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May 12, 2026 
 
 
  
Sasha Bergman                        PUBLIC DOCUMENT – 
Executive Secretary                           NOT PUBLIC (OR PRIVILEGED)  
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission             DATA HAS BEEN EXCISED 
121 7th Place East, Suite 350 
St. Paul, MN 55101-2147 
 
RE: In the Matter of the Distribution System Planning for Otter Tail 

Power Company 
Docket No. E017/M-25-141 
Integrated Distribution Plan 

 
Dear Ms. Bergman, 
 
Otter Tail Power Company (Otter Tail) respectfully submits its Integrated 
Distribution Plan (IDP) Reply Comments in the above-referenced matter. 
 
Portions of the Reply Comments concerning an analysis of the cost effectiveness of 
certain substation transformer sizing contain confidential competitive cost data.  In 
addition, Attachment 1 provided with these Reply Comments contains information 
concerning substation feeder outage information, including confidential data 
consisting of the location of certain outages and affected customers.  The foregoing 
confidential information (the “Protected Data”) has economic value, actual or 
potential, from not being generally known to, and not being readily ascertainable by 
proper means by other persons and is subject to the efforts by OTP to protect the 
information from public disclosure. The Protected Data therefore: (1) constitutes 
trade secret information, as defined in Minn. Stat. § 13.37, subd. 1(b); (2) is 
classified as nonpublic data pursuant to Minn. Stat. § 13.37, subd. 2; (3) is also not 
public data, as defined in Minn. Stat. § 13.02, subd. 8a; and (4) is protected data 
under Minn. R. 7829.0100, subp. 19a(A). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ms. Bergman 
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If you have any questions regarding this filing, please contact me at 218-739-8278 
or at amnelson@otpco.com. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
/s/TONY NELSON 
Tony Nelson 
Manager Asset Strategies and Engineering 
System Infrastructure and Reliability 
 
kde 
Enclosures 
By electronic filing 
c:  Service List 
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STATE OF MINNESOTA 
BEFORE THE 

MINNESOTA PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION 
 

 
In the Matter of Otter Tail Power 
Company’s 2025 Integrated 
Distribution Plan  

Docket No. E017/M-25-141 
 
REPLY COMMENTS 
 

 

I. INTRODUCTION  

Otter Tail Power Company (OTP or Company) appreciates the Minnesota 

Department of Commerce’s (Department or DOC) thorough review of OTP’s Integrated 

Distribution Plan (IDP). OTP values the Department’s continued engagement in the IDP 

process and appreciates the Department’s recommendation that the Commission 

approve OTP’s IDP.  

OTP’s current IDP is consistent with the structure, intent, and level of detail 

provided in its prior Minnesota IDP filings. Over successive planning cycles, OTP has 

incrementally enhanced its IDP to improve transparency around system conditions, 

planning drivers, risk identification, and capital prioritization—while maintaining the 

IDP’s foundational role as a forward-looking planning document rather than a cost 

recovery filing.  

OTP’s planning philosophy remains grounded in long-standing cost discipline 

and prudent investment. The Company’s history of low electric rates reflects decades of 

deliberate planning, full utilization of asset useful lives, and careful prioritization of 

capital investments. OTP’s IDP supports this philosophy by identifying system needs 

early and enabling proactive, measured solutions that avoid unnecessary or premature 

spending.  

OTP respectfully notes that its size and scale within Minnesota are different than 

other utilities in the state. Likewise our tools, resources and organizational structure 

and capacity as they relate to distribution planning may also differ, as will the nature of 

data we maintain and manage.  The same is true for certain decision thresholds.   From 

OTP’s perspective, these differences are appropriate and reflect a reasonable effort to 

balance cost and benefits to the benefit of our customers.   These differences may in 

some instances affect OTP’s ability to provide the precise nature or scope of information 

requested by the DOC for this and  future IDPs.    In some cases we may not have 

specific data, or such data is not reasonably available in form sought by the Department.  

OTP has endeavored to be responsive and looks  forward to working with the 

Department and other stakeholders. 
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OTP does not directly maintain emergency ratings for distribution substation 

transformers. Accordingly, the transformer Utilization Histogram was developed using 

only the transformers’ normal nameplate ratings.  

OTP further discusses its methodologies and the manner in which capacity 

overload risks at substations are evaluated in greater detail in Section C.2 below. 

The Department requests OTP explain in reply comments how the 
Company views capacity overload risks at its substations and the need 
for capacity mitigations with historic or existing substation transformer 
overloads. As applicable, OTP should discuss why the Company has no 
plans to mitigate substation transformer capacity overloads at any 
substation transformers that have not been identified for upgrades.  

