
 
 
May 26, 2016 
 
 
Daniel Wolf 
Executive Secretary 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
121 7th Place East, Suite 350 
St. Paul, MN 55101-2147 
 
RE:  EERA Comments and Recommendations 
  Proposed Minor Alteration  

Motley Area 115 kV Transmission Line Project 
  Docket No. ET2, E015/TL-15-204 
 
Dear Mr. Wolf, 
 
Attached are comments and recommendations of Department of Commerce, Energy 
Environmental Review and Analysis (EERA) staff in the above matter. 
 
Great River Energy (GRE) has requested approval of a minor alteration of the route permit for 
the Motley Area 115 kV transmission line project.  GRE is seeking approval of two route 
modifications, proposed minor alteration #1 is with respect to transmission line placement near 
the intersection of 132nd Street and 51st Avenue in Cass County, and proposed minor alteration 
#2 is in respect to the placement of the proposed Motley substation.  The minor alteration request 
was filed on May 12, 2016, by: 
 

Marsha Parlow 
Great River Energy 
12300 Elm Creek Blvd. 
Maple Grove, MN 55369 
 

These comments are based on EERA staff’s review of the minor alteration request and the record 
to date.  Staff is available to answer any questions the Commission may have. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Richard Davis 
EERA Staff 
 
 
 
 

 

 
85 7TH PLACE EAST, SUITE 500

SAINT PAUL, MINNESOTA 55101‐2198
MN.GOV/COMMERCE

651.539.1500  FAX: 651.539.1547
AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER 
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BEFORE THE MINNESOTA PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION 
 

COMMENTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF  
MINNESOTA DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE 

ENERGY ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW AND ANALYSIS 
 

DOCKET NO.  ET2, E015/TL-15-204 
 

 

Date: May 26, 2016 
 

EERA Staff: Richard Davis………………………….……………..............................651-539-1846  
   
 

In the Matter of the Application by Great River Energy and Minnesota Power for a Certificate 
of Need and Route Permit for the Motley Area 115 kV Transmission Line Project in Morrison, 
Cass, and Todd Counties, Minnesota 
 
Issues Addressed:  These comments and recommendations address whether the Commission should 
authorize a minor alteration of the route permit for two route modifications in Cass County. 
 
Additional documents and information can be found on eDockets: 
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/search.jsp (15-204) and on the Department’s website: 
http://mn.gov/commerce/energyfacilities/Docket.html?Id=34095.   
 

This document can be made available in alternative formats (i.e. large print or audio) by calling 651-
539-1530 (voice).   
 

 
Introduction and Background 
 
On March 23, 2016, the Commission issued a certificate of need and route permit to Great River 
Energy and Minnesota Power for the Motley Area 115 kV transmission line project.1,2,3  On May 12, 
2016, Great River Energy (GRE) applied to the Commission for approval of a minor alteration of the 
route permit.4     
 
GRE’s minor alteration request consists of two proposed route modifications.  The first proposed 
modification (Minor Alteration 1) is in Section 14 of May Township, Cass County.  Proposed Minor 

                                                 
1 Order Granting a Certificate of Need and Route Permit, Part 1 of 3, March 23, 2016; eDocket Number  20163-119379-01 
[hereinafter Route Permit].   
2 Order Granting a Certificate of Need and Route Permit, Part 2 of 3, March 23, 2016; eDocket Number 20163-119379-03  
3 Order Granting a Certificate of Need and Route Permit, Part 3 of 3, March 23, 2016; eDocket Number 20163-119379-05  
4 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 [hereinafter Minor 
Alteration Request].  
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Alteration 1 relocates a portion of the transmission line such that the line – in lieu of following the 
existing 132nd Street and 51st Avenue right-of-ways (ROWs), would be shifted to the west, and follow 
the former County Road 101 ROW that was abandon several years ago.5  GRE indicates that Minor 
Alteration 1 was developed in response to a landowner request and is within the requesting 
landowner’s property.6 
 
The second proposed modification (Minor Alteration 2) is in Section 27 of Motley Township, Cass 
County.  Minor Alteration 2 would place the new Motley Substation 250 feet to the east and 75 feet 
south of the originally proposed Motley Substation location.7  Proposed Minor Alteration 2 places the 
new Motley Substation partially outside of the permitted route, but all new substation construction 
would be located on Crow Wing Power property.8  The new Motley Substation will be maintained by 
Crow Wing Power into the future.  GRE indicated Minor Alteration 2 was developed in consultation 
with Crow Wing Power, and the increased spacing between the existing Motley Substation and the 
new Motley Substation will allow the existing Motley Substation to remain in-service until 
construction of the new Motley Substation is complete.9   
 
