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April 16, 2024 

—Via Electronic Filing— 
Will Seuffert 
Executive Secretary 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
121 7th Place East, Suite 350 
St. Paul, MN  55101 
 
RE: PETITION FOR AN AUTOMATIC BILL CREDIT PILOT PROGRAM 
 DOCKET NOS. E002/M-22-266 AND E002/RP-19-368 
 
Dear Mr. Seuffert: 
 
Northern States Power Company, doing business as Xcel Energy, submits this 
petition requesting Commission approval of a new Automatic Bill Credit Pilot 
Program designed to reduce energy burden – the share of household income spent 
on energy – for low-income customers.  
 
This proposed pilot was developed with the Equity Stakeholder Advisory Group 
(ESAG), convened under the above-referenced dockets, and incorporates ESAG’s 
recommendations. Our work with ESAG over the last eighteen months has 
focused on promoting equity across a broad range of energy programs and 
broadening participation in energy decisions. ESAG priorities have included 
reducing energy burden for low-income and Black, Indigenous and People of 
Color (BIPOC) customers, promoting equitable access to energy efficiency and 
renewable energy programs, diversifying the energy workforce, and supporting 
procedural justice by engaging more community voices in our decisions.  
 
We propose a two-year pilot that would provide a monthly Automatic Bill Credit 
to all households in U.S. Census Block Groups across the Company’s Minnesota 
electric service territory where electric energy burden is estimated to exceed 4 
percent of median household income. The objective is to reduce energy burden 
based on existing and known disparities, without requiring income qualification or 
other program enrollment documentation. The pilot would complement and 
amplify the benefits of existing federal, state and utility energy assistance programs 
and deliver much-needed support to economically struggling households in some 
of the poorest areas of the Company’s service territory. It would work in concert 
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with energy efficiency programs and workforce development programs as a 
holistic approach to reduce energy burden.  
 
This Petition represents the first regulatory filing to emerge from the ESAG 
process. It is supported by the ESAG member organizations listed below, who 
along with the Company request Commission approval of this pilot as a way to 
explore a new approach to reduce energy burden and promote greater equity. 
 
We have electronically filed this document with the Minnesota Public Utilities 
Commission, and copies have been served on the parties on the attached service 
lists. Please contact me at nicholas.f.martin@xcelenergy.com with any questions. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
NICHOLAS MARTIN 
DIRECTOR, STRATEGIC OUTREACH & ADVOCACY  
XCEL ENERGY - MINNESOTA, NORTH DAKOTA AND SOUTH DAKOTA 
 
Equity Stakeholder Advisory Group members supporting this petition: 
 
TERRY AUSTIN 
DIRECTOR OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
NORTHSIDE ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY NETWORK 
 
ANJALI BAINS 
MANAGING DIRECTOR,TRANSPORTATION 
EQUITABLE POLICY AND AFFORDABILITY CONSULTANT 
FRESH ENERGY 
 
SHUBHA HARRIS 
EQUITABLE POLICY AND AFFORDABILITY CONSULTANT 
FRESH ENERGY 
 
ROBERT BLAKE 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
NATIVE SUN COMMUNITY POWER DEVELOPMENT 
 
ENRIQUE BLANCO 
DIRECTOR OF OPERATIONS 
LATINO ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT CENTER 
 

mailto:nicholas.f.martin@xcelenergy.com
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CARMEN CARRUTHERS 
OUTREACH DIRECTOR 
CITIZENS UTILITY BOARD OF MINNESOTA 
 
TIMOTHY DENHERDER-THOMAS 
GENERAL MANAGER 
COOPERATIVE ENERGY FUTURES 
 
METRIC GILES 
CO-DIRECTOR 
COMMUNITY STABILIZATION PROJECT 
 
EMILIA GONZALEZ AVALOS 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR  
UNIDOS MN 
 
MATT KAZINKA, SENIOR STRATEGIC INITIATIVES MANAGER 
LAKE STREET COUNCIL 
 
MARKEETA KEYES 
GREEN CAREERS WORKFORCE DIRECTOR 
CITY OF MINNEAPOLIS 
 
KIM HAVEY 
SUSTAINABILITY DIRECTOR 
CITY OF MINNEAPOLIS 
 
ISAAC EVANS 
SUSTAINABILITY PROGRAM COORDINATOR 
CITY OF MINNEAPOLIS 
 
AUGUSTINE KIETZER 
PROGRAM DIRECTOR, PATHWAYS TO CAREERS  
DUNWOODY COLLEGE OF TECHNOLOGY 
 
MARY LAGARDE 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
MINNEAPOLIS AMERICAN INDIAN CENTER 
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ALICE MADDEN 
ENERGY DEMOCRACY STAFF 
COMMUNITY POWER 
 
MARCUS MILLS 
DIRECTOR OF POLICY AND GOVERNMENT AFFAIRS 
BLACK VISIONS 
 
PATTY O’KEEFE 
SENIOR FIELD STRATEGIST, BUILDING ELECTRIFICATION AND BEYOND COAL 
CAMPAIGNS 
SIERRA CLUB NORTH STAR CHAPTER 
 
JONATHAN PALMER 
PRINCIPAL 
NONPROFIT HEROES FOR HIRE, LLC 
(FORMERLY EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, HALLIE Q. BROWN COMMUNITY CENTER) 
 
AUDREY PARTRIDGE 
DIRECTOR OF POLICY 
CENTER FOR ENERGY & ENVIRONMENT 
 
KEVIN PRANIS 
MARKETING MANAGER OF GREAT LAKES REGIONAL ORGANIZING COMMITTEE 
LABORERS INTERNATIONAL UNION OF NORTH AMERICA (LIUNA) - MN AND ND 
 
SANDRA PYLES 
DIRECTOR, ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS 
COMMUNITY ACTION PARTNERSHIP OF RAMSEY & WASHINGTON COUNTIES 
 
SCOTT REDD 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER 
SABATHANI COMMUNITY CENTER 
 
GEORGE SHARDLOW 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
ENERGY CENTS COALITION 
 
JAMEZ STAPLES 
PRESIDENT & CEO 
RENEWABLE ENERGY PARTNERS 
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RUSS STARK 
CHIEF RESILIENCE OFFICER 
CITY OF SAINT PAUL 
 
THAOMEE XIONG 
EXECUTIVE & NETWORK DIRECTOR 
COALITION OF ASIAN AMERICAN LEADERS 
 
The following State of Minnesota agencies participated in the ESAG 
process that took place from September 2022 through March 2024. While 
not taking a position on the Petition itself at this time, we wish to signal our 
support for the broadly inclusive nature of the ESAG process and its effort 
to center equity and bring a broad range of community voices into the 
design of new energy programs. We look forward to participating in the 
Commission’s consideration of this Petition via the forthcoming regulatory 
proceeding. 
 
DONALD HIRASUNA 
RATES ANALYST 
MINNESOTA DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE 
 
TRAVIS MURRAY 
ASSISTANT ATTORNEY GENERAL, RESIDENTIAL UTILITIES DIVISION 
OFFICE OF THE MINNESOTA ATTORNEY GENERAL 
 
AMANDA JARRETT SMITH 
CLIMATE UNIT SUPERVISOR 
MINNESOTA POLLUTION CONTROL AGENCY 
 
KATHERINE TEIKEN 
CLIMATE POLICY DIRECTOR, POLICY AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
MINNESOTA HOUSING 
 
 
Enclosures 
cc: Service List 
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STATE OF MINNESOTA 
BEFORE THE 

MINNESOTA PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION 
 

Katie J. Sieben 
Hwikwon Ham 
Valerie Means 
Joseph K. Sullivan 
John A. Tuma 

 Chair 
Commissioner 
Commissioner 
Commissioner 
Commissioner 

 
IN THE MATTER OF EFFORTS TO 
ADVANCE WORKFORCE DIVERSITY, 
INCLUSIVE PARTICIPATION, AND 
EQUITABLE ACCESS TO UTILITY SERVICES 
FOR XCEL ENERGY 

DOCKET NOS. E002/M-22-266 AND 
E002/RP-19-368 

 
PETITION 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Northern States Power Company, doing business as Xcel Energy, submits this 
petition to the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission requesting approval of a new 
pilot program to reduce energy burden – the share of household income spent on 
energy – for low-income customers. The proposed pilot would provide an Automatic 
Bill Credit to households in identified areas of high energy burden, using mapping 
tools to identify those areas, without additional household-level income qualification 
requirements. This proposal is the result of work with the Equity Stakeholder 
Advisory Group (ESAG) in the above-referenced dockets over the past 18 months, 
and incorporates the group’s recommendations. The proposal is supported by the 
ESAG member organizations listed as signatories to the cover letter.  
 
