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I. INTRODUCTION 

In its September 9, 2016 Order Approving Value-of-Solar Rate for Xcel’s Solar-Garden 

Program, Clarifying Program Parameters, and Requiring Further Filings (September 6 Order), 

the Commission directed Xcel Energy to develop a community solar garden (CSG) proposal 

specifically for low-income customers, applying Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program 

(LIHEAP) eligibility standards, and to file the proposal by March 1, 2017. In addition, the 

Commission requested proposals from other parties to enhance access to CSGs for low-income 

customers, to be filed by the same date. On March 1, 2017, Xcel submitted a preliminary concept 

proposal, and requested an additional 90 days to submit a more detailed proposal and 

implementation plan, which the Commission granted. The Institute for Local Self-Reliance 

(ILSR) and a group of allied organization also submitted comments regarding low-income 

community solar models. On June 30, 2017, Xcel filed a Petition for Approval of a Customer 
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Access Joint Pilot Program (Petition) and, on July 10, 2017, the Commission solicited comments 

on the Petition, asking nine specific questions.
1
 Accordingly, the Interstate Renewable Energy 

Council, Inc. (IREC) files these initial comments.  

IREC is a 501(c)(3) non-partisan, non-profit organization working nationally to increase 

consumer access to sustainable energy and energy efficiency through independent fact-based 

policy leadership, quality workforce development and consumer empowerment. In service of our 

mission, IREC works to increase the adoption of policies and regulatory reforms that expand 

access to and streamline grid integration of distributed energy resources to optimize their 

widespread benefits. The scope of our work includes implementing shared renewable energy 

programs to expand options for consumers that cannot host a renewable energy system, and 

generating and promoting national model rules, standards, and best practices. IREC has 

participated in community and shared renewable energy proceedings in Colorado, Oregon, 

California, New York, Maryland, and Washington, D.C. In Minnesota, IREC has participated in 

Docket No. E-002/M-13-867 regarding Xcel’s CSG program since its inception, filed comments 

regarding low-income CSG program design on April 1 and April 29, 2016, and was a signatory 

to joint comments filed on those same dates. IREC references those comments as relevant here.  

In addition, in March 2016, IREC released a first-of-its-kind report, Shared Renewable 

Energy for Low- to Moderate-Income Consumers: Guidelines and Model Provisions (LMI 

Guidelines), a companion to our existing Model Rules for Shared Renewable Energy Programs.
2
 

The LMI Guidelines reflect extensive research by IREC and input from our LMI working group, 

                                                 
1
 On August 16, 2017, the Commission issued a Notice of Extended Comment Period, 

extending the initial comment deadline to September 15, 2017. 

2
 IREC’s LMI Guidelines and an associated four-page Quick Reference Guide are 

available at www.irecusa.org/publications/shared-renewable-energy-for-low-to-moderate-

incomeconsumers-policy-guidelines-and-model-provisions.  

http://www.irecusa.org/publications/shared-renewable-energy-for-low-to-moderate-incomeconsumers-policy-guidelines-and-model-provisions
http://www.irecusa.org/publications/shared-renewable-energy-for-low-to-moderate-incomeconsumers-policy-guidelines-and-model-provisions
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which included customer-focused organizations, consumer advocates, environmental justice 

groups, and others, as well as our broader group of external reviewers. IREC also references 

these LMI Guidelines as relevant here. 

Generally, IREC is supportive of Xcel’s proposal and believes that it will enable low-

income customers to participate in a CSG. It is a promising first step towards the important goal 

of improving low-income customer access to CSGs and solar generally. IREC is concerned, 

however, that Xcel provides no discussion of how it will scale this pilot program, such that it can 

improve access for more low-income customers via utility-owned CSGs beyond the pilot 

offering. IREC recommends that the Commission require Xcel to provide detail on its plans to 

grow the pilot in a supplementary filing, and to discuss how its tracking and reporting efforts will 

inform such growth. IREC also encourages the Commission to revisit its consideration of other 

mechanisms to facilitate low-income customer participation in non-utility-owned CSGs, as 

discussed in ILSR’s comments and comments previously filed in Docket No. E-002/M-13-867, 

which may complement Xcel’s utility-owned offerings and more comprehensively promote low-

income access. In addition, IREC provides some more specific comments on Xcel’s proposed 

treatment of the net bill credit rate, its non-discrimination principles, and its plans for tracking 

and reporting. IREC closes our comments by emphasizing the role of this pilot proposal in 

allowing low-income customers to access the benefits of CSGs and countering Xcel’s 

mischaracterization of certain aspects of Minnesota’s CSG program.  