C.2  

OTP plans distribution substations to operate at or below transformer nameplate 

capacity (≤100% loading) under normal conditions, using this threshold as its primary 

benchmark for identifying capacity constraints. Substations nearing this level are 

evaluated for operational adjustments, load transfers, or capacity upgrades, with 

particular attention to maintaining sufficient margin in smaller or single-substation 

systems to accommodate localized variability and seasonal peaks. OTP also recognizes 

that transformers can safely operate above nameplate for limited durations and 

therefore evaluates the durations of these overloads to identify the amount of time the 

equipment spent above the nameplate rating to assess system resilience and inform the 

timing of mitigation actions.  

Rather than relying on a single threshold, OTP applies a risk-based approach to 

overload conditions, considering factors such as magnitude, frequency, duration, 

seasonal patterns, and available operational mitigation. This allows OTP to prioritize 

investments where reliability risk is sustained or material, while using alternatives such 

as feeder reconfiguration, load transfers, or other operational measures where 

appropriate. Substations exceeding nameplate capacity are actively monitored, and in 

cases where overloads are infrequent or short-duration, OTP may defer capital upgrades 

in favor of cost-effective, data-driven solutions that maintain reliable service. 

The Department requests OTP present in reply comments, a feeder utilization 
histogram that is comparable to the Department’s requested substation 
transformer utilization histogram using OTP’s Feeder Data Spreadsheet. 
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Accordingly, the feeder utilization histogram data should be interpreted within 

this context and should not be assumed to represent measurements obtained from 

physical meters installed directly on individual feeders. 

The Department requests OTP present in reply comments a cost effectiveness 
analysis of a 1.5 MVA and 2.0 MVA substation transformer sizing standard 
compared to its 2.5 MVA standard. 

C.4  

OTP currently stocks 1.0 MVA, 1.5 MVA, and 2.5 MVA units (updated from prior 

reporting). In response to the Department’s request, OTP reviewed the cost effectiveness 

of adding a 2.0 MVA standard in addition to 2.5 MVA versus utilizing 2.5 MVA 

transformers for all applications with required capacity between 1.5 MVA and 2.5 MVA. 

As described below, OTP concludes the incremental cost-effectiveness benefit associated 

with adding a 2.0 MVA standard would be limited. Current pricing indicates a 2.0 MVA 

transformer is approximately [PROTECTED DATA BEGINS…  

…PROTECTED DATA ENDS] and a 2.5 MVA transformer is approximately 

[PROTECTED DATA BEGINS…  …PROTECTED DATA 

ENDS], a difference of approximately [PROTECTED DATA BEGINS…  

…PROTECTED DATA ENDS]. This equates to a 3% increase in cost for a 25% 

increase in capacity. OTP estimates that, at best, approximately one to two of these 

annual applications would have load below 2.0 MVA and be suitable for a 2.0 MVA unit; 

accordingly, realized annual purchase-cost savings would likely be limited to 

approximately [PROTECTED DATA BEGINS…  

…PROTECTED DATA ENDS].  

In addition, due to long lead times of transformers (2-3 years), OTP would be 

required to add at least 1, 2.0 MVA unit to standard inventory to maintain appropriate 

spare coverage and operational flexibility. This would require incremental inventory 

capital of the same price as the unit itself as well as ongoing carrying, storage, and 

management costs, which would further reduce the cost effectiveness of adding a new 

standard size relative to the limited annual purchase-cost savings.  

Adding a 2.0 MVA standard would also increase inventory complexity by 

introducing an additional standard size and associated planning and coordination 

requirements. Finally, selecting a 2.0 MVA unit in lieu of a 2.5 MVA unit would provide 

less headroom for future load growth at the served location, potentially increasing the 

likelihood of an earlier upgrade or replacement if load increases. For these reasons, OTP 

concludes the cost-effectiveness benefit of standardizing on both 2.0 MVA and 2.5 MVA 

units would be limited compared to continuing to utilize 2.5 MVA units for 
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requirements in the 1.5–2.5 MVA range, while maintaining the existing 1.0 MVA and 

1.5 MVA (with fan-upgrade capability) standards. 

D. Reliability: 

The Department recommends that OTP, in its reply comments, provide a short 
narrative linking each major reliability-driven program in Appendix B, by MN 
IDP Category, to specific outage causes, reported in Table 3. The narrative 
should also quantify, where feasible, the share of each program’s Minnesota 
spend that is directed at each primary cause category. 