We propose a two-year pilot program in which a monthly electric bill credit would be 
provided to all households in U.S. Census Block Groups (CBGs) across the 
Company’s Minnesota electric service territory where electric energy burden is 
estimated to exceed 4 percent. A threshold of 4 percent results in 77 eligible CBGs 
and about 23,000 households who would receive the bill credit. The annual bill credit 
per customer would vary by CBG, averaging approximately $458 a year. The 
estimated annual cost of bill credits is about $5.4 million. We propose to recover the 
costs of this two-year pilot using a portion of the U.S. Department of Energy 
settlement payments.  
 
The pilot objective is to reduce energy burden based on existing and known 
disparities, without requiring income qualification or other program enrollment 
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documentation. Simplicity is the focus here. If successful, the pilot could be made 
permanent and/or expanded. As proposed, the pilot will complement and amplify the 
benefits of existing federal, state and utility energy assistance programs; deliver much-
needed support to economically struggling households in some of the poorest areas of 
the Company’s service territory; and work in concert with energy efficiency programs 
and workforce development programs as a holistic approach to reduce energy burden.  
 
I. BACKGROUND 
 

A. ESAG generally 
 
Xcel Energy convened the ESAG pursuant to the Commission’s Order in Docket 
Nos. E002/M-22-266 and E002/RP-19-368. That Order, among other requirements, 
directs the Company to consult with ESAG on how to “design for the equitable 
delivery of electricity services and programs for energy burdened customers” and 
“adopt practices in furtherance of procedural justice – including deeper engagement 
with renters; affordable rental property owners; communities of Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Color; and under-resourced individuals.”  
 
Xcel Energy met with the ESAG approximately monthly, sixteen times in all, from 
September 2022 through March 2024. ESAG is composed of representatives of 
approximately 35 organizations, including BIPOC community-based organizations, 
Native organizations, low-income advocates, workforce development and training 
organizations, energy efficiency implementers, solar developers, labor advocates, the 
cities of Minneapolis and Saint Paul, and several state agencies.  
 
Consistent with the Order language, our goal in ESAG has been to enhance equity in 
a broad range of energy programs, including but not limited to reducing energy 
burden for low-income customers – the focus of this proposed pilot. In terms of 
process, our goal has been to support procedural justice by broadening participation, 
particularly by organizations representing the Company’s low-income and BIPOC 
customers who have not often participated in Commission proceedings, in the energy 
decisions that impact them. This pilot reflects that goal, having been designed in 
collaboration with a broad range of community groups, many of whom have never 
before participated in a Commission proceeding.   
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B. Genesis of the pilot 

 
Our discussions in ESAG have focused on three core priorities, or “workstreams”:1 
 

1. Reducing energy burden for low-income and BIPOC customers 
2. Workforce and supplier diversification 
3. Equitable access to renewable energy 

 
In each work stream, ESAG followed a stepwise process facilitated by Center for 
Economic Inclusion2 that included: developing a consensus issue statement, 
understanding root causes, brainstorming strategies, prioritizing strategies through 
voting, and developing the details of a potential new program or approach to advance 
the top-ranked strategy(ies). In workstream 1, ESAG members initially proposed a 
large number of possible strategies to reduce energy burden for low-income and 
BIPOC customers. We then conducted a ranked-choice voting exercise to prioritize 
these strategies, the result of which is shown below. 
 
As Figure 1 shows, one strategy received by far the most uniform support from 
ESAG: strategy 1a, Automatic Discount, more fully described as Implement automatic 
discount to low-income customers using self-declaration of income or geographic proxy.3  
 
To develop strategy 1a, we worked with ESAG in facilitated full-group and small-
group discussions over several months. We worked to reach consensus on the overall 
objectives, eligibility criteria, targeted reduction in energy burden, interaction with 
existing energy assistance programs, delivery mechanics, and various other design and 
implementation questions. This Petition reflects those discussions. 
 
Before describing the proposed pilot, we draw attention to three overriding themes of 
our discussions on energy burden. These are worth highlighting as learnings from 
ESAG because, in addition to informing our approach to this pilot, they have been 
recurring themes in the other ESAG work streams as well.  

 
1 For more detail on these ESAG work streams, see Northern States Power Company, doing 
business as Xcel Energy, ANNUAL REPORT filed December 29, 2023. Docket Nos. E002/M-22-266 
(In the Matter of Efforts to Advance Workforce Diversity, Inclusive Participation, and Equitable Access to Utility 
Services for Xcel Energy) and E002/RP-19-368 (In the Matter of the 2020–2034 Upper Midwest Integrated 
Resource Plan of Northern States Power Company d/b/a Xcel Energy). 
2 See Center for Economic Inclusion. 
3 Note that while we retain here the “Automatic Discount” language used in our initial voting, in the 
remainder of this Petition we use the more precise language “Automatic Bill Credit” to reflect that 
the mechanism for reducing energy burden would be a bill credit, specifically a credit on the electric 
portion of eligible customers’ monthly bills, not a discounted rate per kWh. 

https://www.centerforeconomicinclusion.org/
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Figure 1. Results of ranked-choice voting by ESAG to prioritize strateg ies to reduce energy 
burden for low-income and BIPOC customers. 
 
Theme 1: Make it as easy as possible to take advantage of energy programs. ESAG members 
emphasized that existing energy assistance programs, while very important to those 
they serve, only reach a small proportion of those who are eligible for and in need of 
assistance. This is true of both federally funded, state-administered energy assistance 
programs and utility-funded programs. For example, anecdotal evidence suggests that 
around 20 percent of those whose incomes would make them eligible for federal Low 
Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) assistance actually receive it. 
This is likely for multiple reasons, but one important factor according to ESAG 
members is that the LIHEAP income qualification and program enrollment 
requirements are perceived as overly burdensome, invasive, or shame-inducing by 
many potential recipients. The programs in effect ask those in society who are already 
most burdened by poverty and other challenging life circumstances to take on 
additional burdens to receive assistance. Certainly, efforts are underway – including by 
ESAG members like the Minnesota Department of Commerce, Community Action 
Partnership of Ramsey & Washington Counties, and others – to streamline 
enrollment and reduce these burdens. Likewise, the Commission’s recent (February 
and March 2024) planning meetings with utilities and public assistance organizations 
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have focused on, among other themes, ways to streamline access to energy assistance 
programs. In 2023, the Company began an auto enrollment process for our PowerON 
and Gas Affordability Programs, eliminating a separate application for our customers 
who have been approved through LIHEAP. These efforts are all helpful, but more 
remains to be done. ESAG urged the Company, in designing any new program, to 
find ways to make enrollment as easy as possible.  
 