On May 13, 2016, the Commission issued a notice soliciting comments on whether GRE’s proposed 
route modifications are a minor alteration that should be approved by the Commission.10 
   
Regulatory Process and Procedures 
 
A minor alteration is a change in a large electric power generating plant or high voltage transmission 
line that does not result in “significant changes in the human or environmental impact of the facility.”11  
The Commission has interpreted a minor alteration to be available for both existing facilities and for 
those which have been permitted by the Commission but not yet constructed.12   
 
The Commission may authorize the minor alteration or determine that the alteration is not minor and 
requires a full permitting decision.13  The Commission may authorize the minor alteration but impose 
reasonable conditions on the approval.14   
 
EERA Staff Analysis and Comments 
 
Department of Commerce, Energy Environmental Review and Analysis (EERA) staff has reviewed 
GRE’s minor alteration application and the record to date.  Based on this review, EERA staff believes 
that GRE’s two proposed route modifications will not result in significant changes in the human or 
environmental impacts of the project and are eligible for authorization as a minor alteration.  

                                                 
5 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
6 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
7 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
8 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
9 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
10 Notice of Comment Period on Minor Alteration Application, May 13, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121343-01. 
11 Minnesota Rule 7850.4800. 
12 See Commission Order Approving Minor Alteration and Issuing a Route Permit Amendment, January 9, 2013, Docket 
No. E-002, ET-2/TL-09-1056, eDockets Number 20121-70082-01. 
13 Minnesota Rule 7850.4800, Subp. 3.   
14 Minnesota Rule 7850.4800, Subp. 3 



EERA Staff Comments and Recommendations 
Docket No. ET2, E015/TL-15-204  May 26, 2016 

3 
 

 
Minnesota Rule 7850.4800 provides a succinct standard for evaluating minor alteration applications – 
whether the proposed project will result in significant changes in the human and environment impacts 
of the project.  To flesh out this standard, EERA staff utilized the routing factors of Minnesota Rule 
7850.4100.  These are the factors considered by the Commission in permitting a new high voltage 
transmission line.  These factors provide appropriate detail for evaluating the significance of potential 
human and environmental impacts.   
 
Minor Alteration 1 
EERA staff finds that the potential impacts of GRE’s first proposed route modification (Minor 
Alteration 1) are similar to the impacts of the permitted route (see Table 1).  There is two routing 
factors for which the relative impacts of the route modification are anticipated to be positive – (1) 
impacts on human settlements and (2) impacts on land-based economics. The route modification places 
the line in a location that will border a residential parcel on one side, to the west of the residence, as 
opposed to the permitted route which places the line on three sides of the parcel.15  Minor Alteration 1 
is anticipated to reduce agricultural land impacts by 1.77 acres when compared to the permitted 
route.16  Minor Alteration 1 will increase woodland impacts by 0.3 acres, but the trees being removed 
are within a residential parcel and not anticipated to be used for timber harvest.  Negative impacts to 
the land based economies associated with timber harvest are not anticipated.    
 
There is one routing factor for which the relative impacts of Minor Alteration 1 are anticipated to be 
negative – (1) impacts on the natural environment.  Minor Alteration 1 impacts 0.3 acres more of 
woodland than the permitted route, which will occur within the residential parcel owned by the 
landowner that requested the line modification be considered by GRE.17   
 
On whole, EERA staff finds that Minor Alteration 1, though its impacts differ from the permitted 
route, does not result in significant changes in the human or environmental impacts of the project.   

 
Table 1.  Changes in Potential Impacts with Respect to Routing Factors  

for Minor Alteration 1 
 

Routing Factor EERA Comments 

A.  Human Settlements 

The proposed modification will place the line west of 
the residence along the abandon County Road 101 
ROW, as opposed to the north, east, and south of the 
residence.  This will minimize visual impacts of the 
line on the residence.   

                                                 
15 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
16 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
17 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
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Routing Factor EERA Comments 

B.  Public Health and Safety No change. 

C.  Land-Based Economies 
The proposed modification will cross relatively fewer 
agricultural acres (approximately 1.77 acres), thus 
minimizing agricultural impacts.18 

D.  Archaeological and Historic 
Resources 

No change. 

E.  Natural Environment 

The proposed modification will impact more wooded 
land than the permitted route – approximately 0.3 
additional acres.  The trees to be removed are within 
the residential parcel owned by the landowner that has 
requested GRE consider the line modification.  
 
Impacts to other elements of the natural environment 
are not anticipated to change as a result of the 
proposed modification.      

