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Dear Mr. Wolf:  
 
Northern States Power Company, doing business as Xcel Energy, submits the 
enclosed Reply Comments in response to initial comments received on Section C 
of the Commission’s April 26, 2017 Corrected Notice of Comment Period on 
Distribution System Planning Efforts and Considerations in the above-referenced 
Docket.   
 
Pursuant to Minn. Stat. §216.17, subd. 3, we have electronically filed this 
document with the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission, and copies have been 
served on all parties on the attached service list.  Please contact me at 
bria.e.shea@xcelenergy.com or (612) 330-6064 if you have any questions regarding 
this filing. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
/s/ 
 
BRIA E. SHEA  
DIRECTOR, REGULATORY AND STRATEGIC ANALYSIS 
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IN THE MATTER OF THE COMMISSION 

INVESTIGATION INTO GRID 

MODERNIZATION: FOCUS ON 

DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM PLANNING 

DOCKET NO. E999/CI-15-556
 
REPLY COMMENTS

 
OVERVIEW 

 
Northern States Power Company, doing business as Xcel Energy, submits these Reply 
Comments in response to the July 21, 2017 and August 21, 2017 Comments 
submitted in response to the Commission’s April 26, 2017 Corrected Notice of 
Comment Period on Distribution System Planning Efforts and Considerations in the 
above-referenced Docket. 
 
The Comments were in response to utility descriptions of their current planning 
processes, practices, and the status of their current plans – as well as Section C of the 
Notice. Section C requested utilities and other stakeholders to discuss ways to 
improve or augment utility planning processes – and to discuss the identified subjects 
or any others that relate to the efficient and economic investment in technological 
advancements, infrastructure and integration of Distributed Energy Resources (DER) 
into distribution system planning and operations.   
 
In our view, the Comments largely recommend procedural steps for the Commission to 
take toward enhanced distribution planning – and suggest planning approaches, 
planning requirements, and ways for the Commission to oversee an enhanced planning 
process.   
 
Several commenters pointed to enhanced distribution planning proceedings and 
requirements occurring in other states as a point of reference – with some caveating that 
Minnesota is in a different place and thus will need to put actions and outcomes 
occurring in those proceedings in Minnesota context. We similarly noted in our 
Comments that each state’s efforts are driven by differing policies and considerations, 
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is taking a different approach, and may result in its own solution that may not fit the 
circumstances elsewhere. As did we, some commenters also reference leading expert 
guidance to take a walk, jog, run approach to evolving to an enhanced and integrated 
system planning process. 
 
We believe evolving distribution planning to be more like integrated resource 
planning (IRP) and its broad stakeholder engagement that commenters in this 
proceeding seek at the distribution system level, will need to be thoughtful and 
planful. As we discussed in our July 21, 2017 Comments, IRPs chart a long-term 
direction of how load can be served in a broad service area.  They are grounded in 
Minnesota statutes and rules that prescribe the purpose, scope, content, filing 
requirements, procedures – and the Commission’s standard of review, and the plans’ 
relationship to other Commission processes.  These processes contemplate broad 
stakeholder engagement and work for IRPs due to the long-term nature of macro 
resource additions and changes. 
 
As discussed in the utility filings, distribution planning is much more immediate than 
the full planning horizon period of an IRP. We generally agree with stakeholders that 
cost recovery should remain separate from the planning process.  We believe evolving 
distribution planning practices will need to consider the realities of the distribution 
system and its direct connection and immediacy of customer reliability. We also 
continue to believe the focus of any changes to the distribution planning process 
should be in terms of process, data sharing, and advancing state policy objectives as 
opposed to challenging the state’s current regulatory model or discussing 
opportunities for third party ownership of various distribution components.  
 
We agree with the Minnesota Department of Commerce that the Commission should 
not take action to approve distribution plans at this time.  We also agree with the 
Department that the Commission not adopt uniform planning processes at this time.  
While we believe that while the Commission may ultimately want to establish a uniform 
planning framework for utilities like exists today for IRPs, in the near-term the focus 
needs to be on building foundational tools and developing and aligning processes and 
stakeholders around the objectives of an enhanced planning process. We continue to 
believe that there are no definitive answers at this point – and that the Commission 
should continue to take a deliberate, staged approach to grid modernization and 
enhanced planning practices that allows utilities to focus on implementing the necessary 
foundational tools and technologies to achieve ultimate state policy goals. 
 