Theme 2: Use mapping tools to target assistance. There are an increasing number of mapping 
tools – from state government, federal government, and others – that identify areas 
where disparities exist in income, wealth, housing, health, and other variables due to 
historical and ongoing discrimination. These maps are designed for various purposes: 
to assess electricity metrics like reliability, disconnections, and low-income program 
participation,4 to evaluate energy burden,5 to identify “environmental justice” areas 
with disproportionate exposure to pollution,6 and to identify areas to target for federal 
or other investments.7 While differing in purpose, a common objective of these tools 
is to identify areas facing marginalization or underinvestment, then use mapping to 
better target the delivery of programs or investments. ESAG has suggested: since we 
know from the maps where poverty is concentrated, can we use them to efficiently 
deliver assistance without requiring already heavily burdened people to take on 
additional burdens to receive it? 
 
Theme 3: Take a holistic approach. ESAG members emphasized to us that a bill credit, 
while urgently needed by some, provides only short-term relief; it does not reduce 
long-term energy costs or increase incomes. High energy burden is the result of both 
energy costs (the numerator) and incomes (the denominator). ESAG urged the 
Company to approach energy burden holistically by providing short-term bill relief 
(this proposed pilot), increasing access to energy efficiency to reduce long-term energy 
costs, and increasing incomes by providing pathways into well-paying energy careers. 
This pilot is only the first step in that holistic approach. We hope to bring forward 
additional efforts to increase energy efficiency program participation in high energy 

 
4 See for example the Xcel Energy Minnesota Electric Service Quality Interactive Map at ArcGIS 
Web Application.  
5 Examples include the U.S. Department of Energy’s Low-Income Energy Affordability Data tool at 
LEAD Tool | Department of Energy, as well as the new energy burden map developed for this 
proposed pilot program. 
6 Examples include the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency’s environmental justice map at 
Understanding environmental justice in Minnesota (arcgis.com), the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency’s Environmental Justice screening tool at EJScreen (epa.gov), and the Council on 
Environmental Quality’s Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool at Explore the map - 
Climate & Economic Justice Screening Tool (geoplatform.gov). 
7 See for example the U.S. Department of Energy’s Energy Justice Mapping Tool at Energy Justice 
Dashboard (anl.gov). 

https://xeago.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=6b87f4d407864b939bcea05aad05bdd1
https://xeago.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=6b87f4d407864b939bcea05aad05bdd1
https://www.energy.gov/scep/slsc/lead-tool
https://mpca.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=f5bf57c8dac24404b7f8ef1717f57d00
https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/
https://screeningtool.geoplatform.gov/en/#13.72/44.94024/-93.26478
https://screeningtool.geoplatform.gov/en/#13.72/44.94024/-93.26478
https://energyjustice.egs.anl.gov/
https://energyjustice.egs.anl.gov/
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burden areas, and we continue to expand efforts to diversify our workforce, increase 
procurement from diverse suppliers, and create pathways into energy careers.  
 
II. PROPOSED PILOT  
 
We propose a two-year pilot program in which a monthly bill credit would be 
provided to all households in U.S. Census Block Groups (CBGs) across the 
Company’s Minnesota electric service territory where electric energy burden is 
estimated to exceed 4 percent. The pilot objective is to reduce energy burden based 
on existing and known disparities, without requiring income qualification or other 
program enrollment documentation. If successful, the pilot could be made permanent 
and/or expanded. While simplicity – both for recipients and in program 
administration – is the focus here, we discuss at the end of this proposal some ways 
the program could evolve over time to use more specific targeting approaches.  
 

A. Mapping Energy Burden by U.S. Census Block Group 
 
Energy burden is defined as the percentage of gross household income spent on 
energy bills, including electricity and heating but not including transportation energy. 
A commonly accepted metric is that energy burden greater than 6 percent is 
considered High, while greater than 10 percent is considered Severe.8 Nationwide, 
median energy burden is about 3.1 percent, but can be significantly higher for certain 
groups including People of Color, Native Americans, low-income people, older 
adults, renters, people living in manufactured homes, people living in homes built 
before 1980, and others.9 According to the U.S. Department of Energy’s Low-Income 
Affordability Data (LEAD) Tool, statewide average energy burden in Minnesota is 
about two percent – but again, can be higher for people with lower incomes, living in 
older homes, renters, and others.10 
 
For this pilot, the Company wanted to use the most specific data available, based on 
Xcel Energy-specific energy bills, combined with U.S. Census data on income. We 
began with our existing, publicly accessible Minnesota Electric Service Quality 
Interactive Map.11 That map does not address energy burden but has underlying 
demographic data layers that can be used for that purpose. Those data layers, from 
the U.S. Census American Community Survey, include median household income, 

 
8 See Low-Income Community Energy Solutions | Department of Energy and Drehobl, A., L. Ross, 
and R. Ayala. 2020. How High Are Household Energy Burdens? Washington, DC: American Council for 
an Energy-Efficient Economy, available at Energy Burden Research | ACEEE. 
9 ACEEE How High Are Household Energy Burdens? See figure ES1 on page iv. 
10 See Minnesota data in LEAD Tool | Department of Energy. 
11 See Xcel Energy MN Electric Service Quality Interactive Map (arcgis.com). 

https://www.energy.gov/scep/slsc/low-income-community-energy-solutions
https://www.aceee.org/energy-burden
https://www.energy.gov/scep/slsc/lead-tool
https://xeago.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=6b87f4d407864b939bcea05aad05bdd1
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poverty rate, and percentage of People of Color at the CBG level. CBGs are a 
geographical unit used by the United States Census Bureau, representing the smallest 
area for which the Census Bureau publishes decennial sample data, typically with a 
population of 600 to 3,000 people.12 
 
Building on those demographic data layers, we worked with the Company’s customer 
insights and geospatial analysis teams to create a new energy burden data layer. We 
sought to estimate energy burden at the CBG level throughout our Minnesota service 
territory.  
 
For this pilot, we decided to focus on electric energy burden, rather than overall 
(electric + natural gas or other heating fuel) energy burden, for two reasons. First, 
Xcel Energy is not the natural gas provider in Minneapolis and other areas, and we 
wanted to design a pilot that could be available across Minneapolis, Saint Paul, and 
other parts of our Minnesota electric service territory. A future evolution of the pilot 
could consider overall energy burden, as discussed in section II.K below. Second, in 
many areas of concentrated poverty there is a significant amount of rental housing, 
and in rental housing electricity use is most often individually metered to the housing 
unit and paid for by the tenant, whereas gas is often metered to the building as a 
whole and included in the rent. In rental housing, a bill credit targeting electric energy 
burden would flow directly to the tenant as a savings, whereas this is much more 
difficult to ensure in the case of a gas bill credit. Since we focused on electric energy 
burden only, we set the threshold for receiving a bill credit significantly lower than the 
6 percent considered High for overall energy burden; see the next section.  
 
To create the electric energy burden data layer, we compiled data on electric revenues 
over the last 12 months for each individual premise in the Company’s Minnesota 
electric service territory, using the latest available billing data.13 We then aggregated 
this data up to the CBG level using the geographic identifiers for each premise. We 
then divided total electric revenues from all premises within each CBG, by the 
number of premises served in that CBG, to derive an estimate of the average annual 
electricity cost per premise for that CBG. Finally, we divided average annual electricity 
cost per premise by the CBG-specific median household income from the U.S. 

 
12 See Ch11GARM.pdf (census.gov) and Census block group - Wikipedia. 
13 For premises where less than a full year of billing data was available, we extrapolated to a full year. 
We evaluated how the distribution of electric revenues is impacted when there are missing days, and 
found that the shapes of the distributions are sufficiently similar across different numbers of missing 
days to support the extrapolation to 365 days. 

https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/GARM/Ch11GARM.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Census_block_group#:%7E:text=A%20Census%20Block%20Group%20is%20a%20geographical%20unit,only%20collected%20from%20a%20fraction%20of%20all%20households.
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Census data, giving an estimate of annual average electric energy burden by CBG.14 
This represents, in effect, the average electric energy burden for the median-income 
household in each CBG. 
 