II. RESPONSES TO COMMISSION QUESTIONS 

A. Is Xcel’s proposal for a low-income pilot in the public interest? 

Yes, IREC believes that Xcel’s low-income pilot proposal is in the public interest. We 

also offer suggestions about how it may be further improved. IREC commends Xcel and its 

partners for taking this important step toward improving low-income customer access to CSGs 
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and to solar generally. The proposal acknowledges barriers to access to the CSG program for 

low-income customers and incorporates program design elements to overcome them, including: 

not requiring a minimum credit score; allowing participants to terminate at any time without 

penalty; avoiding upfront costs and ongoing, hidden fees; and incorporating efforts to work with 

trusted community partners and to market the program effectively to target customers, including 

through providing non-English materials as appropriate.
3
 In addition, IREC agrees that the 

program should guarantee that participants never face a net cost, and supports providing 

customers with a net positive bill credit.
4
 IREC also supports pairing the CSG offering with 

energy-efficiency services, in hopes that doing so will help to maximize participants’ energy 

savings and benefits.
5
 

Xcel’s pilot proposal envisions a 500-kW facility serving 160 customers.
6
 While IREC 

believes this is a good start, we note 160 customers represent a small fragment of the total low-

income population that might benefit from such a program offering. Therefore, IREC urges the 

Commission to require Xcel to describe how it plans to scale its low-income CSG program, such 

that more eligible customers can take advantage of it over the long term. We recommend that the 

Commission require Xcel to explain its plans to learn from the pilot and develop a full program 

in a supplementary filing. In particular, IREC requests additional information regarding other 

potential communities with which Xcel could work. IREC also suggests that Xcel assess the 

                                                 
3
 Xcel Petition at 5-6. 

4
 See Xcel Petition at 11 (“The Company’s subscription pricing method attempts to 

provide access to the program with a positive per kWh benefit in a range up to $0.01. The 

Company currently plans to offer customers an initial Net Bill Credit of $0.005 per kWh.”). 

5
 See Xcel Petition at 6-9. 

6
 Petition at 8-9. IREC notes that while the Petition says the pilot program will serve 

“more than 400 Xcel Energy customers in the Railroad Island neighborhood of St. Paul,” that 

number appears to combine customers receiving energy efficiency assistance with customers 

subscribing to the CSG. Petition at 6. 
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viability of larger facilities (up to 1 MW, as required by law), and the benefits of economies of 

scale, such as lower costs and the potential to offer customers greater net bill savings. IREC 

recognizes the value of in-community facilities and suggests that an expanded program would 

benefit from consideration of various system sizes and arrangements to maximize benefits for 

participants.   

In addition to exploring pathways for Xcel to improve CSG access for more low-income 

customers through utility-owned CSGs, IREC encourages the Commission to continue to 

consider other ways to enable low-income customer access to CSGs, including third-party and 

customer-owned CSGs. IREC appreciates the Commission’s rationale that an Xcel-owned CSG 

currently reflects the “best chance of extending the benefits of community solar to low-income 

customers” and protecting them from financial risk.7 Nonetheless, IREC emphasizes that there are 

a number of additional program design options and other tools that can improve low-income 

customer access to CSGs and mitigate financial risk. IREC refers the Commission to our joint 

and separate comments filed in Docket No. E-002/M-13-867, as well as IREC’s LMI Guidelines, 

for further discussion of these possibilities. We encourage the Commission to revisit this issue in 

the future. Ultimately, IREC suggests that low-income customers may be best served by a 

combination of utility-owned and non-utility-owned CSGs, and together these options could 

truly bring low-income access to scale. In particular, IREC emphasizes that facilitating non-

utility-owned low-income program models could open the door for increased customer choice 

and control, in that customers would be able choose from a variety of offerings instead of only 

having one Xcel-owned option. These future options could include customer-owned CSGs, 

                                                 
7
 September 6 Order at 19-20. 
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which may be of particular importance and value to some low-income individuals and 

communities.  

B. Is the proposal consistent with Minn. Stat. § 216B.1641, the Commission’s 

September 6, 2016 Order (in Docket No. E-002/M-13-867), and other 

relevant law? 

Regarding the relevant statutory provision, Minn. Stat. § 216B.1641, IREC believes 

Xcel’s pilot proposal generally complies with its requirements. Likewise, IREC believes that the 

pilot proposal generally complies with the Commission’s prior orders implementing that 

statutory provision. IREC discusses § 216B.1641(e)(3) and other relevant orders regarding equal 

treatment of utility versus non-utility facilities in Section II.D below. 

