
        

                      

 

Jenna Warmuth  
Senior Public Policy Advisor 
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September 21, 2017 

 
VIA ELECTRONIC FILING 
 
Daniel P. Wolf 
Executive Secretary 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
121 7th Place East, Suite 350 
St. Paul, MN 55101-2147 
 
 

Re: Reply Comments 
 Grid Modernization: Focus on Distribution System Planning 
 Docket No. E999/CI-15-556 

 
Dear Mr. Wolf: 

 
Minnesota Power hereby submits, via electronic filing, it’s Reply Comments in response 

to the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission’s (“Commission”) Notice of Comment Period on 
Distribution System Planning Efforts and Considerations in Docket No. E999/CI-15-556 (or, 
Notice”). In the Notice the Commission outlines questions intended to seek information 
regarding utility planning operations. Attached are the Company’s responses to stakeholder 
comments filed in the docket.  

    
  Please contact me at the number above with any questions. 

 
 

Sincerely, 
 

  
 Jenna Warmuth 
 

JW:sr 
Attach. 
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STATE OF MINNESOTA  
BEFORE THE 

MINNESOTA PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION 
 
 

In the Matter of the Commission Investigation  Docket No. E999/CI-15-556 
into Grid Modernization:  
Focus on Distribution System Planning REPLY COMMENTS 
  

I. INTRODUCTION 

 On April 21, 2017 the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission (or “Commission”) issued a Notice of 

Comment Period on Distribution System Planning Efforts and Considerations in docket No. E999/CI-15-

556 (or “Notice”). In the Notice the Commission outlines questions intended to seek information regarding 

utility distribution planning operations. These Reply Comments provide Minnesota Power’s response to 

Comments filed in response to the Notice.  

 

II. RESPONSE TO COMMENTS FILED 

 The Commission’s interest and investigation into utility distribution planning has been a worthwhile 

and informative exercise. Grid planning is a flexible and fast paced endeavor that oftentimes does not lend 

itself to concrete long-term planning processes. The Company appreciates the feedback from various 

stakeholders and offers the following Reply Comments in response.   

 
Department of Commerce  
 
 In its Initial Comments, the Department of Commerce (“Department”) did not recommend that the 

Commission implement formal/standardized distribution plans at this time. Minnesota Power agrees with 

the assertion that it would be challenging for the Commission to be flexible enough to provide meaningful 

input to short-term distribution planning. As the Company has stated in prior comments in the docket, a 

unique aspect of Distribution Planning is that smaller capital projects are sometimes accelerated, canceled, 

or deferred if variables change after approval. A detailed or lengthy approval process would not be 

advantageous for the distribution planning process. A high-level distribution planning concept that provides 

the Company flexibility may be feasible, depending upon the parameters and timeline for approval. 

 The Department also recommends in its Comments that any requests for specific distribution 

planning requirements be directed through the annual Distributed Generation (“DG”) docket. While 

Minnesota Power appreciates the attempt to streamline the distribution planning processes and dockets, 

the Company believes the DG docket an ill-fitting recommendation for this particular purpose. The DG 

docket is useful in identifying the number of Distributed Energy Resources (“DER”) deployed on the system, 

but distribution planning has many more variables to consider than simply just DER saturation. The scope 

of the DG docket is too specific to address the full breadth of distribution planning considerations.  
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 Lastly, the Department then recommends that the issue of hosting capacity be addressed by the 

Interconnection Workgroup. The Company does not believe that the interconnection standardization 

process is the best place to address hosting capacity analysis. The hosting capacity issue may be best 

served in the formal resource planning process, simply because this filing already addresses many of the 

different considerations on the distribution system. Another alternative is a new docket dedicated 

specifically to DER planning not unlike Xcel’s current Biennial Transmission and Distribution Plan docket1 

where they have provided hosting capacity reports as part of the compliance process.  

 
Fresh Energy 
 
  In its Comments, Fresh energy suggests that the Commission focus specifically on demand 

forecasts and DER scenario planning. They also assert that all utilities will benefit from integrated 

distribution planning, but recommend that the Commission’s near-term efforts should focus on Xcel, mainly 

due to the scarce resources available to stakeholders at the moment. Fresh Energy encourages Minnesota 

Power and others to follow Xcel’s dockets and learn from their experiences.  

 Minnesota Power appreciates Fresh Energy’s thoughtfulness towards the time and resources 

needed to undertake a standardized distribution planning process. Once a more robust record has been 

developed and processes proven out, it may make sense to standardize some portions of the distribution 

planning process. The Company is tracking current progress in and learning from Xcel’s dockets and will 

continue to provide distribution planning information in its Integrated Resource Plans (“IRP”), as it did in 

Minnesota Power’s 2015 IRP.  

 
Citizens Utility Board (“CUB”)  

 In its Comments, CUB cautioned the Commission to verify they are able to review any mandated 

reports in a meaningful and expeditious way. Minnesota Power agrees that any mandated review process 

should not hamper the planning process. CUB also would like to view a mandate report as a prudency 

review and bifurcated from any cost recovery ruling. The issue of cost recovery is one that will need careful 

consideration. Modernization investments carry higher risks and lower life cycles than other more traditional 

utility investments. These additional risks are largely unrecognized within the modern regulatory compact. 