Figure 2 shows a snapshot of this new energy burden data layer. The area shown is 
the core Metro, including Minneapolis, Saint Paul, and surrounding areas. Each 
polygon is a CBG. The shading (see legend at right) represents ranges of estimated 
electric energy burden at the CBG level, ranging from 0-2 percent (lightest color) to 
>8 percent (darkest color). Most CBGs in this snapshot are in the 0-2, 2-4, or 4-6 
percent ranges, with just a few in 6-8 percent or greater than 8 percent.  
 

 
Figure 2. Snapshot of energy burden data layer, showing downtown Minneapolis, Saint Paul 
and surrounding areas.  
 

B. Choosing a Metric to Identify Eligible CBGs 
 
We next had to choose a metric, and a threshold for that metric, to decide which 
CBGs to include in the pilot. We discussed with ESAG two possible metrics: poverty 
rate by CBG and electric energy burden by CBG. A poverty-based metric initially 
seems most straightforward: simply offer a bill credit to households in all CBGs 

 
14 For a small number of CBGs where median household income data was missing, we used the 
median household income for the Census tract (a larger area containing several CBGs) in which the 
CBG with missing median income data was located. 
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where more than an agreed percentage of households are living below an agreed 
poverty threshold. Indeed, the U.S. Census data provides a basis for this: it includes 
median household income by CBG, as well as the proportion of households in each 
CBG living at or below 185 percent of the federal poverty level.  
 
However, ESAG members pointed out that a poverty-based metric, while 
straightforward, would not directly address the issue of concern – energy burden. For 
example, consider two households: one a small household, living in a relatively new 
and efficient home and using relatively little energy, so having a relatively low monthly 
energy cost; the other a large household, living in an old and poorly insulated home 
with high energy use. These two households could have exactly the same income, but 
the second one would have much higher energy burden. 
 
The consensus of ESAG was that a pilot program designed to reduce energy burden 
should use energy burden as the metric for eligibility. This metric, albeit better suited 
to the objective, is somewhat more challenging to calculate because it requires 
information on households’ incomes as well as their energy costs. Xcel Energy does 
not have income data for most of our customers; we only have that data for those 
enrolled in income-qualified programs by the Minnesota Department of Commerce – 
who, as discussed above, may be only a small proportion of those eligible for and in 
need of energy assistance. This pilot inherently aims to go beyond those programs. So, 
we used U.S. Census data on median income, as described in the prior section. 
 
We next had to select a threshold of CBG-level electric energy burden that would be 
used to choose eligible CBGs. We evaluated various thresholds, including 3 percent 
(half the overall energy burden considered High by the American Council for an 
Energy Efficient Economy15) and 4 percent. A threshold of 3 percent resulted in 190 
eligible CBGs and about 68,000 households that would receive a bill credit – far larger 
than a typical pilot designed to test new approaches. A threshold of 4 percent resulted 
in 77 eligible CBGs and about 23,000 households – still large for a pilot, but with a 
reasonable annual cost (discussed further below), and we think a meaningful 
population to test this concept. We propose using 4 percent electric energy burden as 
the threshold for this pilot. Future evolution of the pilot could test other thresholds.  
 

C. Size of the Bill Credit 
 
Having chosen the metric and threshold to determine eligible CBGs, we next had to 
determine the size of the bill credit that households in each eligible CBG would 
receive. The objective was a bill credit that would reduce electric energy burden in 

 
15 See footnote 8. 
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CBGs where it is greater than or equal to 4 percent, to approximately that threshold, 
on an annual basis. 
 
Because a key goal of the pilot is to test eliminating income qualification, the pilot will 
collect no household-specific income information. This means the bill credit cannot 
be calculated as the amount needed to reduce a specific household’s electric energy 
burden to the threshold – as is done in Xcel Energy’s PowerON program and other 
programs that require household-specific income qualification – but rather a more 
generalized, CBG-level target. We calculated a target annual electric bill for each 
qualifying CBG by multiplying median household income for the CBG by 4 percent.  
 
Calculating the bill credit needed in each CBG is then simply a matter of subtracting 
the target annual electric bill from the average annual electricity cost per premise, both 
calculated at the CBG level. This difference equals the bill credit that must be 
provided to ensure the median-income household in that CBG pays only 4 percent of 
its income for electricity. The bill credit will differ from one CBG to the next, since it 
is based on CBG-specific median household income, but will be the same for all 
households in a given CBG.  
 

D. Balancing Possible “Over-inclusion” 
 
Household incomes and energy burden vary within any CBG. Under this pilot, within 
qualifying CBGs there will be households with lower electric energy burden than the 
targeted threshold of 4 percent, who will still receive a bill credit. We refer to this 
using the shorthand “over-inclusion,” so as not to imply anything about households’ 
degree of need for assistance. Similarly, within CBGs that do not qualify for the pilot 
– because CBG-level median incomes are higher and energy burden lower – there 
could be households with electric energy burden exceeding 4 percent who will not 
receive a bill credit. The only way to avoid any over- or under-inclusion would be to 
go back to household-specific income data collection. But this would reintroduce 
potentially onerous enrollment requirements that have acted as a barrier to many 
families seeking assistance for which they are eligible. 
 
We discussed at length with ESAG the pros and cons of allowing over-inclusion. The 
consensus of ESAG was that for the purposes of an initial pilot, the degree of over-
inclusion is likely small, and advantages of allowing a small amount of over-inclusion 
outweigh the disadvantages of having to identify, enroll, and verify income by 
household. ESAG members advanced various arguments for this. First, some 
households that receive a bill credit despite having actual electric energy burden below 
4 percent might still be living in or near poverty. Helping households with income 
slightly above the poverty level may help prevent them from slipping into poverty, 
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which is more cost-effective than addressing poverty after it occurs. Second, 
supporting mixed-wealth living may provide a net societal benefit by reducing 
transience, improving social cohesion, and supporting community stability. Third, 
providing a bill credit to an entire CBG rather than only selected households may be 
viewed as a community-level investment, where everyone in the community benefits. 
Fourth, balancing a program’s design and/or reach with its administrative costs is a 
key challenge for any assistance program, and a key strength of this proposed pilot is 
low administrative costs. Household-by-household income verification, while it could 
avoid over-inclusion, entails significant administrative costs for utilities and 
supervisory agencies (aside from its time burden on recipients), and the administrative 
cost savings of eliminating those requirements will offset at least some of the costs of 
providing a bill credit to some households who would be ineligible in a household-by-
household approach. 
 
Finally, ESAG members noted that tolerance for “over-inclusion” is not without 
precedent in utility programs. For example, some multifamily building energy 
efficiency programs intended to help low-income customers require a minimum 
percentage of the building tenants to be low-income, but the improvements to the 
building also reduce bills for tenants who are not low-income. 
 
Considering all this, ESAG’s recommendation was to begin with the simplest 
approach: provide a bill credit to all households in qualifying CBGs without 
attempting to eliminate over-inclusion. This would enable the pilot to get started, 
monitor success, and evolve over time. ESAG, however, suggested that the pilot 
should provide an “opt-out” option so that, for example, a wealthier household 
located within an overall high energy burden CBG could decline the bill credit if they 
choose. ESAG members felt this granted individual households the dignity to decide 
for themselves whether they wanted the bill credit.  
 
ESAG also suggested that once the advantages of a simple approach have been 
explored in the pilot, the Company could consider gradually reintroducing more 
targeted, household-specific income checks, as long as this could be done without 
overly increasing enrollment barriers or administrative costs. This is discussed further 
in section II.K.  
 

E. Pilot Program Mechanics  
 
Basic approach. All households in CBGs with estimated electric energy burden greater 
than or equal to 4 percent would receive a monthly bill credit calculated as the amount 
needed to reduce annual electric energy burden to 4 percent for the median-income 
household in that CBG. The bill credit will vary from one CBG to the next, since it is 
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based on CBG-specific median income, but will be the same for all households in a 
given CBG (except for households that have opted out of receiving it). 
 
