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July 21, 2017 

 

 

Daniel P. Wolf 

Executive Secretary 

Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 

121 7th Place East, Suite 350 

St. Paul, MN 55101-2147 

 

RE: In the Matter of Commission Inquiry into Grid Modernization 

Docket No. E999/CI-15-556 

Section C Comments 

 

Dear Mr. Wolf, 

 

Otter Tail Power Company (Otter Tail or Company) respectfully submits its Comments in 

response to the Commissions April 26, 2017 notice in the above referenced docket.  Otter 

Tail appreciates the opportunity to provide these comments. 

 

If you have any questions regarding this filing, please contact me at 218-739-8565 or at 

mriewer@otpco.com. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

/s/ MICHAEL RIEWER 

Michael Riewer 

Manager, Special Projects 
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STATE OF MINNESOTA 

BEFORE THE 

MINNESOTA PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION 

 

 

In the Matter of Commission Inquiry into 

Grid Modernization 

 

 

 

Docket No. E999/CI-15-556 

 

OTTER TAIL POWER COMPANY  

SECTION C COMMENTS

 

 

Section C  

Are there ways to improve or augment Minnesota utilities’ distribution system 

planning processes?  

 

To summarize responses under Parts A and B of this request, Otter Tail does not have an 

annual process that studies the distribution system with electrical models like what is done 

on the transmission network through MISO’s MTEP process. However, Otter Tail does 

diligently monitor system performance of its distribution system and runs studies as 

necessary. Otter Tail budgets for system needs annually, which represents a forecasted five-

year outlook of capital spend and annual operation and maintenance spend. Otter Tail also 

experiences low load growth and low DER applications and penetration which reduces the 

number of distribution studies needed based on those two drivers. Otter Tail believes the 

current process has worked well and does not warrant change at this time. 

1) Evaluation of utility plans. Discuss:  

a. How utility distribution plans should be used in other proceedings: Should 

distribution plans be approved by the Commission? If so, what are the 

implications for cost recovery, i.e., to what extent would Commission approval 

of a plan constitute a finding of prudence?  

Otter Tail does not currently believe there is a sufficient need or driver that requires 

the Commission to approve distribution plans.  The current process employed by 

Otter Tail to evaluate and plan for reliably serving its customers has served Otter 

Tail and its customers well given that projects can be efficiently planned, designed, 

and constructed in the necessary timelines driven by customer demand.  Oftentimes, 

needs on the distribution system arise quickly (e.g., new load) and introducing the 

complexity and added element of time and process to the simple, yet effective, 

approach currently employed by Otter Tail is concerning and could, quite 

conceivably, negatively impact reliability due to delay in swiftly addressing 
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unplanned load-serving needs caused by the introduction of a formal 

submittal/approval process by the Commission.  If there was a requirement for 

Commission approval, Otter Tail prefers that any such requirements should be based 

on certain criteria, such that not all distribution projects or plans would need to go 

through a formal approval process.  

b. How specifically should an approved distribution system plan be integrated 

with other planning activities: resource planning, interconnection, transmission, 

or others?  

As the Company stated in responses in questionnaire A and B, core assumptions 

should be consistent throughout various planning activities, and are, within Otter 

Tail.   To the extent necessary, Otter Tail integrates its distribution planning with 

other planning activities such as resource planning, interconnection, and transmission 

planning. That said, distribution planning is very localized whereas transmission and 

resource planning is done on a more system wide or regional level. Therefore, 

although consistency of assumptions throughout different planning activities is 

critical, the outcome of distribution planning is not generally to a magnitude to have 

a meaningful impact to other planning activities, such as resource planning or 

transmission planning. 

c. What are reasonable options for stakeholder participation in the planning 

process: direct engagement in the development of plans, the review of draft and 

final plans, other?  

As previously described, the Otter Tail distribution system is very localized in nature 

with limited interest by stakeholders to participate in the planning and/or review of 

Otter Tail’s distribution system.  To date, interest from external stakeholders to 

engage in the distribution planning process has only been exhibited by those external 

stakeholders who have a direct interest in the outcome of the distribution planning 

process (e.g. interconnection customer of a new DER request).  These external 

stakeholders are generally focused on the specific, localized area, in which they have 

an interest/project, rather than an interest in the broader transmission planning or 

resource planning process.  Otter Tail’s process of working with external 

stakeholders provides awareness and information of any potential limitations and/or 

constraints on the localized distribution system and has historically proven effective.   

d. Criteria or metrics the Commission should use in evaluating proposed 

distribution plans  

As previously provided, the need/driver for Commission evaluation of the local 

distribution plan is not a necessary requirement at this time. However, if the 
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Commission were to evaluate proposed distribution plans, the Commission should 

evaluate such proposed plans on the metrics like other investments evaluated by the 

Commission (i.e., reliability, cost effectiveness, customer impacts, etc.). 

e. How often should a utility distribution plan be submitted for Commission 

review?  