Regarding the Commission’s September 6 Order, IREC believes that Xcel’s pilot 

proposal is an adequate first step towards meeting the requirement “to develop a community 

solar garden proposals or proposals specifically for low-income customers, applying LIHEAP 

eligibility standards.”
8
 As discussed above in Section II.A, however, IREC has concerns about 

Xcel’s lack of plans to scale its pilot to expand access beyond the initial group of 160 customers. 

Without such a plan, Xcel seems unlikely to realize the goal of improving access to CSGs for 

low-income customers beyond this initial, small group. 

In addition, IREC notes that the Commission required in its September 6 Order that the 

value-of-solar (VOS) credit should be fixed for the term of CSG.
9
 In its Petition Xcel proposes 

“to recover the costs of the pilot program by crediting customers the difference between the 

                                                 
8
 September 6 Order at 20, 26. 

9
 September 6 Order at 23 (Order ¶ 1: “The Commission approves the value-of-solar rate 

for use as the solar-garden bill-credit rate for all solar-garden applications filed after December 

31, 2016. The value-of-solar rate that is in place at the time an application is deemed complete 

will be the subscriber bill-credit rate for the term of that solar garden.”). 
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Value of Solar [] rate and the cost of the resource and program administration.”
10

 However, Xcel 

“reserve[s] the right to modify the Net Bill Credit upon written notice to subscribers.”
11

 Xcel 

states that this is “reasonable and consistent with practices of other garden operators,” but 

provides no evidence to support this claim.
12

 Xcel indicates such flexibility will enable it to 

respond to VOS modifications and “dynamic pricing conditions,”
13

 but the VOS rate should be 

set for the term of the garden pursuant to the Commission’s September 6 Order. In addition to 

being inconsistent with the Commission’s prior order, Xcel’s proposal is also questionable from 

a policy perspective. Although participating customers will be protected from net costs on their 

bills under Xcel’s proposal, they should also be entitled to transparency and consistency with 

respect to their bill credit rate. If Xcel has the ability to change a customer’s rate at its discretion, 

this raises the potential for customer confusion and ultimately dilution of any customer savings.  

IREC suggests that the Commission should only allow Xcel to depart from the 

Commission’s prior directive and adjust the VOS rate if the VOS rate increases, such that low-

income subscribers would receive additional net benefit on their bills. As far as adjusting the net 

bill credit to account for unanticipated costs (and thus lowering the net value of the credit), IREC 

does not believe Xcel should be permitted to make such adjustments within the customer’s 

participation term in order to protect participating customer’s bill savings. For new customers, or 

for customers signing up for a new term, however, Xcel could adjust costs assessed on the 

participating customer, as long as the net value is positive for customer. Xcel should be required 

                                                 
10

 Petition at 10. 

11
 Petition at 11. 

12
 Petition at 11. 

13
 Petition at 11. 
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to track all such costs and adjustments, and include them as part of its annual reporting, so that 

they can inform any necessary program modifications going forward. 

C. Does Xcel’s proposal to work with non-Xcel project partners (Energy 

CENTS Coalition, Dayton’s Bluff Neighborhood Housing Association, 

Center for Energy and Environment and THOR Construction) raise any 

issues for Commission consideration? 

IREC is not aware of any issues raised by Xcel’s proposal to work with non-Xcel project 

partners. IREC commends Xcel’s efforts to work with low-income customer groups and other 

local groups. In our LMI Guidelines, IREC emphasizes the importance of such collaboration. 

D. Minn. Stat. § 216B.1641, (e)(3) requires that any CSG plan approved by the 

Commission “not apply different requirements to utility and nonutility 

community solar garden facilities.” In addressing this statutory provision, 

Xcel was guided by three key principles of non-discrimination (described on 

pages 17-18 in the Petition). However, are there other issues of 

discrimination concerning non-utility developers/operators that the 

Commission should consider? 