Term. We propose a two-year pilot, which we believe is a reasonable length of time to 
explore this new approach. The analysis of eligible CBGs and calculation of bill 
credits – which the Company did for this proposal using the latest available electric 
bill data and U.S. Census income data – would be recalculated upon Commission 
approval before the start of the pilot. Those CBGs and households would then 
continue to receive a bill credit for two years. We believe this length of time is 
appropriate to be able to evaluate the pros and cons of the pilot approach. An 
alternative would be to recalculate energy burden and CBG eligibility at the midpoint 
of the two-year pilot, which could lead to some CBGs becoming ineligible and others 
becoming eligible in year two. The Company is open to that alternative, but we 
believe any advantages it may have are outweighed by what could be learned by 
evaluating the effects of the pilot on the same households over a two-year period.  
 
Monthly bill credits. Electric energy burden is not constant throughout the year; it could, 
for example, be higher in the summer months if a household has air conditioning. 
However, we propose not to vary the CBG eligibility testing or size of the bill credit 
by month. These calculations would be performed once, as proposed above, and then 
the monthly bill credit will simply be 1/12th of the annual credit needed to reduce 
electric energy burden to 4 percent for the median-income household. Recalculation 
of energy burden each month would add significant complexity, potentially causing 
CBGs to move in and out of eligibility, resulting in households not knowing whether 
to expect a bill credit from one month to the next. We think this would lead to 
customer confusion and frustration, and that a simple, predictable bill credit is 
preferable for customer satisfaction.  
 
Delivery mechanism. Upon Commission approval and updating of the electric energy 
burden analysis, the Company’s billing department would be provided a list of all 
premise numbers in CBGs where electric energy burden exceeds the 4 percent 
threshold, along with the monthly bill credit amount by CBG needed to reduce 
electric energy burden to 4 percent for the median-income household. Those premise 
numbers would be scheduled to begin receiving an Automatic Bill Credit as soon as 
feasible, and would continue receiving this monthly for the two-year pilot. 
 
Outreach. Customer outreach will be important for this pilot so that households know 
they are receiving a new bill credit, why they are receiving it, that the bill credit is 
initially a limited-term pilot, and to encourage customers to sign up for other energy 
assistance and energy efficiency programs. ESAG members suggested bill inserts or 
electronic messaging might not be sufficient, and that the Company should explore 
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ways to get the message out via trusted community-based organization (CBO) 
partners. Many CBOs – including ESAG members, but also many neighborhood 
associations, district councils, and others – have newsletters, message boards, and 
regular community events. The Company appreciates this suggestion. If the pilot is 
approved, we propose to work with ESAG members and other CBOs to disseminate 
information on the pilot and the new credit customers may begin to see on their 
electricity bills. The Company is already increasing our attendance by tabling at 
relevant community events, and last year launched a Resources Education Delivered 
(RED) Truck initiative in Colorado that may be replicated in Minnesota.16 In the 
meantime, RED Truck-branded events are taking place in Minnesota, and bring 
similar services to community events to help households with on-the-spot bill 
assistance, program signups, answering customers’ questions, etc. These could be 
another useful channel for outreach on the Automatic Bill Credit pilot. 
 
Opt-out option. ESAG members felt it was important to offer an opt-out option for 
households that are in a CBG that qualifies, but who do not wish to receive a bill 
credit for any reason. Households in the qualifying CBGs would be asked via e-mail,  
bill insert, and/or the above CBO-based outreach if they prefer to opt out of the pilot 
program. Plans are in development for how opt-out requests will be received and 
processed.   
 
Missed payments. ESAG members inquired whether customers who miss payments 
would continue to receive a monthly bill credit. In some existing energy assistance 
programs, a customer who misses more than two payments is unenrolled. However, 
in this pilot we propose that customers would continue receiving an Automatic Bill 
Credit unless they are disconnected or move out of an eligible CBG. The justification 
for a different approach here is that in a learning pilot, allowing non-paying 
households to continue to receive the monthly bill credit would provide an 
opportunity to evaluate whether doing so might positively influence payment behavior 
or reduce disconnections.  
 
Relocation. ESAG members asked about relocation: could the Company provide a 
mechanism for a household’s bill credit to “follow” them if they move? We believe 
not, since the bill credit would be tied to a premise number within a qualifying CBG, 
not to the resident. The next residents moving into that premise would automatically 
receive the credit. The residents moving out would receive a bill credit if they move 
into another CBG that qualifies, but would not receive the credit if they move into a 
non-qualifying CBG. 

 
16 See “RED Truck revs up: Resources and solutions delivered to customers,” at Xcel Energy  · 
Between the Lines. 

https://stories.xcelenergy.com/ArticlePage/?id=The-RED-Truck-revs-up--bringing-energy-assistance-and-resources-directly-to-customers
https://stories.xcelenergy.com/ArticlePage/?id=The-RED-Truck-revs-up--bringing-energy-assistance-and-resources-directly-to-customers
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F. “Layering” with Other Energy Assistance Programs 

 
Another topic of discussion in ESAG was whether “layering” of energy assistance 
should be allowed: specifically, whether the Automatic Bill Credit should be provided 
to all households in an eligible CBG, even if some of them already receive other 
energy assistance – a LIHEAP-funded energy assistance grant, a PowerON credit, 
Medical Affordability, a Low-Income Low Usage program credit, etc. – or should 
only be provided to households currently receiving no energy assistance. 
 
ESAG discussed the pros and cons of allowing layering. Arguments for allowing 
layering were, first, that customers are currently eligible to participate in multiple state 
and utility energy assistance programs. Second, households receiving energy assistance 
are often facing significant economic challenges; allowing them to receive the 
Automatic Bill Credit on top of other assistance would mean putting more money 
back in their wallet for non-energy essentials (groceries, healthcare, caregiving for an 
elder, etc.). Energy assistance is not meant as a zero-sum game. Second, if layering 
were not allowed, households would have to choose which program to participate in, 
and deciding which is most beneficial creates an additional challenge for households. 
Fourth, allowing layering would avoid the added administrative cost of identifying 
households in the eligible CBGs who receive other assistance in order to remove 
them from the list of premises to receive the Automatic Bill Credit.  
 
The argument against layering is essentially that funding for energy assistance 
programs is finite, and in the case of utility programs, is generally provided by a 
surcharge levied on non-participant customers. All else equal, allowing a household 
that already receives assistance under a utility-funded program to receive the 
Automatic Bill Credit would mean there is that much less money to assist another 
household that may not receive such assistance.  
 
ESAG’s consensus recommendation was to allow layering for the two-year pilot. 
ESAG members noted this would keep the pilot administratively simpler, thereby 
reducing program costs. More importantly, most in ESAG believed that if the core 
objective of the pilot is to see what learnings can emerge from an experimental 
approach to reducing energy burden, it is better to reduce energy burden more deeply 
for a smaller number of households, than to reduce burden less but for a larger 
number. 
 
We propose, however, that the Automatic Bill Credit should not cause a customer’s 
bill to become negative (i.e., a refund). In the event receiving the Automatic Bill 
Credit on top of other discounts or bill credits already received would cause a 
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customer’s electricity bill to go below zero, the Automatic Bill Credit will be limited to 
what would result in a zero bill.  
 

G. Hypothetical Household Example 
 
During our discussions with ESAG, members requested a hypothetical example for a 
household receiving the Automatic Bill Credit, to aid in understanding the mechanics 
of the pilot. We provide an example here. 
 