All distribution plans are not alike and therefore, if utility distribution plans are 

required to be reviewed at all, they should be reviewed based on specific metrics or 

criteria rather than merely scheduled timeframes. As previously noted, distribution 

planning is often driven by immediate needs rather than a long-term plan such as 

transmission planning and therefore, distribution planning does not lend itself as 

readily to an annual review process like that of transmission planning. In addition, 

because of the dynamic nature of the distribution system, the immediacy of many 

projects is not well suited for a formal review/approval. A formal process has the 

potential to detrimentally delay the in-service/need-by date for the customer. On 

average, Otter Tail distribution engineers generate upwards of 1,500 work orders 

annually.  Each work order is making either an addition to the distribution system or 

modifications to the system. 

2)    Feasibility of planning enhancements. Discuss:  

a. Whether all investor-owned utilities should adopt uniform planning processes  

In general, all utilities study distribution systems in a similar manner. Forecasts are 

created, studies are completed and compared against industry standard performance 

measures, and alternatives are compared when performance is not satisfactory and 

mitigation is needed (i.e. system additions or enhancements). However, differences 

occur in the details of planning such as; what information is available (AMI, 

SCADA, etc.), load density and growth, frequency of study, and other factors. 

 

If a uniform process was created and mandated to be followed, it would need to be 

flexible enough for all utilities to utilize their unique customer needs and system 

constraints.  For this reason, and the complexity it presents, Otter Tail recommends 

the Commission not mandate a uniform process.  

b. Taking resource concerns into account, what are the events or system 

conditions that should trigger the adoption of enhanced planning processes by 

an individual utility? (e.g., high distributed generation interconnection requests, 

high DER penetration, high capital/operating budget needs, other)  

An enhanced planning process should only be considered for significant changes to 

the distribution system.  Depending on the localized distribution system and each 
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individual utility, there are many different criteria or triggers that could be 

considered and may be best suited for a working session to finalize. Some criteria for 

consideration of an enhanced planning process for an individual utility could include 

the following: 

• Customers impacted by a distribution project.  

• DER penetration and applications within a local distribution system 

• Cost of a distribution project 

• MW size of a DER project 

• And likely many more to consider 

Lastly, the Company believes distribution planning impacts will be localized and 

stakeholders will be most interested in the local impacts as well. 

3) Forecasting. Discuss whether demand forecasting and DER modeling may be 

improved by:  

a. Integrating system-wide forecasts, circuit-level forecasts, and forecasts of 

geographic dispersion of DER to map potential impacts, both beneficial and 

detrimental, of increased DER, or other  

The need for DER forecasting in distribution planning should be triggered on DER 

applicants. Right now, Otter Tail sees minimal value to its customers with the 

minimal DER applications to date.  DER Demand forecasting and DER modeling 

could offer more accurate study results, but the results from this information is 

negligible with current applications pending on the Otter Tail distribution systems.  

 

For background as stated in Section A and B responses, Otter Tail has 56 DERs 

installed on the system over the past ten years, for 7.9 MW, which represents less 

than 1% of our total load. In 2016, Otter Tail had six DER applications submitted, 

which totaled 96 kW. 

b. Using probabilistic analysis for availability of DER in high-DER-penetration 

scenarios, i.e. considering the likelihood of coincident failure or unavailability of 

multiple DER assets  

See response to 3a. 

4) Scenarios. Discuss:  

Otter Tail has provided initial responses on some of the questions remaining. Some 

have been left blank for future stakeholder discussions. 
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a. What type of input should stakeholders have into the selection of planning 

scenarios?  

Since distribution planning is localized to specific areas, scenarios should be limited 

to reasonable outcomes that are heavily based on past trends exhibited in localized 

areas (e.g. load growth patterns, load characteristics and demand, DER installations, 

etc.).  Planning scenarios should be limited to past operating conditions that have 

historically been known to cause reliability challenges on local distribution systems 

(e.g. peak load conditions, light load conditions, etc.) Otter Tail has historically 

observed reliability challenges during peak load scenarios as well as isolated low 

load scenarios.  Again, reliability, power quality, safety, cost effectiveness to all 

customers, and customer satisfaction should be the at the heart of distribution 

planning.   

b. What criteria should be used by utilities to identify relevant planning scenarios? 