D.1  

To provide additional clarity on the relationship between reliability-driven 

investments and observed outage drivers, OTP has mapped each Minnesota IDP 

Category to the outage cause categories presented in Table 3. As shown in Table D.1 

below, this mapping identifies where IDP programs are expected to mitigate specific 

outage causes. It is not feasible to break out share of each program’s MN spend that is 

directed at these causes.  

Table D.1 – MN IDP Categories and Interruption Cause Mitigations 
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Material or Equipment Failure x x x x 
Squirrel x x 

  

Maintenance x x x 
 

Weather x x 
 

x 
Tree on Line x x 

  

Cause unknown x x x x 
Public x x 

  

Animal caused, not squirrel x x 
  

Equipment fault or operation x x x x 
Fire x x x x 
Downstream customer issue NA NA NA NA      

x = Table 3 Outage cause potentially requiring mitigation spend in 
respective MN IDP Category 

 

To further support this relationship, OTP evaluated a subset of localized 

reliability projects where outage history could be directly associated with specific feeders 
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The Department requests that OTP, in reply comments, explain the reasoning 
behind the significant reduction in the forecasted budget for reliability and 
power quality upgrades from 2025-2029. 

D.2  

The largest component of the historical spend within the reliability and power 

quality category is in response to storm recovery. In the past three years (2022, 2023, 

2024), OTP has experienced significant storm damage funded from the budgets within 

this category. Currently, the forecast reflects a lower, more modest and normal storm 

budget (companywide).  This is due to the fact we cannot predict storm damage in any 

given year. This is then reflected in lower power quality and reliability spend when 

compared to recent history.  

The Department requests that OTP, in reply comments, report its reliability 
metrics outcomes, categorized with workstation and substation, from the 
reliability and power quality investments made from 2020-2024. These metrics 
should include actual SAIDI, SAIFI, CAIDI, and customer minutes of outage 
(CMO), where applicable. 

D.3  

OTP will work with the Department to provide appropriate data.   At this time, 

however, it is not clear  what workstations and substations are included in this request. 

In addition, OTP does not track project outcomes as a standard practice to report 

metrics such as CMO’s. OTP does track a sampling of projects to see how reliability has 

improved with investments on some of the larger projects.  

The Department requests that OTP, in reply comments, explain the reasoning 
behind classifying OHto-UG conversion projects to two MN IDP Categories (PQ 
& Reliability Upgrades and Age Related/Asset Renewal) in Appendix B. 

D.4  

OTP reported its projects in the defined MN IDP categories, which are different 

than OTP internal project categories. For OTP, this mapping is a manual process which  

can be subjective. In addition, many projects can span both reliability and asset health 

categories. Thus, assumptions must be made in determining the MN IDP category the 

project predominately falls for reporting purposes. The IDP categories provide a general 

sense of where spend is occurring regardless of the assumptions made.  
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The Department requests that OTP, in reply comments, provide a short 
summary table for all Minnesota strategic OH-to-UG project planned or 
completed during 2025-2029. This table should specify which criteria (safety, 
customer impacted, outage history, restoration access, vegetation-management 
access, backlot vs. front-lot routing) were determinative in selecting that 
project. Additionally, OTP should identify any feeders that met several criteria 
but were not selected and explain the reasons for their exclusion. 

D.5  

All OTP OH to UG projects meet one or more of the drivers and criteria as listed 

in the MN IDP, but developing the list of specific drivers for projects completed is not 

feasible. Accurate data is not readily available and would take substantial labor 

resources to complete. 

The Department requests that OTP, in reply comments, provide, for at least 
Fergus Falls and Morris, pre-project and post-project feeder-level SAIDI, 
SAIDI, and CAIDI values for at least the most recent 12-24 months. 

D.6  

To evaluate feeder-level reliability performance, OTP reviewed recent outage data 

for feeders serving the Fergus Falls and Morris service areas where reliability work was 

completed in 2024. Feeder-level SAIDI, SAIFI, and CAIDI values were compared to the 

most recent full-year performance following project completion. 

CSC Substation Feeder Year SAIDI CAIDI SAIFI 

Fergus 
Falls 

Ottertail 
City Sub 

North 
Feeder 

2024 678.64 251.90 2.69 

2025 84.21 76.19 1.11 

Morris Wheaton S. 
115 kV Sub 

North 
Feeder 

2024 621.52 215.11 2.89 

2025 139.04 277.63 0.50 

 

For the Fergus Falls - Ottertail City Sub North Feeder, reliability work included 

completion of an overhead-to-underground conversion project in mid‑2024, along with 

prior targeted vegetation management and underground replacement work in select 

sections of the feeder.  