For the illustration we assume a hypothetical household in Census Block Group 4 of 
Census Tract 1016, Hennepin County. This CBG is located in North Minneapolis. 
Based on the U.S. Census American Communities Survey for 2018-2022, median 
household income in this CBG is $12,488. Of the total population of 1,533 people 
residing in this CBG, 88 percent are people of color and 80 percent are living at or 
below 185 percent of the federal poverty level. Xcel Energy provides electric service 
to 307 premises in this CBG. The estimated electric energy burden for this CBG is 
9.61 percent – well above the threshold, and clearly a heavily energy burdened CBG. 
All 307 premises in this CBG would qualify to receive an Automatic Bill Credit. 
 
For simplicity, we assume our hypothetical household is the median household in this 
CBG – that is, it has exactly the CBG median income of $12,488 and exactly the 
median electric energy burden of 9.61 percent. That means this household is paying 
$1,200 per year for electricity (9.61 percent of $12,488). The household’s target annual 
electric bill is $499 (4 percent of $12,488). A bill credit of $701 per year, or $58 per 
month,17 is needed to reduce their annual electric bill to $499. 
 

 
17 As noted above, for reasons of simplicity and customer satisfaction we propose not to vary the 
Automatic Bill Credit by month during the initial two-year pilot. 
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Figure 3. Snapshot of electric energy burden in Census Block Group 4 of Census Tract 1016, 
Hennepin County.  
 
The household’s electric energy burden with the Automatic Bill Credit would be: 
 

𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸 𝐸𝐸𝑒𝑒𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒 𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸𝑒𝑒 =
𝑎𝑎𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑏𝑏𝑎𝑎𝐸𝐸 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝑒𝑒 𝐸𝐸𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝐸𝐸, 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝑐𝑐

𝑎𝑎𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑏𝑏𝑎𝑎𝐸𝐸 𝐸𝐸𝑒𝑒𝐸𝐸𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖𝐸𝐸  

 
($1,200 𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸 − $701 𝐴𝐴𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸 𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸)

$12,488  

=
$499

$12,488
= 4%  

 
The fact that this hypothetical household has electric energy burden of exactly 4 
percent is an artifact of our having assumed this household is the median household 
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in the CBG. Other households in the same CBG would receive the same bill credit, 
but their resulting household-level electric energy burden could be less than or greater 
than 4 percent, depending on their actual electricity bill and household income. 
 

H. Estimated Annual Cost of the Pilot 
 
To estimate the annual cost of the Automatic Bill Credit Pilot program, by CBG and 
overall, we returned to the analysis described above. We filtered the data to those 
CBGs where estimated annual average electric energy burden is greater than or equal 
to 4 percent. We calculated the bill credit needed in each eligible CBG to reduce 
annual electric energy burden to 4 percent for the median-income household. 
Multiplying this annual bill credit by the number of premises served in a CBG yields 
the annual cost to provide the Automatic Bill Credit to that CBG, and summing 
across all eligible CBGs yields the annual cost of bill credits for the pilot program.  
 
Based on those calculations, the pilot as proposed here would provide a bill credit to 
about 23,000 households in 77 CBGs. The bill credit would vary by CBG, with the 
average across all CBGs being about $458 annually per premise. Summing across all 
premises and CBGs, the estimated annual cost of bill credits is about $5.4 million.  
 
The Company proposes to absorb the administrative costs of delivering the pilot 
within our regular cost of doing business. Those include updating the geospatial 
analysis, doing calculations, developing the list of premise numbers to receive a bill 
credit, scheduling those bill credits in our billing system, administering the opt-out 
function, and customer outreach. If the pilot were to transition into a permanent 
program offering, we would track administrative costs separately, consistent with our 
other energy assistance programs. 
 
One important cost of the pilot, in addition to the bill credits themselves, is 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E). For reasons discussed further in section II.J, we 
believe that it will be important to hire a third-party evaluator. On approval of the 
pilot, the Company would conduct a competitive solicitation to select a third-party 
evaluator, and would seek to recover the third-party M&E cost as part of the overall 
costs of the pilot.  
 

I. Proposed Cost Recovery 
 
The Company has considered various possible cost recovery mechanisms for the 
pilot. Many existing energy assistance programs – including PowerON, the Medical 
Affordability program, and the Low-Income Low Usage (LILU) discount – are 
funded via the Low-Income Energy Discount Rider. This appears as a surcharge on 



18 
 

the bills of all customers except those receiving the assistance.18 However, the total 
costs recovered via this Rider have increased in recent years. Multiple factors are 
involved, including auto-enrollment of LIHEAP recipients in PowerON leading to 
increased participation in that program, as well as the enactment of the LILU discount 
program starting in late 2023.19  
 
Adding the estimated $5.4 million annual cost of automated bill credits to the Low-
Income Energy Discount Rider is perhaps not ideal, especially if one considers that 
the surcharge would (even if only slightly) increase the monthly bill of all customers – 
including some low-income customers not receiving any form of assistance. That 
could include customers who themselves have electric energy burden above 4 percent, 
but happen to live in a CBG that does not exceed this threshold, so does not qualify 
for the Automatic Bill Credit. Recovering the cost of the Automatic Bill Credit via the 
Low-Income Energy Discount Rider would result in those customers paying a slightly 
higher energy bill while not receiving the Automatic Bill Credit. Considering this, the 
Company sought a different mechanism to fund the Automatic Bill Credit Pilot. 
 
We propose to recover the cost of the pilot using a portion of the U.S. Department of 
Energy (DOE) annual settlement payments related to the U.S. Government’s failure 
to create a long-term nuclear waste repository. As background, the Nuclear Waste 
Policy Act committed the DOE to take title to, transport, and dispose of spent fuel 
from the nation’s nuclear power plants beginning no later than January 31, 1998. The 
DOE has not accepted any spent nuclear fuel to date. In 1998, the Company filed the 
first of two lawsuits against DOE, seeking to recover damages associated with storage 
of spent nuclear fuel at our Prairie Island and Monticello nuclear generating plants. 
The Company reached a settlement agreement with the U.S. Government on these 
lawsuits in 2011, providing a mechanism for the Company to recover its spent nuclear 
fuel storage damages. That agreement has been extended several times since then, and 
each year the DOE has made a settlement payment under the agreement. The 
Company has generally sought approval of a credit mechanism to return the 
settlement amounts to customers. For example, in the case of the most recent 
payment – DOE #14, for $16.8 million, received in November 2023 – we proposed 
returning the Minnesota-jurisdictional portion of the payment to our Minnesota 
electric customers as part of the 2022 Multiyear Rate Plan true-up refunds.20 

 
18 Labeled “Affordability Chrg” on electricity bills. 
19 Northern States Power Company, doing business as Xcel Energy. REPLY COMMENTS. Petition for 
Approval of a Modification to the Company’s Low Income Discount Program. Docket Nos. E002/M-10-854 
AND E002/M-04-1956. November 15, 2023. 
20 Northern States Power Company, doing business as Xcel Energy. NOTICE OF RECEIPT OF 
FOURTEENTH DOE SETTLEMENT PAYMENT AND REFUND PLAN. Docket Nos. E002/GR-92-1185, 
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We propose to recover the costs of this two-year pilot using a portion of the 
Minnesota-jurisdictional share of DOE settlement payments #15 and #16. Based on 
prior years, those payments are likely to be made in the fourth quarter of 2024 and 
fourth quarter of 2025. This timing will coincide well with beginning to deliver 
Automatic Bill Credits in early 2025, should the Commission approve our proposal. 
 
With receipt of DOE payment #15, approximately $5.4 million of the payment would 
be reserved to fund the first year of Automatic Bill Credits, plus a small amount for 
third-party M&E costs. The balance of DOE payment #15 would be returned to all 
Minnesota electric customers via a bill credit, consistent with past practice. The 
Company would follow the existing compliance requirements with the DOE 
payments, filing a letter detailing the total amount received from the DOE and the 
Minnesota jurisdiction’s share with supporting calculations. This compliance filing 
would note the amount reserved for the Automatic Bill Credit Pilot, and estimated 
DOE credits based on the remaining portion. We propose a similar approach for year 
two of the pilot, using a portion of DOE #16.  In addition, the total Automatic Bill 
Credits paid out annually would be tracked and at the end of each year of the pilot, 
would be trued up against the next DOE payment.  If the two-year pilot is judged to 
be successful and is expanded into a permanent program, it could continue to be 
funded using future DOE settlement payments, or could transition to another 
funding mechanism. 
 