IREC agrees that ensuring non-discrimination is a critical issue, especially if the 

Commission ultimately wishes to encourage both utility and non-utility CSGs serving low-

income customers. As discussed above in Sections II.A and II.B, IREC suggests additional 

measures to facilitate non-utility CSGs in order to expand low-income customer access more 

broadly. While IREC supports Xcel’s pilot proposal, which we believe is in the public interest 

and meets an underserved market need, IREC also seeks to ensure that it does not undermine the 

non-utility CSG market. Non-utility-owned CSGs could eventually serve low-income customers, 

especially if the Commission incorporates additional mechanisms to support it doing so. IREC 

notes that the Commission previously addressed this issue and Minn. Stat. § 216B.1641(e)(3) in 
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its Order Rejecting Xcel’s Solar-Garden Tariff Filing and Requiring the Company to File a 

Revised Solar-Garden Plan.
14

 

Based on the Commission’s prior guidance and the scope of the pilot proposal currently, 

IREC agrees that Xcel’s three principles and its plans to uphold them are adequate to meet the 

statutory mandate at this time.
15

 As the low-income CSG program grows, and especially as a 

market develops for non-utility-owned CSGs serving low-income customers, IREC encourages 

the Commission to monitor the issue of non-discrimination, and to revisit these principles and 

protective measures as needed. IREC suggests that additional detail and potentially additional 

measures may be required as the market evolves.  

Additionally, we note growing interest from other utilities and states in the idea of using 

utility-owned shared renewables facilities to serve the low-income population, which may 

eventually provide the Commission with models and other ideas for further consideration. For 

example, the New York Commission recently approved a pilot program that will allow 

Consolidated Edison to build and own shared renewables facilities, installed on utility property 

and serving low-income customers.
16

 In Colorado, within Xcel’s CSG program in that state, the 

Commission and stakeholders attempted to balance both utility- and non-utility-owned facilities 

                                                 
14

 Order Rejecting Xcel’s Solar-Garden Tariff Filing and Requiring the Company to File 

a Revised Solar-Garden Plan, Docket No. E-002/M-13-867, at 8 (April 7, 2014) (“Finally, if 

Xcel in the future decides to offer its own solar gardens, the Commission will require the 

Company to submit a proposal for Commission approval including a detailed explanation of 

processes and procedures to ensure that third-party and utility solar gardens are treated in a 

nondiscriminatory fashion. This requirement will serve the public interest by advancing the 

solar-garden statute’s directive that the plan approved by the Commission ‘not apply different 

requirements to utility and nonutility community solar garden facilities.’”). 

15
 Petition at 17-18. 

16
 Order Approving Shared Solar Pilot Program with Modification, Case No. 16-E-0622 

(Aug. 2, 2017); Robert Walton, Con Edison Approved to Build Solar Generation for Low Income 

Customers, Utility Dive (Aug. 4, 2017), www.utilitydive.com/news/con-edison-approved-to-

build-solar-generation-for-low-income-customers/448624.  

http://www.utilitydive.com/news/con-edison-approved-to-build-solar-generation-for-low-income-customers/448624
http://www.utilitydive.com/news/con-edison-approved-to-build-solar-generation-for-low-income-customers/448624
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serving low-income customers. Xcel was required to assume the state-mandated 5-percent low-

income CSG carve-out through dedicated utility-owned low-income CSGs.
17

 In addition, the 

utility will hold an annual solicitation of 4 MW of CSGs “that commit to provide 100% of their 

output to qualified low-income customers,” with bidders specifying incentive levels necessary to 

realize their projects.
18

 There will also be 500 kW of program capacity set aside for a low-

income standard offer for dedicated CSGs up to 100 kW, with an elevated renewable energy 

credit (REC) incentive payment.
19

 The Colorado approach may be an interesting model for 

Minnesota to consider in the future, along with additional mechanisms to support the success of 

non-utility offerings. IREC encourages the Commission to monitor these other states’ programs 

and will seek to share any useful information we are able to glean from them.  

When utility ownership is limited just to facilities serving low-income customers, as in 

Xcel’s Minnesota pilot proposal, and in Colorado and New York, unfair competition and 

discrimination may not be as much of an immediate concern, since utility ownership is 

constrained to a relatively small and underserved market segment. To the extent Xcel’s pilot 

proposal may open the door to its participation in the general market, however, these issues 

become more critical, and will require more robust and detailed assurances. IREC notes that 

Oregon is currently tackling these issues within its shared solar program, which allows for both 

utility and non-utility ownership, by relying on an independent, third-party program 

                                                 
17

 Decision No. C16-1075, Decision Granting Motion to Approve Settlement, Granting 

Motion for Waivers, Denying Motion to Dismiss Application, Ordering Tariff Filings, 

Addressing New Proceeding on Trial and Pilot Rate Programs, Addressing Recovery of 

Renewable Compliance Plan Costs, and Addressing Future Resource Acquisition, Proceeding 

Nos., 16AL-0048E, 16A-0055E, 16A-0139E, Att. A: Non-Unanimous Comprehensive 

Settlement Agreement, at 69 (Nov. 23, 2016) (CO Settlement). 