F.  Rare and Unique Natural 
Resources 

No change. 

G.  Design Options that Maximize 
Energy Efficiencies, Mitigate 
Adverse Environmental Impacts, 
and Accommodate Expansion 

No change. 

H.  Use or Paralleling of Existing 
Right-of-Way 

No significant change.  The permitted route would 
parallel 1,724 feet of existing road ROW.  The 
proposed modification will utilize approximately 390 
feet of abandoned road ROW.19   
 
The proposed modification will reduce the total length 
of the line, so the reduction of existing of ROW 
paralleled or utilized by the proposed modification is 
not considered a significant change.  

I.  Use of  Existing Large Electric 
Power Generating Plant Sites 

Not applicable. 

                                                 
18 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
19 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
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Routing Factor EERA Comments 

J.  Use of Existing Transportation, 
Pipeline, and Electrical 
Transmission Right-of-Way 

No significant change.  The permitted route would 
parallel 1,724 feet of existing road ROW.  The 
proposed modification will utilize approximately 390 
feet of abandoned road ROW.20   
 
The proposed modification will reduce the total length 
of the line, so the reduction of existing of ROW 
paralleled or utilized by the proposed modification is 
not considered a significant change. 

K.  Electrical System Reliability No change. 

L.  Costs 
No significant change.  The propose modification costs 
approximately $112,000 dollars less than the permitted 
route.   

 
 
 
Minor Alteration 2 
EERA staff finds that the potential impacts of GRE’s second proposed route modification (Minor 
Alteration 2) are similar to the impacts of the permitted route (see Table 2).  There are two routing 
factor for which the relative impacts of the route modification are anticipated to be negative – (1) land 
based economies and (2) impacts on the natural environment.  Minor Alteration 2 impacts 0.8 acres 
more of woodland than the permitted route.21 
 
On whole, EERA staff finds that Minor Alteration 2, though its impacts differ from the permitted 
route, does not result in significant changes in the human or environmental impacts of the project.  
Additionally, it should be noted that Minor Alteration 2 will place the new Motley Substation in a 
location that allows the existing Motley Substation to remain in-service until project construction is 
completed, which will reduce customer outages during project construction.22   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
20 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
21 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
22 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
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Table 2.  Changes in Potential Impacts with Respect to Routing Factors  

for Route Modification 2 
 

Routing Factor EERA Comments 

A.  Human Settlements 

The proposed modification will have comparable 
impacts as the permitted route.  The currently existing 
Motley Substation property owned by Crow Wing 
Power, is the same parcel of land that will be utilized 
to construct the new Motley Substation.23 
 
The permitted route and the proposed modification do 
not impact any residences. 

B.  Public Health and Safety No change. 

C.  Land-Based Economies 

The proposed modification moves the proposed 
Motley Substation further into woodland, which will 
impact approximately 0.8 acres more of trees than the 
permitted route.24 

D.  Archaeological and Historic 
Resources 

No change. 

E.  Natural Environment 

The proposed modification moves the proposed 
Motley Substation further into woodland, which will 
impact approximately 0.8 acres more of trees than the 
permitted route.25 
 
Impacts to other elements of the natural environment 
are not anticipated to change as a result of the 
proposed modification.      

F.  Rare and Unique Natural 
Resources 

No change. 

G.  Design Options that Maximize 
Energy Efficiencies, Mitigate 
Adverse Environmental Impacts, 
and Accommodate Expansion 

Not applicable. 

                                                 
23 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
24 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
25 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
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Routing Factor EERA Comments 

H.  Use or Paralleling of Existing 
Right-of-Way 

No significant change.  The proposed modification will 
place the proposed Motley Substation adjacent to the 
existing Motley Substation. 

I.  Use of  Existing Large Electric 
Power Generating Plant Sites 

Not applicable. 

J.  Use of Existing Transportation, 
Pipeline, and Electrical 
Transmission Right-of-Way 

No significant change.  The proposed modification will 
place the proposed Motley Substation adjacent to the 
existing Motley Substation. 

K.  Electrical System Reliability No change. 

L.  Costs 
No significant change.  The propose modification is 
not anticipated to change project costs when compared 
to the permitted route.26   

 
 
EERA Staff Recommendation  
 
EERA staff recommends that the Commission approve GRE’s requested route modifications, Minor 
Alteration 1 and Minor Alteration 2, and authorize a minor alteration of the route permit for the Motley 
Area 115 kV transmission line project.  
 

                                                 
26 Request for Minor Alteration, Great River Energy, May 12, 2016, eDocket Number 20165-121297-01 
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