We continue to support the evolution of the grid, and are taking actions to evolve our 
planning tools and improve our foundational capabilities to support our customers’ 
expanding energy needs and expectations. We support a shift toward more integrated 
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system planning, where utilities assess opportunities to reduce peak demand using 
DER and to supply customers’ energy needs from a mix of centralized and distributed 
generation resources; however, at a measured pace that correlates to Minnesota policy 
objectives and customer value.   
 

REPLY COMMENTS 
 
A. Planning Framework and Approval 
 
Much of the stakeholder comments focused on the planning framework.  As we 
noted in our comments, we believe shaping the planning framework is the area where 
stakeholders can provide the greatest value at this time, rather than direct involvement 
in the annual planning process.  
 
Several parties suggested objectives for an enhanced planning process, commented on 
ways to measure or assess utility distribution plans – and discussed elements of cost-
benefit analyses (CBA) for non-wire alternatives (NWAs). We agree with stakeholders 
that it will be important to define the objective(s) of enhanced utility planning 
processes, establish plan requirements, determine linkages to other Commission 
processes (such as cost recovery), and identify standards of review or metrics for the 
Commission to evaluate or measure plan effectiveness. We believe the initial focus of 
these efforts should be on the planning framework that provides a road map for 
utilities and stakeholders.1 We also believe that any standards to measure distribution 
plans should focus on public interest benefits, such as cost-effectiveness and meeting 
public policy goals established by the Legislature – similar to the standards that exist 
today for IRPs.2  
 
In terms of plan approval, we agree with the Department that the Commission not 
approve distribution plans at this time. As we have discussed, the overall planning 
process for system capacity does not lend itself to broad stakeholder involvement and 
a formal approval process at this time.  
 
B. Data Access 
 
A number of stakeholders commented on the issue of data sharing, access, and 
protections. We agree with the Interstate Renewable Energy Council, Inc. (IREC) that 
existing laws and regulations are important considerations with respect to grid security 

                                                 
1 See for reference Minn. R. 7843, which prescribes the utility integrated resource planning process, including 
plan content and relationship to other Commission process. 
2 See Minn. R. 7843.0500, subp. 3. 
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and customer confidentiality and privacy. However, the issue of access and protection 
of distribution grid information is largely uncharted territory today. Existing 
regulatory, legal, and industry frameworks provide little guidance with respect to data 
security protections and customer privacy and confidentiality considerations as it 
relates to distribution grid data. This is particularly true as compared to other grid 
data, such as at the transmission or generation level, which is informed by National 
Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), and governed by the North American 
Electric Reliability Corporation (NERC) and Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 
(FERC).  
 
Utility release of grid data to third parties unrelated to the provision of regulated 
utility service may present a risk to grid security – and to customer privacy and 
confidentiality. Similar to the Commission’s examination of the collection and release 
of Customer Energy Usage Data in Docket No. E,G999/CI-12-1344, we believe the 
Commission has broad authority to impose and enforce data protection and release 
requirements and standards on utilities and their contractors through the 
promulgation of either rules or a general policy. However, that authority does not 
extend to third parties unrelated to the provision of regulated utility service – and 
there is not an alternative legal framework in Minnesota like there is in other states 
such as California that allows the Commission to impose or enforce privacy, 
confidentiality or security requirements on third parties. Therefore, while a 
registration process for third party access to grid maps and data as suggested by IREC 
may be an appropriate protection protocol, it will be necessary to consider the 
Commission’s jurisdiction and authority in relation to this potential solution – as well 
as administration considerations.3   
 
Further, it is unclear whether the Commission’s authority extends to all data 
potentially maintained by utilities.  For example, the Citizens Utility Board of 
Minnesota (CUB) asked whether the Commission believes electric vehicle (EV) 
ownership information is the type of information that needs protection from 
disclosure. We are unclear whether the Commission’s authority extends to EV 
ownership information. While utilities may gather this information from customers 
for purposes of sizing their electrical requirements, it is not generally related to 
regulated service any more than a customer’s other electrical loads that factor into our 
requirements calculations. An exception to this would be customers on rates specific 
to EVs. Additionally, customers may not want their EV ownership status or 
information about DER they own and connect to the system to be publicly known. 
 