For the Morris - Wheaton S. 115 kV Sub North Feeder, reliability improvements 

completed during 2024 included replacement of aging underground facilities, overhead-

to-underground conversion work, equipment replacements such as cutouts, and 

late‑year vegetation management activities. 
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The Department requests that OTP, in reply comments, explain why its 
normalized generic cost estimates show underground taps as less costly than 
overhead taps, including: 1) what specific cost components (labor, materials, 
easements, restoration) are included for each case; 2) whether different design 
assumptions (e.g., conductor size, trenching conditions, service configuration) 
apply to the tap cases; and 3) whether these values reflect Minnesota specific or 
system-wide averages. 

D.7  

The cost estimates referred to are calculated via OTP’s work order (WO) design 

system software and include all Labor, Overhead, Material, Contractor, and Other costs 

required for 1 mile of construction. Both estimates were for similar size conductor as 

well as other assumptions for easements. The costs provided are OTP system wide 

estimate and not MN specific. OTP does not estimate or plan the system on a state by 

state basis but rather a holistic view. Specifically, the UG tap is estimated as less through 

the WO system as 80% of the project/tap is assumed to be plowed vs bored which 

equated to lower contractor costs.   

E. Age Related Replacements And Asset Renewal 

The Department requests that OTP present, in reply comments, an explanation 
of how old its four undergrounding projects are, and describe any reasons why 
each planned project is scheduled to be replaced before or after the 50 year 
depreciation period. The discussion should include OTP’s criteria used to 
prioritize Underground Asset Replacement projects. 

E.1  

Please note that the observed average service life of all assets in a utility account 

represents a wide range of assets and therefore individual assets within that account will 

have widely varied actual service lives. It is expected that the average asset age at a 

particular facility will not always align with the account’s average service life.  The 

applicable account’s average service life or depreciable life is an average of the observed 

and expected service lives of all assets within the broad group.  

Early underground cable from the 1970s and 1980s has a much shorter life 

expectancy than currently manufactured cable today. This is due to improvements in the 

insulation and jacketing that surround modern day cable.  
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OTP assumes the reference to the underground projects are the following from 

Appendix B from OTPs 2025 IDP report and are as follows (which is 5 budgets instead 

of 4): 

D05048.0525 Underground Primary Replace 2025 

7309 Underground Primary Replace 2026 

7614 Underground Primary Replace 2027 

7834 Underground Primary Replace 2028 

8266 Underground Primary Replace 2029 
 

These underground primary replacement budgets each represent over 100 work 

orders, or individual projects, on any given year. Identifying the vintage of these projects 

would require individual field validation by project or work order. As is customary for all 

utilities, Otter Tail utilizes mass asset accounting by jurisdiction and does not specify 

each asset location for installed distribution underground applications and therefore 

specific vintage tracking by distribution underground facility is not readily available 

without significant further evaluation.   

The Department requests that OTP present, in reply comments, an explanation 
of how old its nine substation projects are, and describe any reasons why each 
planned project is scheduled to be replaced before or after the 45 year 
depreciation period. 

E.2  

As noted above, observed average service life of all assets in a utility account 

represents a wide range of assets and therefore individual assets within that account will 

have widely varied actual service lives. It is expected that the average asset age at a 

particular facility will not always align with its account’s average service life. The 

applicable account’s average service life or depreciable life is an average of the observed 

and expected service lives of all assets within the broad group.  A substation is made up 

of many different components of varying lifespans. If a component fails or reaches end 

of life, it will be replaced and the rest of the substation assets will continue to remain in 

service. Thus, determining an average substation age is not a perfect calculation when 

considering variations of vintages within a substation. Finally, when a substation is 

upgraded or replaced, if there are components that can be re-used or salvaged, they are 

taken back into inventory. Thus, even if there was an asset that is “newer” it doesn’t 

mean the assets is thrown away if there is still useful life left in it.  

All that to say, the following represents the average age of the substations requested 

based on accumulated and escalated installed value. Escalations are based off Handy-

Whitmen indexes. Also note when planners are looking at substation replacements, 
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gathering of accounting book information is not a practice employed by engineers. 

Rather they are reviewing installed asset conditions and performance.  