18
 CO Settlement at 69-72. 

19
 CO Settlement at 72. 
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administrator (instead of the utility) and incorporating other program design features to ensure as 

level a playing field as possible.
20

 Utility participation only through an unregulated affiliate 

presents another possible strategy.
21

 IREC emphasizes our recommendation that the Commission 

monitor and, as necessary, revisit these topics as this pilot program scales and the CSG program 

evolves.   

In the near term, IREC offers the following comments regarding each of Xcel’s three 

principles, as well as a few recommendations for improvement.   

1. No preferential treatment in interconnection queue 

IREC agrees that this is a critical non-discriminatory principle and Xcel appears to offer a 

viable method for ensuring it is achieved: the third-party CSG developer will submit and manage 

the application for the pilot CSG, and Xcel will treat it like any other application.
22

 Xcel states 

that it is “willing to publish this project’s Solar*Rewards Community project number so any 

party has visibility into the queue status and milestones achieved by the developer.”
23

 IREC 

believes such transparency would be valuable, especially if Xcel is able to scale its program and 

build additional facilities, and we encourage the Commission to require such publication.  

2. No unfair reliance on grid or distribution system information 

For this initial pilot project, Xcel will meet this guiding principle because the proposed 

project was introduced months ago by a party with no specialized knowledge of Xcel’s system.
24

 

Therefore, the project had no competitive advantage over other projects with respect to grid 

                                                 
20

 Order No. 17-232, Docket No. AR 603 (June 29, 2017). 

21
 See IREC Guiding Principles for Shared Renewable Energy Programs (Feb. 2017), 

available at www.irecusa.org/publications/guiding-principles-for-shared-renewable-energy-

programs (Guiding Principle No. 4: Promote Fair Market Competition).  

22
 Petition at 17. 

23
 Petition at 17. 

24
 Petition at 17-18. 

http://www.irecusa.org/publications/guiding-principles-for-shared-renewable-energy-programs
http://www.irecusa.org/publications/guiding-principles-for-shared-renewable-energy-programs
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location. IREC questions how Xcel could maintain this principle as it scales its program, 

however, as it is not clear whether or not a third-party developer would always approach Xcel 

with a project in hand, versus Xcel soliciting or otherwise seeking out projects. We recommend 

that the Commission require Xcel to provide additional detail on this point in a future filing 

regarding scaling the program, as suggested above in Section II.A.  

Moreover, this principle raises an important question regarding the value of system data 

transparency for all projects. IREC suggests that the Commission should ultimately encourage 

both Xcel and non-utility providers to site projects in low-cost and high-benefit locations, in part 

by ensuring that all projects have access to the necessary system data to inform such siting. The 

Commission could prevent Xcel’s “unfair reliance” on system data by requiring appropriate 

third-party access to relevant system data, to avoid information asymmetry and discriminatory 

treatment. When combined with appropriate price signals,
25

 such information transparency can 

allow CSGs to maximize their value to the grid and all customers, in addition to meeting the 

particular needs and interests of their participants. Therefore, while IREC supports this principle 

at this time, we encourage the Commission to revisit this idea as the program scales and as it 

explores similar ideas in other proceedings, such as Docket No. E999/CI-15-556.
26

 

                                                 
25

 See September 6 Order at 14 (“The Commission will also require Xcel, beginning with 

the 2018 value-of-solar rate, to use location-specific avoided costs in calculating avoided 

distribution capacity. Part of the benefit of distributed generation derives from its location on the 

grid; by being located near load, it reduces local peak demand and defers the need for 

distribution-system upgrades. The approved methodology allows a utility to calculate its value-

of-solar rate using either location-specific or system-wide avoided distribution-capacity costs. In 

its filings to date, Xcel has used system-wide avoided distribution-capacity costs to calculate the 

value-of-solar rate. To fully reflect the value of distributed solar generation, however, Xcel will 

be required to begin including location-specific avoided costs in its 2018 value-of-solar 

calculations.”). 