                                                 
3 See April 18, 2014 Xcel Energy Reply Comments in Docket No. E,G999/CI-12-1344 for additional 
discussion of Commission jurisdiction of release of data to unregulated third parties. 
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We believe the Commission has broad authority over the reasonableness and 
standards of utility service that supports the promulgation of either rules or a general 
policy regarding distribution grid and other data associated with the provision of 
regulated utility service. We also believe those requirements extend to utility 
contractors through utility contractual arrangements. In considering expanded access 
of distribution grid or other data outside of utilities and their contractors, it will be 
important for the Commission to balance public policy objectives with security, and 
customer privacy and confidentiality interests in a Minnesota context. It will also be 
important for the Commission to consider the potential administrative and financial 
burdens associated with such access has on utilities and their customers.   
 
In the interim, we believe it is important that utilities continue to navigate these issues 
applying their judgement and expertise from managing similar issues, including at the 
transmission and generation levels. 
 

C. Standards 
 
We agree with the Advanced Energy Economy Institute (AEE Institute) that both 
interconnection and interoperability standards are important. However, we also 
believe standards in the areas of equipment loading, which relates to reliability, service 
quality (i.e. voltage limits, power quality limits), and safety are important. 
 
D. Issues Specific to Xcel Energy 
 
In this section, we respond to comments specific to Xcel Energy, which were 
generally in the areas of the interrelatedness of our planning processes, forecasting, 
and next steps procedurally. Some parties additionally commented on our most recent 
and upcoming hosting capacity analyses4. We believe those comments are better 
addressed in the context of that proceeding, so we do not address them here. 
 
We address these concerns below and note that we are transitioning to new system 
capabilities that will expand our visibility of the system and options available to 
customers – focusing on foundational elements such as improved communications, 
applications and tools. However, we have a responsibility to provide safe, reliable 
adequate service to customers. Therefore, in this period of transition and with 
moderate levels of DER on the system, we believe it is reasonable, necessary, and 
prudent to plan to a “worst case scenario” approach that excludes DER and relies on 
traditional distribution infrastructure to meet our customers’ energy needs. 
                                                 
4 See Docket No. E002/M-15-962, IN THE MATTER OF XCEL ENERGY’S 2015 BIENNIAL 
DISTRIBUTION-GRID-MODERNIZATION REPORT. The Company will file its next hosting capacity analysis on 
November 1, 2017, as part of the 2017 Biennial Distribution Grid Modernization Report. 
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 1. Planning Processes 
 
As we explained in our responses to the Notice, our annual hosting capacity and 
annual capacity planning processes are currently conducted separately. We 
acknowledge IREC’s concern that these analyses are not currently interrelated. As we 
have explained, this is due to limitations associated with our existing planning tools 
and need to further develop foundational investments in advanced grid technologies 
and equipment that will enable greater visibility into the system and greater planning 
capabilities.  We have these improvements and investments underway, and discussed 
how we contemplate evolving our planning tools and processes in Figure 6 on page 
18 of our July 21, 2017 comments.  
 
IREC observed that we do not appear to be considering state goals regarding DER or 
renewable energy generally. As we have explained, our current annual distribution 
planning activities are focused on capacity planning, which comprises approximately 
20 percent of the overall distribution business area budget – and an even smaller 
portion of our overall NSP System.5 We are keenly aware of and compliant with our 
renewable energy standard requirements – and on track to meet Minnesota’s 
renewable energy and climate objectives. We expect as we complete the necessary 
foundational investments in the system and our planning tools, we will be able to 
more fully integrate renewable energy and climate considerations into an enhanced 
planning process.  
 