• Bemidji BSU Substation – average age ~45 years 

• Brandon Substation – average age ~35 years 

• Clitherall substation – average age ~45 years 

• Elizabeth-Carlisle substation – average age ~46 years 

• Erhard substation – average age ~48 years 

• Frazee substation – average age ~53 years 

• Red Lake Falls substation – average age ~54 years 

• Rothsay substation – average age ~51 years 

• Vining substation – average age ~42 years 

 

The Department requests that OTP present, in reply comments, an explanation 
of why OTP’s two substation Consolidation projects and two New Substation 
projects are necessary compared to replacing the substations like for like. 

E.3  

The new substations at Carlos and Clearbrook require substation “new builds” 

because the old substation site equipment must stay in service until the new substation 

is constructed, commissioned, and existing feeders connected, so load can be served.  

The Clitherall-Vining and Elizabeth-Carlisle Substation consolidation project 

retires two old wood pole substations located within road ROW ditches along with aging 

equipment and replaces these with one new steel multi-feeder substation. This will 

increase reliability to each town listed by providing feeder tie backup capabilities 

at/from the new substation locations. Annual maintenance costs will also be reduced by 

eliminating a substation.  

In addition, the scope of the Brandon substation has now changed from a rebuild 

project to a transformer upgrade. 

The Department requests that OTP explain, in reply comments, how the 
Company plans to address the risk of oversized system assets in its planned Age 
Related Replacements and Asset Renewal projects. 
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However, there are more interruptions on the system annually that create a fire. 

This usually is a fire that is contained to the pole or a very localized area. That said, 

these are more closely aligned to the risk OTPs WMP is looking to mitigate; reducing the 

risk of energized utility assets creating an uncontrollable fire.  

The remaining fire-noted interruptions in IR5, and summarized in table 10 in the 

DOC comments, are all related to OTP assets. This would include cross arm fires, pole 

fires, transformers fires, etc. None of these fires led to uncontrolled wildfire.  

The Department requests that OTP un-redact, as appropriate, the Department’s 
trade secret summary of OTP’s outage data from IR 5.  

F.2  

Attachment 1 to IR5 has been un-redacted, as appropriate. 

H. Non-Wires Alternative Analysis 

The Department requests that OTP, in reply comments, clarify and describe the 
types of projects it considers for its NWA analysis. 

 
H.1  

In addition to Capacity driven projects, OTP anticipates Interconnection, 

Sectionalizing and Continency type projects as candidates for requiring an NWA 

analysis. 

 

The Department requests that OTP, in reply comments, describe the Company’s 
process for its NWA analysis. 

 

H.2  

Below is the proposed high level NWA Initial Screening Process Flowchart OTP is 

planning to use for future NWA project analysis. 
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III. CONCLUSION 

OTP appreciates the Department’s review of its IDP and the Department’s 

recommendation that the Commission approve the plan. OTP’s IDP is consistent with 

its historical filings and continues the Company’s long-standing approach to integrated, 

data-driven planning that supports system reliability, safety, resiliency, and affordability 

for customers.  

OTP appreciates the recommendations outlined in the Department's Preliminary 

Recommendations section. While some suggestions extend beyond the Company’s 

present system capabilities and staffing levels, OTP recognizes their value and is actively 

considering them within its continuous improvement roadmap. Enhanced benefit-cost 

analysis related to reliability and asset health projects remains a priority for OTP. The 

Company looks forward to exploring these recommendations further as staffing, 

consulting resources, and software systems evolve, and remains committed to ongoing 

collaboration to address these areas together wherever feasible.  
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The Company remains committed to continuous improvement and constructive 

collaboration. OTP values the Department’s insights and looks forward to ongoing 

dialogue regarding the evolution of IDP reporting in a manner that remains 

proportionate, meaningful, and consistent with Commission intent. OTP also reiterates 

its openness to stakeholder engagement and welcomes opportunities for site visits and 

field discussions that provide additional transparency into its system and planning 

practices. OTP welcomes the Commission and Commission staff on site for further 

discussion and field visits to provide firsthand perspective on current OTP practices and 

the Company’s disciplined, cost-conscious approach to maintaining safe and reliable 

service.   

Based on the record in this proceeding and consistent with prior IDP approvals, 

OTP respectfully requests that the Commission approve its IDP as filed. 

 

Dated: May 12, 2026 Respectfully submitted, 

 
  OTTER TAIL POWER COMPANY  

   
By: /s/ TONY NELSON  
Tony Nelson 
Manager, Asset Strategies and Engineer 
System Infrastructure and Reliability 
Otter Tail Power Company 
215 S. Cascade Street 
Fergus Falls, MN 56537 
(218) 739-8278 
amnelson@otpco.com 
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      Regulatory Filing Coordinator 
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