26
 See, e.g., Notice of Comment Period on Distribution System Planning Efforts and 

Considerations, Docket No. E999/CI-15-556, at 9 (April 21, 2017) (asking stakeholders to 

answer questions regarding “access to grid and planning data by customers and third parties”). 
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3. No unfair reliance on customer data to target subscribers 

Similar to the situation with the second principle above, for this initial pilot project, Xcel 

meets this principle through relying on its partner to target narrow group of potential subscribers 

who will qualify. Xcel states that is subscriber management partner “will have access to some 

customer data in the course of its normal provision of low income customer program services to 

the Company,” but that there will be “no unfair reliance on the Company’s customer records to 

target potential subscribers with an offer.”
27

 While this approach may be appropriate for this 

initial pilot, IREC again questions how it would apply as the program scales. As for the second 

principle, we suggest that the Commission require Xcel to provide additional detail on this point 

in a future filing regarding scaling the program. 

Likewise, IREC also views this principle as raising a broader issue about customer data 

sharing. As with system data, third-party providers may be able to benefit from appropriately 

shared customer data in order to reach customers and communities that may stand to benefit 

most from CSG participation. IREC recognizes that such data access raises questions related to 

customer privacy and warrants further discussion. Nonetheless, we suggest that the Commission 

explore whether appropriate customer data access for non-utility parties may be a better long-

term solution to mitigating the concern about Xcel’s “unfair reliance” on such data than Xcel’s 

proposal to avoid relying on customer data to the extent possible. Therefore, as with the second 

principle above, while IREC supports this third principle at this time, we encourage the 

Commission to revisit this idea as the program scales. 

                                                 
27

 Petition at 18. 
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E. To implement the pilot program, Xcel is seeking approval of new tariff sheets 

(included as Attachment C to the Petition). Please comment on the proposed 

tariff sheets. 

To respond to our concerns expressed above in Section II.B regarding adjustments to the 

net bill credit rate, RENEWs Solar*Rewards Community Enrollment Form, Terms & 

Conditions, Section 2, IREC suggests striking the last sentence (“The Community Solar Garden 

Operator in its sole discretion may alter or vary the Net Bill Credit rate as set forth in the 

RENEWs Enrollment Form upon written notification to the Subscriber or modifying per our 

comments above.”). Alternatively, IREC suggests that the sentence could be modified to account 

for our suggestion in Section II.B above that Xcel only be allowed to modify the net bill credit 

rate if the VOS rate were to increase (i.e., if it would benefit the participating customer).  

F. Please comment on the guiding principles, best practices and 

recommendations for low-income program design filed by ILSR on March 1, 

2017. How do they relate to Xcel’s low-income pilot proposal? 

As mentioned above, IREC and other parties offered various proposals in Docket No. E-

002/M-13-867, however ILSR was the only party besides Xcel to submit comments in response 

to the Commission’s September 6 Order. ILSR’s comments incorporate many recommendations  

similar to those prior filings, as well as IREC’s LMI Guidelines. Rather than reiterate them here, 

IREC refers the Commission to our prior comments and our LMI Guidelines, which together 

discuss the opportunities, challenges, and other  considerations to be aware of with respect to 

some of ILSR’s suggested approaches.   

Xcel’s pilot proposal does not comport with several of ILSR’s key program design 

recommendations. These include: 

● Eligibility—ILSR supports defining “low-income” as a household that earns less than 

80% of the area median income, or a customer that already participates in an existing 

means-based program, such as LIHEAP.
28

 IREC agrees with this definition, which 

                                                 
28

 ILSR Comments at 1. 
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comports with our LMI Guidelines. However, Xcel’s pilot program would be available 

only to LIHEAP-eligible customers, consistent with the Commission’s initial direction. 

● Participation—ILSR states that “everyone should be able to participate in community 

solar, from education and development to subscription and ownership,” and that “projects 

should be located throughout the utility service territory and community solar programs 

should maximize low-income participation, subscription, and employment.”
29

 However, 

Xcel’s pilot program is limited to a single 500-kW facility serving 160 customers, with 

no current plans to scale it such that it could be more broadly available. There is no 

mention of job-training or other employment-related efforts.  

● Location—ILSR states that “community solar projects should favor locations that present 

the highest value to the grid and are closest to subscribers, that use existing structures, 

and that minimize siting on prime agricultural land. Ground-mounted projects should 

consider “pollinator friendly” habitat and should consider concomitant food production--

e.g., free range fowl and sheep, as in England and Germany.”
30

 While Xcel’s pilot 

proposal comports in that the proposed project is close to subscribes and not on prime 

agricultural land, it does not consider grid values or other elements, nor does it indicate 

whether such considerations will be incorporated in any future projects. IREC suggested 

one approach to facilitating high-value grid locations in our discussion of system data 

access in Section II.D.2. 