 2. Forecasting 
 
Fresh Energy raised concerns regarding aspects of our forecasting – pointing to the 
forecast that formed the basis of our most recent IRP in Docket No. E002/RP-15-21, 
and various example charts and graphs included in our Section C response. Others 
also expressed concern because we do not currently include DER in our distribution 
planning forecasts. 
 

a. NSP System Forecast for the 2016-2030 IRP 
 
Fresh Energy suggested that our most recent IRP forecast overestimated our expected 
peak demand. However, forecasts, including load forecasts, used in IRP proceedings 
for system planning purposes are intended to be reflective of a likely range of 

                                                 
5 The NSP System is comprised an integrated transmission and generation grid that serves customers in the 
Northern States Power-Minnesota (Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota) and Northern States Power-
Wisconsin (Michigan, Wisconsin) Xcel Energy operating companies. 



7 
 

outcomes. The forecast that formed the basis for our 2016-3030 IRP was the Fall 
2014 Load Forecast, and was just that. The IRP proceeding concluded in late 2016, 
which we followed by proposing to add 1,550 MW of wind resources (See Docket No. 
E002/M-16-777). In our March 16, 2017 filing in that proceeding, we discussed our 
most recent (Fall 2016) Load Forecast and the Fall 2014 Load Forecast, as the IRP 
Order approving the potential wind acquisition was contingent upon the facts 
surrounding the proposed projects and other information such as whether the 
demand and energy forecasts fall within the bands studied in the last IRP.   
 
To summarize our discussion, the Fall 2016 and Fall 2014 forecasts have pertinent 
differences, with the changes between forecasts being primarily driven by actual sales 
and peak demand results in 2015 and 2016 in both the residential and C&I sectors.6 
The Department compared our updated/Fall 2016 forecast that we provided in the 
Supplement to the forecast bands it used in Strategist for the 2016-2030 IRP. The 
Department concluded that the new forecast, while lower than the IRP base case, 
remained within the contingency bands.7  Therefore, the IRP forecast functioned as 
expected for planning purposes. 
 
  b. Distribution System Forecasting 
   
We agree with Fresh Energy that forecasting at the distribution level is very different 
than forecasting at an overall system level. For example, growing, flat or declining 
loads can and are occurring on a per feeder basis that, on an overall level, may look 
like flat or some slight growth. Even if an overall load forecast is reasonable, if we fail 
to properly plan for individual feeders where more growth is occurring, we risk 
customer reliability.   
 
We therefore use both a top-down and bottom-up forecasting approach – considering 
the corporate forecast, past measured/actual peak load information, weather, and 
known or expected growth, decreasing, or flat load patterns. We start by assessing our 
current overall distribution system loads by feeder and substation transformer, then 
correlate those with our corporate forecast of projected load growth by state to 
determine an overall peak load forecast using a regression model that relates historical 
monthly base peak demand to energy requirements and weather. We also apply 
projections of economic activity for our various service areas provided by IHS Global 
Insight, Inc., which projects continued growth in key economic indicators. We also 
apply a number of key forecast variables, including taking into account our 
                                                 
6 See Supplement, IN THE MATTER OF THE PETITION OF XCEL ENERGY FOR APPROVAL OF THE 
ACQUISITION OF WIND GENERATION FROM THE COMPANY’S 2016-2030 INTEGRATED RESOURCE PLAN, 
Attachment L (March 16, 2017). 
7 See May 1, 2017 Department Comments at page 9. 
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conservation programs and changes in customer use due to changing codes and 
standards – and adjustments to account for expected changes in specific large 
customers’ electricity usage. These may include reductions in usage due to a customer 
relocating outside of our service area, a customer adding self-generation capabilities, 
as well as increases in usage from new customers or planned expansions by existing 
customers.  
 
From a bottom-up perspective, each Planning Engineer considers and applies 
adjustments from the overall forecast specific to individual feeders. As we have 
discussed, our planning engineers are assigned to specific geographies, which allows 
them to develop specific operating and other knowledge about the distribution 
facilities in their assigned areas. They use this knowledge to inform their individual 
feeder forecasts and the overall planning process. Key inputs are historic, actual 
measured load information combined with weather information. Other considerations 
are knowledge of new or changing commercial, industrial, and residential customer 
loads they may have learned of from our Area Engineers, who are typically the 
primary point of contact within the Company for those types of issues. The Planning 
Engineers are also informed of residential and city or other local plans and projects 
that may result in growth or loss of load learned from our Community Relations 
Managers or other Company resources involved in those discussions and projects. 
They also consider publicly-available statistics, such as population growth from the 
Metropolitan Council. Finally, they also apply knowledge and insights learned from 
their daily work within their assigned geographies. 
 