For perspective, the Minnesota-jurisdictional share of DOE payment #14, received in 
November 2023, was $12.3 million. If DOE payments #15 and 16 are in a similar 
ballpark, funding the Automatic Bill Credits would require about 45 percent of each 
payment – extending much-needed assistance to some of the Company’s neediest 
customers – while leaving about 55 percent of the DOE payments to be returned to 
all customers via the usual mechanism. 
 

J. Monitoring and Evaluation  
 
A common best practice for new pilot programs is to develop an M&E plan to gather 
findings and demonstrate whether the pilot should be continued or expanded. The 
Company believes this pilot should adhere to this practice because it includes some 
elements that are new in the context of energy assistance programs. However, an 
integral feature of this pilot – not requiring any household-specific income 
qualification or program enrollment process – also presents a challenge for M&E. 

 
G002/GR-92-1186, E002/GR-10-971, E002/M-20-743, E002/GR-21-630, G002/GR-21-678, 
G002/M-22-254, G002/M-23-468 and E002/M-21-815. December 22, 2023. 
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Household-by-household enrollment processes, even if viewed as a barrier to 
participation by some households, do provide an opportunity to interact with the 
customer and establish tracking mechanisms to evaluate the success of assistance 
programs. This pilot simply provides an automatic credit, so it requires a different 
M&E approach. 
 
The Company consulted with internal subject matter experts on program M&E, 
including past use of third-party evaluators for energy efficiency pilots, rate pilots, and 
other programs. The Company has often worked with a third party, both for the 
enhanced credibility of the program evaluation process, and to take advantage of 
M&E consultants’ expertise in survey design. We propose to do the same here. We 
would engage a third-party evaluator to prepare a pilot-specific M&E plan. We 
anticipate this plan would be survey-based, with a treatment group and control group 
design. This could allow customer responses to be correlated to billing data as deemed 
appropriate by the M&E consultant. The plan would likely begin with additional 
demographic data collection, including segmenting the sample population by 
homeowners, renters, and multifamily, and possibly other variables that influence 
energy burden such as type and age of housing stock. We anticipate providing the 
evaluator with electricity bill data pre- and post-delivery of the bill credit, to quantify 
the reduction in electric energy burden for households. We expect the evaluator may 
propose surveys (via telephone, email, or other appropriate methods) of a sample of 
participating households, collecting data on awareness, changes in ability to pay other 
household expenses due to receiving the bill credit, reduction in past-due balances, 
reduction in disconnections, and other key questions. To the extent feasible, we would 
collect data on household income of recipient households, to assess what portion of 
the overall benefits of the pilot are going to households who would also qualify for 
energy assistance programs with a specific household income threshold. It may be 
feasible to compare disconnections and arrearages between households receiving only 
the Automatic Bill Credit, vs. those receiving this in addition to other energy 
assistance.  
 
We propose to select the independent evaluator via a competitive solicitation 
conducted on Commission approval of the pilot. We would then work with the 
chosen evaluator to design the M&E plan and metrics. 
 

K. Potential Future Evolution After the Pilot 
 
Our discussions in ESAG led to several ideas for potential future evolution of an 
Automatic Bill Credit program, after the initial two-year pilot. The Company and 
ESAG agreed that these would all add complexity, so should not be part of the initial 
pilot, but could be considered in the future depending on pilot learnings. 
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Testing different energy burden thresholds and bill credits. We here propose an eligibility 
threshold of CBG-level average electric energy burden greater than or equal to 4 
percent, and a bill credit sized to reduce electric energy burden to that threshold for 
the median-income household in each CBG. Future refinements to the pilot could 
test other thresholds.  
 
Targeting monthly energy burden. Monthly electric energy burden is more variable than 
annual electric energy burden, due to greater electricity use (and hence costs) in some 
months than in others. A future refinement could vary the size of the bill credit by 
month, aiming to get closer to reducing households’ energy burden in that month to 
the target level. This could be helpful to households by providing a larger bill credit in 
months when their electricity bill is higher. We would not advise, however, re-
evaluating eligible CBGs every month. Doing so would likely cause some CBGs to 
fluctuate in and out of eligibility from month to month, causing households in those 
CBGs to start and stop receiving a bill credit. Besides having higher administrative 
costs, we believe this would lead to customer confusion and dissatisfaction. 
 
Coordination across electric and gas utilities, targeting overall energy burden. We here propose a 
pilot based on electric energy burden only, so that it can be designed on a common 
metric across Minneapolis, Saint Paul and other areas where Xcel Energy is the 
electric utility, but in some cases not the gas utility. In Minneapolis, most residents 
heat their homes with natural gas provided by CenterPoint Energy; elsewhere, another 
company provides natural gas or delivered heating fuels. With the gradual 
electrification of heating, this issue may diminish over time, but that process is likely 
to be a long one. A possible future phase of the pilot could be to coordinate reduction 
in energy burden across electric and heating fuel utilities – for example, basing the 
program on overall household energy burden rather than just electric, and jointly 
funding bill credits across electricity and natural gas utilities. The data coordination 
and regulatory approvals for such a joint program would be substantial – not 
insurmountable, but significant enough that we think attempting a joint program from 
the start would significantly delay the pilot program and the delivery of much-needed 
energy assistance. That said, we could further explore cross-utility collaboration while 
implementing the electric-only pilot. 
 
Reintroducing more household-specific targeting of bill credits. The key benefit of this pilot is its 
simplicity from a customer perspective: it requires no enrollment process or income 
verification, which the Company has consistently heard can act as barriers to 
households taking advantage of assistance available to them. The acknowledged 
disadvantage of the simplified approach is that some households with lower energy 
burden, located in CBGs with energy burden above the threshold, will receive a bill 
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credit (“over-inclusion”), while some households with higher energy burden, located 
in CBGs with an energy burden below the threshold, will not receive a bill credit. The 
Company and ESAG ultimately agreed that for the initial pilot, the benefits of 
simplicity, mixed-wealth communities, community-wide investment, and lower 
administrative costs outweigh the disadvantages of potential over-inclusion. However, 
ESAG members suggested that over time, reintroduction of household-specific 
targeting of bill credits could be explored – as long as this can be done without unduly 
increasing the burden of enrollment or disincentivizing households from participating. 
ESAG members suggested the Company explore coordination with state or federal 
agencies to obtain household-level income data. This would be a complex process, 
and may be costly or infeasible. The consensus in ESAG was that it should be 
explored as a future possibility rather than delaying the pilot.21 
 
Navigation assistance into other energy assistance and/or energy efficiency programs. Future 
reintroduction of household-specific income targeting raises the possibility that 
households who have received an Automatic Bill Credit for a time could stop 
receiving it. ESAG members suggested enhancing navigation assistance to make it 
easier for families who stop receiving the Automatic Bill Credit to opt into household-
specific programs. One member suggested pairing the Automatic Bill Credit with 
navigation assistance on Inflation Reduction Act consumer incentives for energy 
efficiency – helping families make their homes more efficient and reduce their energy 
costs by the end of the two-year pilot. 
 
Future evolution away from “layering.” We propose for the duration of this pilot to allow 
households located in CBGs eligible for the Automatic Bill Credit, who already 
receive another form of energy assistance, to receive the Automatic Bill Credit as well. 
For pilot purposes, this amounts to a decision to provide a deeper reduction in energy 
burden to recipient households. This decision could be changed in the future, 
spreading available energy assistance further by not allowing layering with other 
energy assistance. Alternately, if the Automatic Bill Credit program is working well, 
the Commission could consider transitioning existing programs that require 
household-specific income qualification into an expanded phase of the Automatic Bill 
Credit program. 
 