If the utilities are given direction to make certain investments on their systems, then there should be some 

certainty in cost recovery for the expected investments. Due to the nature of the uncertainty and risks 

around the realization of potential benefits of certain modernization investments, the current approach has 

been to target pilot‐scale projects that incorporate optionality and scalability. This approach has yielded 

some tremendous benefits, including much more seamless integration of DER. This approach also allows 

for failures and the associated learning from those failures that comes with the modernization process.  

 CUB also makes the argument that cooperating with third party solution providers is against the 

business interests of the utilities, and that third parties will “achieve greater efficiency” in DER adoption and 

“squeeze extra efficiencies out of the grid,” therefore lowering the need for utility investment in the 

                                                 
1 Docket No. E-002/M-15-962 
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distribution system. They also advocate for more visibility for the third parties into the distribution system. 

CUB’s assertions may be true in some territories where capacity and system limitations require system 

upgrades as a result of load growth; however, as noted in the Company’s Comments in this docket, the 

vast majority of current investment is due to age-related replacements of existing systems, which would be 

required regardless of the presence of DER. In Minnesota Power’s experience, third parties already have 

a reasonable amount of visibility into the distribution system and Minnesota Power has collaboratively 

planned all major DER projects to-date with these parties.  

 
 
Interstate Renewable Energy Council (“IREC”)  
 
 IREC recommends that the Commission focus on creating common statewide goals and guidance 

for all utilities, while allowing for some variation in timelines and other specifics, depending on each utility’s 

particular context. They use examples of California, Missouri, New York and Ohio’s grid mod planning 

processes throughout the document.  

 IREC also discusses the disconnect between the Investor-Owned Utility’s (“IOU”) business 

model/cost recovery and the advancement of the public’s interest and state policy and energy goals. 

Minnesota Power agrees that there are improvements that could be made to modernize the current 

regulatory model to reflect the opportunities and challenges of today and has been an engaged participant 

in statewide policy discussions on this topic, including e21 stakeholder efforts and the Commission’s grid 

modernization stakeholder meetings.  IREC also alludes to a work group process similar to what we have 

seen in other dockets in order to facilitate stakeholder engagement. If a work group process on this topic is 

initiated by the Commission, as the entity responsible for the management of the distribution system and 

delivery of an essential service, Minnesota Power will certainly be a willing and engaged participant in the 

process. 

 In its Comments, IREC indicates concern that utilities are not currently accounting for DER’s in their 

forecasting processes. IREC recommends that the Commission identify an ultimate goal of 8,760-hour, 

circuit-level forecasts that will provide additional locational and temporal precision for planning purposes. 

As stated in its August 21, 2017 Comments, projects within the Company’s capital plan that address 

capacity-related needs are based on peak-load forecasts for the project area. Minnesota Power does not 

currently consider any DER penetration scenarios during capital budgeting as the penetration level on 

Minnesota Power’s system is very low. Future development of large scale DER would be included in the 

planning process if this happens. 

 Finally, IREC does also recognize that a full hosting capacity analysis may not make sense 

for Minnesota Power and Otter Tail Power at this time. They do suggest having downloadable accessible 

spreadsheets that would include data such as: voltage, DER capacity, and minimum and peak load 

information. It is possible to make the suggested data format available to third parties, however, the data 

would not provide much value unless used in conjunction with supplementary system details, such as 

maps. Data in the suggested format would generally only benefit medium to large-scale installations, as 

the majority of the Company’s circuits currently have low DER penetration. Minnesota Power appreciates 
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the recognition that Minnesota utilities have different geographic considerations, demographics and 

system configurations. Therefore, a one-size-fits-all approach to distribution planning is not appropriate 

and the Company agrees that some planning requirements may not be appropriate for all Minnesota 

utilities.  

 

III. CONCLUSION 

While Minnesota Power has been managing the distribution system and providing safe and reliable 

electricity to customers for over a century, it remains customer-focused and continually strives to include 

stakeholder input in its planning processes. As stated in prior Comments, the Company welcomes 

stakeholder input and expertise in this time of opportunity and challenge. Minnesota Power continues to 

place emphasis on providing safe, reliable, and affordable electric service to all customers regardless of 

external influences and market dynamics in this new utility landscape.  

 

Dated: September 21, 2017    Respectfully submitted, 
 

  

Jenna Warmuth 
Senior Public Policy Advisor 
218-355-3448 
jwarmuth@mnpower.com 
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  Susan Romans, of the City of Duluth, County of St. Louis, State of Minnesota, says that 

on  the 21st day of September, 2017, she e‐filed Minnesota Power's Comments  in Docket No. 

Docket  No.  E999/CI‐15‐556  on  the  Minnesota  Public  Utilities  Commission  and  the  Energy 

Resources Division of the Minnesota Department of Commerce via electronic filing. The persons 

on the Official Service List were served as requested. 

               
              Susan Romans 
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