The Planning Engineers must also consider things such as feeder load shapes/load 
duration curves. Just like it is important at an overall NSP System level to consider the 
Company’s peak in relation to the Midcontinent Independent System Operator 
(MISO) peak, we must consider individual feeder peaks in relation to the Company’s 
system peak. This will become more important as our planning practices become 
more integrated.  For example, if we interrupt customers for a system peak, it may aid 
the system – but not aid the peak of an individual feeder, if its peak is non-coincident 
with the system. Or, if we use a battery to aid a feeder peak, that resource may not be 
available for a system peak. Traditionally, we’ve considered these resources system 
resources to relieve the overall system peak. In an enhanced planning future however, 
we will need to contemplate and determine answers to questions such as whether 
DER are for the benefit of the system or the benefit of individual feeders.  
 
Today, all changes in customer usage, whether they are due to energy efficiency (EE), 
demand response (DR), or DER are reflected in both the top-down and bottom-up 
aspects of the individual feeder forecasting process – in that both processes rely on 
historic usage and include adjustments for known and measurable changes. As DER 
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on our system grows however, we will need to overcome the current challenges 
associated with specific forecasting of DER at a feeder level. For example, DER 
currently on the system are not firm providers of capacity; we do not know their 
maintenance schedules or operating patterns – particularly in light of weather, such as 
sunshine for solar resources. We may also need a better understanding of the specific 
impacts of EE and DR on feeder by feeder basis.  
 
We have begun our transition to new system capabilities that will expand our visibility 
of the system and options available to customers – focusing first on foundational 
elements to support fundamental communications and applications. We are starting to 
evolve our planning practices to analyze future electricity connections rather than just 
loads. As we noted in our July 21, 2017 comments, we also believe other input, such 
as from stakeholders, will help inform our forecasting efforts in the future. However, 
we have a responsibility to provide safe, reliable, adequate service to customers. Until 
we have greater visibility into DER and other evolving aspects of our system, 
improved planning and forecasting tools, and a construct or framework within which 
to rely on DER and NWA, our capacity planning efforts to meet our customers’ 
energy requirements will need to primarily rely on traditional methods. 
 
 3. Procedural Next Steps 
 
Fresh Energy recommended focusing next steps on Xcel Energy – including a specific 
filing requirement regarding our forecasting processes, and generally focusing on the 
Company, observing that we have the most current and forecasted DER among the 
utilities.  Fresh Energy also recommended the Commission focus first on 
improvements to demand and energy forecasting. IREC recommended improvements 
to the hosting capacity analysis that is underway in a separate proceeding and on track 
to be filed November 1, 2017. 
 
We are open to submitting a filing that explains our current forecasting in more detail. 
However, we have provided significant discussion of our current processes and 
practices to-date, and believe additional detail on current practices will provide little 
benefit to the proceeding. As we have explained, we are unable to make substantive 
changes or improvements in our forecasting or other capacity planning practices until 
we have improved tools and greater visibility into the system through deployment of 
advanced applications and equipment – all of which are underway.  
 
We believe the proceeding would be better served by focusing on the framework of 
an enhanced planning process that includes forecasting and scenario analysis 
expectations. This approach recognizes current planning realities, and focuses all 
parties on the future state. An enhanced planning framework will also provide utilities 
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important insights into future expectations – providing a way for them to measure the 
actions they are taking today to evolve their tools and processes – to ensure they are 
aligned with the Commission’s long-term direction and vision. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Xcel Energy appreciates this opportunity to reply to the comments submitted in 
response to the Commission’s Notice. The increasing complexity of our industry 
requires a rethinking of the current framework to ensure it is still aligned. Minnesota 
has long been a leader in developing supportive regulatory frameworks to align 
achievement of policy objectives with business objectives.  We appreciate the 
Commission’s thoughtful approach to these changes thus far. We look forward to 
continued dialogue with stakeholders and guidance from the Commission as 
Minnesota joins other leading states to prepare for the future.  
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