● Financial value and ownership—ILSR states that “community solar programs should 

favor subscriber-owned projects, allow for a variety of ownership structures, and provide 

both initial and long-term financial value to participants (including pass-through benefits 

for low-income renters whose landlords opt in).”
31

 However, Xcel’s pilot proposal only 

allows for one utility-owned project, and does not favor or even allow for participant-

owned projects. While Xcel would ensure that customers are not subject to any extra 

costs, it is unclear whether the program would result in any significant value for 

participants, beyond a relatively limited anticipated bill credit. 

While Xcel’s proposal does comport with certain of ILSR’s recommendations—

including specifically integration with existing programs (energy efficiency), and incorporation 

of a tracking and reporting component—it does not achieve the vision that ILSR provides. Like 

IREC and other commenters in Docket No. E-002/M-13-867, ILSR offers a number of ways that 

the Commission could promote low-income access more broadly, beyond participation in a 

single Xcel-owned offering. As discussed above in Section II.A, IREC encourages the 
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Commission to consider ILSR’s and other parties’ prior comments, and to revisit the 

development of additional program design components and other mechanisms to complement 

Xcel’s utility-owned approach and more broadly enable low-income access. 

G. Xcel proposed annual reporting for the pilot. Should any other information, 

in addition to that proposed, be included in the Company’s annual report to 

the Commission? 

IREC emphasizes the importance of tracking and reporting for the pilot, both to 

demonstrate whether or not it is meeting its intended goals, as well as to inform any changes to 

the initial project or modifications to the program design to support future projects. IREC 

supports Xcel’s proposed reporting criteria: “total number of subscribers, total garden 

production, total bill credits provided, rate of subscription uptake, and any learnings on 

successful customer outreach strategies or modifications to the terms of participation needed to 

ensure the goal of creating access to community solar benefits.”
32

 We further support: reporting 

the impacts of the energy efficiency measures installed; reporting the cost of delivering the 

proposed pilot offering (administration, outreach, equipment, and delivery labor); identification 

and reporting on the non-energy benefits delivered to the neighborhood (employment, education, 

vacancy losses, or health and safety benefits); identification and reporting of drivers and barriers 

to participation in low-income community solar garden, and opportunities for additional energy 

efficiency improvements or incorporation of new technologies that may result in greater or more 

cost-effective energy savings.
33

 IREC agrees that the low-income pilot report should be separate 

from Xcel’s other CSG reporting obligations.
34
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Regarding reporting on the cost of delivering the proposed pilot offering, IREC suggests 

that the cost breakdown should, to the extent possible, indicate the costs related to the CSG 

project and offering versus the costs associated with the energy-efficiency component of the 

program. IREC recognizes that some costs will be related to both program components and it 

may not be possible to break them out in each case. However, providing as much specific detail 

on the CSG cost components as possible will help the Commission and stakeholders to assess the 

value of this element of the program.  

Regarding identification and reporting of drivers and barriers to participation in low-

income CSGs, as well as “learnings on successful customer outreach strategies or modifications 

to the terms of participation needed to ensure the goal of creating access to community solar 

benefits,” IREC emphasizes that these elements will be critical to informing expansion of the 

program to serve more customers. Xcel states that the “intent of the pilot is to explore the 

development of a model to combine the implementation of energy efficiency measures and 

access to renewable energy in traditional underserved markets by targeting a geographically 

defined area and leveraging local resources.”
35

 Beyond the identified reporting elements, 

however, Xcel does not articulate its plan to expand the model. IREC suggests that the 

Commission require Xcel to draft its report with an eye toward making its pilot into a full-

fledged program, and identifying any programmatic changes or next steps required to do so. 

Regarding identification and reporting of opportunities to incorporate new technologies 

that may result in greater or more cost-effective energy savings, IREC recommends that the 

Commission direct Xcel specifically to consider energy storage in this context. As the 

Commission is aware, energy storage holds immense promise for utilities and their customers, 
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and, as its costs continue to decline, it will become more feasible to pair it with solar (including 

CSGs) and otherwise facilitate its incorporation into the utility system.   

Finally, as discussed above in Section II.D, IREC suggests the Commission require Xcel 

to report on its compliance with its three principles related to non-discrimination, and any issues 

or learnings that arise. These are critical program elements that may need to evolve over time, 

and clear reporting and analysis can help inform future changes. 

H. Should the Commission take up the issue of cost recovery separately at a 

later time? 

IREC has no comment at this time regarding the timing of addressing cost recovery. 

