identified areas of particularly high fire risk, the probability and financial damage of these events, the proposed wildfire mitigation budget, and a full cost benefit analysis of the proposed mitigation measures.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Department Initial Comments, at 24.] 




The Department unfortunately neglected to clarify that its recommendation in initial comments was for the next IDP, not the current IDP. The Department appreciates and agrees with the analysis from the Association regarding the completion of its WMP by the end of 2026 and the ability for DEA to file its WMP with the next IDP, to be filed in 2027.[footnoteRef:48] The Department makes the following modified recommendation to specify that the WMP should be filed with the 2027 IDP: [48:  DEA Reply Comments, at 15.] 




The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric to file its wildfire mitigation plan, when complete, as a supplement or attachment to its next IDP, to be filed in 2027. DEA’s filing should include a map of the Association’s wildfire risk and its methodology for creating the map, any identified areas of particularly high fire risk, the probability and potential financial damage of these events, the proposed wildfire mitigation budget, and a full cost benefit analysis of the proposed mitigation measures.

[bookmark: _Toc227744343]Contractual Services for WMP review



As WMPs are relatively new for utility planning dockets as well as for regulator and stakeholder review, the Department anticipates that the review of each utility’s WMP would be significantly improved by the addition of a contractor. An outside contractor would bring additional insight and WMP expertise that is not currently housed within the Department. The Department estimates that contractual services could cost up to $300,000 for review of all four of the rate-regulated utilities’ WMP. The Department estimates these costs in the context of the costs incurred for contractual services in Xcel and OTP’s ongoing rate cases to review proposed wildfire expenditures. The Department anticipates hiring one contractor for review of all the utilities’ WMP in the next IDP cycle—resulting in approximately a two-year contract. The Department asserts that proper review of utility WMP could aid in balancing the risk of wildfire in each utility territory and the costs to Minnesota ratepayers. WMPs have the potential to be a significant spending category, which raises important affordability questions for Minnesota ratepayers. 



[bookmark: _Hlk227749334]The Department recommends the Commission authorize the Department to spend up to $300,000 total to obtain contractual services for the review of all four rate-regulated utilities’ wildfire mitigation plans.



Final Recommendations



The Department makes the following new recommendation:

The Department recommends the Commission authorize the Department to spend up to $300,000 total to obtain contractual services for the review of all four rate-regulated utilities’ wildfire mitigation plans.

The Department makes the following modified recommendation: 

The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric to file its wildfire mitigation plan as a supplement or attachment to its next IDP, to be filed in 2027. DEA’s filing should include a map of the Association’s wildfire risk and its methodology for creating the map, any identified areas of particularly high fire risk, the probability and potential financial damage of these events, the proposed wildfire mitigation budget, and a full cost benefit analysis of the proposed mitigation measures.

[bookmark: _Toc174055968]DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on analysis of Dakota Electric’s 2025 IDP and the information in the record, the Department has prepared recommendations, which are provided below. 

[bookmark: _Toc174055969]IDP Schedule 

A.1. The Department recommends the Commission order either A or B:

A. Xcel file its IDP, TEP, and IDP-Related Ad Hoc filings in odd-numbered years. MP, DEA, and OTP file their IDP and TEP in even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028.

B. All IDPs are filed in odd-numbered years. All TEPs and IDP-Related Ad Hoc Filings are filed in even-numbered years, with the next filing due in 2028.

 Forecasted Distribution Budget

B.1. The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric Association, in its next IDP, to further clarify how its reporting has changed for each of the distribution budget categories. The Department recommends the discussion include examples of the investments that have been reclassified and how the reclassification affects the characterization of the Association’s IDP budget compared to the years prior to reconfiguration of its budget reporting categories. 

B.2. The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric Association to include, in its next IDP, a discussion of its construction and process standards that focus on reliability and how the standards are used to build the Association’s construction workplan budget. Write out all recommendations in bulleted list format in this section.

0. REliability

D.1. The Department recommends the Commission require DEA to quantify the value of major reliability and resiliency investments, such as strategic undergrounding, using a recognized customer interruption cost approach (e.g, an Interruption Cost Estimate [ICE] calculator methodology) and to apply that value consistently in cost-benefit comparisons across alternatives.

D.2. The Department recommends that strategic undergrounding should be evaluated alongside other reliability tools that can materially reduce outage minutes on targeted feeders.

0. Wildfire Mitigation

F.1. The Department recommends the Commission authorize the Department to spend up to $300,000 total to obtain contractual services for the review of all four rate-regulated utilities’ wildfire mitigation plans.     

F.2. The Department recommends the Commission require Dakota Electric to file its wildfire mitigation plan as a supplement or attachment to its next IDP, to be filed in 2027. DEA’s filing should include a map of the Association’s wildfire risk and its methodology for creating the map, any identified areas of particularly high fire risk, the probability and potential financial damage of these events, the proposed wildfire mitigation budget, and a full cost benefit analysis of the proposed mitigation measures.
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