 
21 The Company preliminarily explored with the Department of Commerce the idea of data 
coordination with state agencies. It appears that most state data sources for household income – e.g., 
unemployment data from the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development, 
or tax data from the Minnesota Department of Revenue – have challenges and gaps that could result 
in households who need assistance being missed. These challenges may not be insurmountable, but 
they also do not have obvious near-term solutions. We believe this supports ESAG’s 
recommendation to move forward with a pilot and explore these as potential future improvements. 
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L. Consistency with Minnesota Statute on Nondiscriminatory Rates  
 

Minn. Stat. § 216B.03 states, in part: 
 

Every rate made, demanded, or received by any public utility, or by any two or more public 
utilities jointly, shall be just and reasonable. Rates shall not be unreasonably preferential, 
unreasonably prejudicial, or discriminatory, but shall be sufficient, equitable, and consistent in 
application to a class of consumers… Any doubt as to reasonableness should be resolved in 
favor of the consumer.22 

 
The Company believes the Automatic Bill Credit Pilot is consistent with this statute, 
as well as with other generally accepted rate design principles. Since the pilot would 
offer a bill credit to some residential customers and not to others, it is important to be 
explicit about why we believe this preference is reasonable and consistent with statute. 
 
We begin with a literal reading of the statute. It speaks only to rates – cents per 
kilowatt hour (kWh) – and requires that electricity rates be just and reasonable; not 
unreasonably preferential, unreasonably prejudicial, or discriminatory; and sufficient, 
equitable, and consistent in application to a class of consumers. The proposed pilot 
would provide a credit on electric bills; it does not propose discounting rates for a sub-
class of residential customers. Customers receiving a bill credit under this pilot would 
continue to pay the same rate per kWh as all other residential customers, meeting the 
“sufficient, equitable, and consistent in application to a class of consumers” language 
of the statute. The pilot would also respect fundamental principles of rate design in 
which rates are based on class cost of service studies: the rates paid by customers 
receiving the Automatic Bill Credit would remain the rates that reflect the cost of 
serving the Company’s residential customer class overall. 
 
However, it is possible that the Legislature in enacting Minn. Stat. § 216B.03 meant 
“rates” to refer to electricity costs more generally – that is, bills as well as rates. The 
proposed pilot offers a bill credit to some residential customers (those in eligible 
CBGs) and not to others. This could be considered “preferential,” so it becomes 
incumbent on the Company to demonstrate it is not unreasonably preferential.  
 
We believe the proposed Automatic Bill Credit is not “unreasonably preferential, 
unreasonably prejudicial, or discriminatory,” because it has the effect of addressing 
past discrimination – not by the Company, but due to systemic and long-term societal 
inequities that have led to geographic concentration of poverty, older and less 
efficient housing that increases energy costs, lower incomes, fewer job opportunities, 

 
22 See Sec. 216B.03 MN Statutes. 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/216B.03
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and other disparities in certain identified CBGs. The various state23 and federal24 
mapping tools discussed above clearly show concentrated areas of poverty, older 
housing, and other inequities that correspond to areas with a higher proportion of 
residents being People of Color. Research has shown that these correlations are not 
random, but the result of documented past and ongoing practices affecting where 
people live, how much income they earn, and other disparities.25 While the Company 
did not cause those disparities, we believe we can play a role in reducing them by 
offering a pilot program that targets CBGs with high energy burden. While the 
program may be considered preferential, if it is we believe it to be reasonably so, and 
in an anti-discriminatory direction.  
 
In addition, this pilot is not the first instance of regulators approving a rate discount 
or bill credits that go to some residential customers but not others. This is true of 
existing programs like PowerON, Gas Affordability, Medical Affordability, and the 
recently approved Low-Income Low-Usage discount. The Automatic Bill Credit Pilot 
differs from those programs in being based on Census data and not requiring income 
qualification, but the principle of providing a reasonable preference to a subset of 
residential customers is similar.  
 
Finally, the Company believes the proposed pilot meets the statutory requirement that 
“any doubt as to reasonableness should be resolved in favor of the consumer.” The 
pilot, even if funded via DOE settlement payments as proposed here, does of course 
have a cost. We believe this is a reasonable cost in order to explore an innovative new 
approach to providing assistance to customers in need. We believe this meets the 
intent of the statute to resolve any doubt as to reasonableness in favor of the 
consumer – specifically, the Company’s neediest customers. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The Company and ESAG have worked together over the past 18 months to enhance 
equity in energy programs, broaden participation in energy decision-making, and in 

 
23 See Understanding environmental justice in Minnesota (arcgis.com). 
24 See for example EJScreen (epa.gov), Energy Justice Dashboard (anl.gov), LEAD Tool | 
Department of Energy, and Explore the map - Climate & Economic Justice Screening Tool 
(geoplatform.gov). 
25 See for example Regional Indicators 2021 - Minneapolis Saint Paul Economic Development | 
Greater MSP, Center for Economic Inclusion - Indicators for an inclusive regional economy and  
The Minnesota Paradox | Hubert H. Humphrey School of Public Affairs (umn.edu) and Systemic 
racism haunts homeownership rates in Minnesota | Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis 
(minneapolisfed.org) and How the racial wealth gap has evolved—and why it persists | Federal 
Reserve Bank of Minneapolis (minneapolisfed.org). 
 

https://mpca.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=f5bf57c8dac24404b7f8ef1717f57d00
https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/
https://energyjustice.egs.anl.gov/
https://www.energy.gov/scep/slsc/lead-tool
https://www.energy.gov/scep/slsc/lead-tool
https://screeningtool.geoplatform.gov/en/#14.82/44.93778/-93.27114
https://screeningtool.geoplatform.gov/en/#14.82/44.93778/-93.27114
https://www.greatermsp.org/regional-indicators-2019/
https://www.greatermsp.org/regional-indicators-2019/
https://indicators.centerforeconomicinclusion.org/
https://www.hhh.umn.edu/research-centers/roy-wilkins-center-human-relations-and-social-justice/minnesota-paradox
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2021/systemic-racism-haunts-homeownership-rates-in-minnesota
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2021/systemic-racism-haunts-homeownership-rates-in-minnesota
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2021/systemic-racism-haunts-homeownership-rates-in-minnesota
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2022/how-the-racial-wealth-gap-has-evolved-and-why-it-persists
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2022/how-the-racial-wealth-gap-has-evolved-and-why-it-persists
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particular to design new strategies to reduce energy burden for low-income and 
BIPOC customers. The concept of an Automatic Bill Credit Pilot program for 
households in high energy burden Census Block Groups has consistently garnered 
broad support. This is the first proposed new program to emerge from the ESAG 
process, through which the Company has sought broader participation by low-income 
advocates and BIPOC community-based organizations in our decision-making. 
 
Xcel Energy and the ESAG member organizations signed onto this petition support 
Commission approval of this pilot program, which we believe could:  
 

• Complement and amplify the benefits of existing federal, state and utility 
energy assistance programs;  

• Deliver much-needed support to economically struggling households in some 
of the poorest areas of the Company’s service territory; 

• Work in concert with energy efficiency programs (reducing energy costs in the 
longer term) and workforce development programs (increasing incomes) as a 
holistic approach to reducing energy burden;  

• Demonstrate innovation in the use of mapping tools to identify customers in 
need and geographically target energy affordability programs; and 

• Demonstrate innovation in minimizing the income qualification and program 
enrollment burdens that have consistently been a barrier to participation in 
energy assistance.  

 
Dated:   
 
April 16, 2024 
 
Northern States Power Company 
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