As indicated in Section II.G above, IREC supports reporting on program costs to aid in 

understanding the degree of the program’s success and to improve future iterations of the 

program model. IREC would also support Xcel separately tracking and accounting for costs, if 

possible, as we believe that would aid in transparency and reporting related to costs.
36

 In 

addition, if CSG costs are unexpectedly higher, such that participating customers cannot fully 

bear them because they would result in net billing costs for those customers, then IREC suggests 

that Xcel and the Commission would have to assess the possibility that ratepayers would have to 

pay those excess costs. While Xcel does not seem to anticipate that this situation would arise, 

careful cost tracking and reporting can help shed light on any such issues that may arise in a 

timely manner.  

I. What other parts of Xcel’s proposal require additional clarification? 

While IREC is supportive of Xcel’s pilot proposal, we are concerned by Xcel’s framing 

of it and of the CSG program generally.
37

 In its Petition, Xcel mischaracterizes Minnesota’s 
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successful CSG program and the motivations for ensuring that low-income customers can access 

it. IREC urges the Commission to expressly reject Xcel’s statements on these points. 

First, Xcel states that “…community solar is not intended to be a discount service. As the 

Company has highlighted in this record, participants in community solar elsewhere in Minnesota 

and across the country access similar programs at a premium price compared to retail service.”
38

 

In fact, nearly all other state-level community or shared renewable energy programs comparable 

to Minnesota’s allow for customer bill savings, and such savings are a primary motivator for 

many customers to participate in these programs.
39

 The desire to ensure that low-income 

customers can participate is driven in large part by an interest in allowing them access to those 

energy bill savings. As the Commission noted in its September 6 Order, and consistent with 

IREC’s LMI Guidelines, obstacles to such access include: “lack of funds to make an up-front 

investment, an insufficient credit score, limited internet access, language barriers, and 

constrained time and resource.”
40

 Xcel’s pilot proposal and any future low-income CSG efforts 

should address these barriers in order to improve access for low-income customers to bill savings 

and other CSG benefits. Overcoming these barriers is the reason that the Commission required 

Xcel “to create a point of access for low income customers.”
41

 

Second, Xcel states that “…the structure of Solar*Rewards Community is a relatively 

poor fit for efficiently reducing customer bills. This is because all customers fund the bill credit 
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for participating subscribers—including Residential class customer with low incomes. All 

customers pay more for the participation of a few, and this cost burden grows as the program 

grows.”
42

 These statements are unsubstantiated and do not account for the benefits that CSGs 

may bring to the system or other ratepayers. Indeed the VOS rate is explicitly designed to 

account for the benefits and translate their value to participants.
43

 Thus, the underlying premise 

of relying on the VOS for this pilot and for CSGs more generally is that ratepayers should be 

indifferent when CSGs are compensated via a VOS rate. IREC strongly urges the Commission to 

repudiate Xcel’s statements on this issue. 

Finally, Xcel states that third-party providers are not serving low-income customers, 

citing higher customer acquisition and service costs, as well as financing obstacles.
44

 IREC 

recognizes that a bias towards proportionally higher-income customers (and non-residential 

customers) has existed under Minnesota’s current program design and that so far the program has 

not meaningfully expanded access for low-income customers, and we support the Commission’s 

and Xcel’s efforts to address this issue. However, we do not agree with Xcel that this is a failure 

on the part of participating solar developers because they have “fallen short” of expectations.
45

 

Rather, these providers are responding to program design and market forces. IREC suggests that 

program design modifications, such as differentiated bill credits or prescriptive measures, can 
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help to drive different CSG compositions, should the Commission determine such a change to be 

a priority. As noted above, stakeholders have offered a number of mechanisms to help drive 

more low-income customer access and participation in third-party offerings, and could serve to 

encourage providers to better meet the Commission’s policy goals.  

As the Commission is aware, Minnesota’s CSG program has seen dramatic customer 

interest. Projects continue to be installed and offer customers real economic and non-economic 

benefits. The goal of Xcel’s low-income pilot and any other low-income CSG efforts should be 

to open these opportunities to low-income customers, as well. IREC urges the Commission to 

reject Xcel’s framing of this opportunity as inconsistent with its September 6 Order and the 

underlying goals of this effort to improve low-income CSG access.  

III. CONCLUSION 

IREC appreciates the opportunity to provide these comments on Xcel’s pilot proposal. 

IREC strongly supports the Commission’s and Xcel’s efforts to improve low-income customer 

access to and participation in community solar gardens, and we look forward to continuing our 

participation in this proceeding.  
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