As mentioned above, criteria for identifying relevant planning scenarios should be 

heavily based on past trends and concerns exhibited in local areas.  For example, 

Otter Tail serves customers in smaller communities of Minnesota that will have 

different trends and characteristics as compared to customers in heavily populated 

areas that may have a more aggressive historical trend of DER installations and 

demand growth. 

c. Should all utilities use common planning scenarios, or should they be tailored to 

the circumstances of individual utilities?  

As stated in response 4a, distribution planning scenarios will be specific to local 

areas and trends. Therefore, scenarios will need to be tailored to local areas vs utility 

or state-wide specific. Otter Tail recommends not utilizing the same scenarios across 

the state. 

d. Should planning scenarios be common across multiple planning cycles, or 

should planning scenarios be redefined with each new planning cycle?  

No comment at this time. 

e.   What are reasonable timeframes for each use and consideration of a scenario, 

and how often should they be reevaluated?  

No comment at this time. 

5)        Standards. Discuss:  

a.   Standards and codes that will be applicable to the enhanced integration of DER                        

into distribution system planning and operations  
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There are a range of standards and codes that would apply to different DERs 

depending on what context is being discussed (i.e. reliability, communications). That 

said, Otter Tail processes all applications received today and they are integrated into 

system planning and operations. DERs should follow the same reliability and safety 

standards which are used throughout distribution planning as described in prior 

responses.  

6)         Access to grid and planning data by customers and third parties. Discuss:  

Access to data will need to be considered very carefully as the data could potentially 

be misused. Consideration will need to be given to Critical Energy Infrastructure 

Information (CEII) as well as specific information as it relations to individual 

customers. Customer data privacy has been discussed under docket no. 12-1344 and 

the decisions and outcomes of that docket will need be considered within these 

discussions as well.  

Questions surrounding data access should be deferred to a working group as there are 

many perspectives and considerations. 

7)         Hosting Capacity. Discuss:  

Like sharing of data, publishing hosting capacity information needs to be carefully 

considered in terms of privacy and security as well. Delivering hosting capacity 

information can be taken to mean many different deliverables. A discussion about 

what hosting capacity information is needed, what it represents and doesn’t 

represent, would be warranted to set clear expectations amongst stakeholders.  

Additionally, many forms of hosting capacity would take substantial resources to 

create. As discussed in section 3a, Otter Tail has observed minimal requests for 

interconnection and thus feels hosting capacity information would take more 

resources to create than it’s worth to its customers at the current time. Similar to 

other responses, perhaps there are thresholds as it relates to the number of 

interconnection requests or DER installations before development of hosting 

capacity information would be warranted.  

8)         Strawman distribution planning outlines and/or processes are welcome.  

Otter Tail presented its distribution planning process in the fall of 2015 at the 

Commissions working sessions related to this docket. The material from that 

working session is still pertinent today.  

9)         Are there other issues or topics not covered here that are relevant to discuss in 

distribution system planning? If so, what are they and why are relevant?  

Distribution planning should remain consistent with producing and delivering 
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reliable, economical, and environmentally responsible electricity to our customers. 

Distribution planning is more dynamic than other planning processes as 

requests/needs can arise quickly. Utilities will need to remain responsive to these 

requests/needs or risk lack of service or service quality to customers. Lastly, 

distribution planning is more localized than other planning processes such as 

resource planning and transmission planning and would warrant different stakeholder 

and reviewed processes because of such.  

 

Because of the localized impacts, potentially vast variances across the state related to 

distribution planning, dynamic nature of distribution requests, and performance of 

the existing planning process for Otter Tail, a common planning process for the 

entire state is not recommended at this time. If uniform processes or procures are 

required, they should be flexible for all utilities to tailor to their unique needs and be 

developed such that they provide value to all customers. Otter Tail believes there are 

many questions within parts A, B, and C which are best suited for a working group 

to discuss. Otter Tail looks forward to working with the Commission and potential 

working group(s) in the future on these items. 

 

 

Dated: July 21, 2017    Respectfully submitted, 

 

OTTER TAIL POWER COMPANY   

 

By: /s/ MICHAEL RIEWER  

 

Michael Riewer 

Manager, Special Projects 

Otter Tail Power Company 

215 S. Cascade Street 

Fergus Falls, MN 56537 

(218) 739-8565 
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 I, Lindsay Hauer, hereby certify that I have this day served a copy of the following, or 

a summary thereof, on Daniel P. Wolf and Sharon Ferguson by e-filing, and to all other 

persons on the attached service list by electronic service or by First Class Mail. 

  

Otter Tail Power Company 

Section C Comments 

 

Dated this 21st day of July, 2017 

 

      /s/ LINDSAY HAUER 

      Lindsay Hauer 

      Regulatory Filings Coordinator 

      Otter Tail Power Company 

      215 South Cascade Street  

      Fergus Falls MN 56537 

      (218) 739-8376 

 

 






































