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August 21, 2017 
 
 
Daniel P. Wolf 
Executive Secretary 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
121 7th Place East, Suite 350 
St. Paul, Minnesota 55101-2147 
 
RE: Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce, Division of Energy Resources 

Docket No. E999/CI-15-556 
 
Dear Mr. Wolf: 
 
Attached are the comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce, Division of Energy 
Resources (Department), in the following matter: 
 

In the Matter of the Commission Investigation into Grid Modernization: Focus on 
Distribution System Planning, Section C. 

 
The Department is available to answer any questions that the Minnesota Public Utilities 
Commission may have in this matter. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
/s/ SUE PEIRCE 
Rates Analyst 
 
SP/lt 
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Before the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
 

 
Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce 

Division of Energy Resources 
  

Docket No. E999/CI-15-556 
 
 

I. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
In May 2015, the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission (Commission) opened this proceeding 
to investigate the steps necessary to modernize the electric distribution grid to benefit 
Minnesota customers, utilities and other stakeholders. 
 
On April 21, 2017, the Commission issued a notice of comment period (Notice) on distribution 
system planning efforts and considerations.  The issuance included a questionnaire that was 
divided into three sections, labeled A-C.  Comments to Sections A and B were open to utilities, 
and Comments to Section C were open to all stakeholders.  The Minnesota Department of 
Commerce, Division of Energy Resources (Department) submits these current comments as 
initial comments to Section C. 
 

Part C of the Commission’s Notice requests comment on the following areas: 

 
1. An evaluation of utility plans, including how utility distribution plans should be 

used in other proceedings; 
2. The feasibility of planning enhancements, including whether investor-owned 

utilities should adopt uniform planning processes; 
3. The feasibility of improving demand forecasting and distributed energy resource 

(DER) modeling; 
4. Planning scenarios; 
5. Applicable standards and codes; 
6. Access to gird and planning data by customers and third parties; 
7. Hosting capacity; and 
8. Other topics 
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II. DEPARTMENT ANALYSIS 
 
The Department offers the following comments on the topics contained in Part C of the 
Commission’s Notice. 
 

1)  How should utility distribution plans be used in other proceedings: Should 
distribution plans be approved by the Commission?  

 
At this time, the Department does not recommend the Commission approve distribution plans 
for any of the utilities.  In response to Parts A and B of this Notice, the utilities describe a 
planning process that typically is updated on an annual basis, and generally only forecasts out 
over a five-year time horizon.  The Department does not foresee the ability of the Commission 
to offer input and approve distribution plans in the shorter timeframes typically used by the 
utilities.  In addition, distribution plans are often tied into a utility’s capital budgeting process, 
and consequently may require flexibility in identifying and developing distribution plans. 
 
All utilities file annual distributed generation (DG) interconnection reports with the 
Commission.1  In the event that the Commission desires specific information from some or all of 
the utilities filing the DG annual report, the Department recommends that the information be 
requested in the context of this annual filing.   Using the DG annual report as a vehicle to obtain 
additional information about a utility’s distribution planning would provide an avenue for 
obtaining the information without unduly burdening the utilities with another reporting 
deadline.  In addition, the DG reporting process could be a means for the Commission to obtain 
specific information from utilities about the status of their distribution plans. 
 

2)  Feasibility of planning enhancements including adoption of uniform planning 
processes 

 
The Department does not support the adoption of uniform planning process standards for all 
investor-owned utilities.  The Department understands each utility will develop their 
distribution plan in a manner that best meets the needs of their respective customers, and in 
the context of their own budgeting process.  A review of the utility responses to Part A of the 
Commission’s Notice suggests that at a very high level, utilities already undertake many of the 
same steps in the planning process.  The Department does not see a need to undertake 
additional oversight of the distribution planning process at this time.  It is not clear what would 
be the reasonable bases or criteria upon which to establish a threshold or trigger at which point 
the Commission would require utilities to adopt enhanced planning processes.  Should issues 

                                                      
1 Minnesota Statutes § 216B.1611, subd. 4b. 
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arise, the Department anticipates that the utility and/or stakeholders will bring the matter to 
the Commission’s attention, at which point the basis for a threshold may be more clear. 
 

3) The feasibility of improving demand forecasting and distributed energy resource 
modeling 

 
The Department supports modeling, forecasts, and maps that are cost effective, secure, 
tailored to each utility’s individual abilities and needs, and that add meaningful information. 
 

4)  Planning Scenarios 
 
The type of modeling and use of various planning scenarios will depend on the amount of DER 
activity taking place on a utility’s system.  Similar to the process that occurs in integrated 
resource planning, the Department foresees that utilities could benefit from high/medium/low 
growth estimates for DER, as well as efforts to identify the location on the distribution system 
for expected growth.   
 
Stakeholder input could be useful in identifying potential locations for expected growth in 
distributed generation facilities.   In obtaining stakeholder input, the utility may need to 
develop a process for obtaining the commercially sensitive information from some stakeholders 
(i.e. solar developers) as they may be reluctant to share their plans with the utility or other 
stakeholders. 
 

5)  Applicable Standards and Codes  
 
The Department supports adherence to applicable national and state electrical codes and 
standards. 
 

6)  Access to grid and planning data by customers and third parties  
 
Communities and third parties may be interested in access to grid and planning data for the 
purposes of coordinating geographically targeted energy efficiency and demand response 
projects, planning for electric vehicle charging infrastructure such as electric bus corridors, and 
coordinating with other local community development initiatives.  The Department supports 
developing a process that would allow utilities and communities to undertake such targeted 
projects.   
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7)  Hosting Capacity  
 

A proceeding is currently underway to update Interconnection Standards in Docket No. 
E999/CI-16-521.  As part of this update, the Department is aware of discussions on how to 
make capacity and other information available to customers and other parties seeking to install 
distributed generation on the grid.  A similar discussion has taken place as part of Xcel’s 
Community Solar Garden docket (Docket No. E002/M-13-867)(CSG Docket).  The CSG Docket 
provides developers an opportunity to obtain distribution infrastructure and load analysis on a 
per-feeder basis.  The Department expects the Interconnection Workgroup to develop a similar 
process for all interconnections. 
 
 
III. CONCLUSION 
 
The Department appreciates the opportunity to comment on Section C of the Commission’s 
Notice. 
  
 
/lt 
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