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April 17, 2018        
 
Daniel P. Wolf 
Executive Secretary 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
121 7th Place East, Suite 350 
St. Paul, Minnesota 55101 
 
RE: Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce, Division of Energy Resources 

Docket Nos. G002/M-18-241, G004/M-18-248, G008/M-18-235, G011/M-18-243, 
G022/M-18-249 

 
Dear Mr. Wolf: 
 
Attached are the comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce, Division of Energy 
Resources (Department) regarding the gas affordability program annual reports filed in the 
above-referenced dockets. 

The Department recommends that the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission (Commission) 
accept the annual reports, and is available to respond to any questions the Commission may 
have. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
/s/ STEPHEN COLLINS 
Rates Analyst 
 
SC/lt 
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Before the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
 

 
Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce 

Division of Energy Resources 
  

Docket Nos. G002/M-18-241, G004/M-18-248, G008/M-18-235, G011/M-18-243, G022/M-18-249 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Every year at the end of March or beginning of April, each utility in Minnesota with a gas 
affordability program (GAP) must submit a report providing information on how its GAP fared 
over the prior year.1  This year, the five utilities with a GAP submitted their annual reports in 
the following dockets: 

• G002/M-18-241, for Xcel Energy (Xcel); 

• G004/M-18-248, for Great Plains Natural Gas Company (Great Plains); 

• G008/M-18-235, for CenterPoint Energy (CenterPoint); 

• G011/M-18-243, for Minnesota Energy Resources Corporation (MERC); and 

• G022/M-18-249, for Greater Minnesota Gas (GMG). 

The Minnesota Department of Commerce, Division of Energy Resources (Department) analyzes 
whether the reports comply with all applicable reporting requirements and hence whether the 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission (Commission) should accept the reports.  A list of all 
reporting requirements is provided as Attachment No. 1 to these comments. 

II. DEPARTMENT ANALYSIS 

A. SUMMARY SCHEDULE (ALL UTILITIES) 

The Department concludes that all utilities have provided the required summary schedule 
information.  The Department shows the provided information in the table on the following 
page. 

                                                       
1 Annual reports enable the Commission to monitor utility GAPs in the years between multi-year GAP Evaluation 
Reports. 
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Table 1: Summary Schedule Information for 2017 

Item CenterPoint GMG Great 
Plains 

MERC Xcel 

Average annual affordability benefit 
received per customer 

$368 $292 $111 $409 $205 

Average annual arrearage 
forgiveness benefit received per 
customer 

$132 $14 $32 $11 $32 

% of LIHEAP customers that 
participated in GAP 

29% 23% 4% 14% 44% 

Disconnection Rates:      
(a) GAP customers 2% 0% 5% 2% 3% 
(b) Non-GAP LIHEAP customers 8% 3% 12% 3% 7% 
(c) Non-LIHEAP customers (all firm 
customers incl. C&I) 

3% <1% 3% <1% <1% 

Number of GAP participants enrolled 
as of year-end 

8,720 14 37 1,580 6,418 

# of GAP participants enrolled and 
receiving benefits at some time 
during the year 

10,665 22 57 1,607 10,114 

Annual program budget $5,000,000 $20,000 $50,000 $750,000 $2,500,000 
Actual program revenue $4,824,652 $0 $10,354 $0 $1,771,705 
Actual program cost $3,717,996 $9,236 $8,027 $707,095 $658,482 
Tracker balance as of year end $2,956,406 -$28,708 $16,904 -$38,976 $658,482 
Surcharge ($/therm) $0.00453 $0.00000 $0.01393 $0.00000 $0.00400 

(Jan-May) 
$0.00445 
(Jun-Dec) 

B. PAYMENT FREQUENCY (ALL UTILITIES EXCEPT GMG) 

The Department concludes that all applicable utilities have provided the required payment 
frequency information.  The Department summarizes the provided information in the tables on 
the following page. 
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Table 2: Payment Frequency in 2017 - Dollars Paid ÷ Dollars Requested 

Customer Group CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
GAP customers 35% Not provided Not provided 55% 
GAP customers before 
they were enrolled in 
GAP 

27% Not provided Not provided 57% 

LIHEAP customers or 
Non-GAP LIHEAP 
customers 

39% Not provided Not provided 98% 

Table 3: Payment Frequency in 2017 - Number of Payments Made ÷ Number of Payments 
Requested 

Customer Group CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
GAP customers 32% 76% Not provided 57% 
GAP customers before 
they were enrolled in 
GAP 

27% 43% Not provided 54% 

LIHEAP customers or 
Non-GAP LIHEAP 
customers 

40% 44% Not provided 92% 

Table 4: Payment Frequency in 2017 - Number of Payments Made 

Customer Group CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
GAP customers Not provided Not provided 4 Not provided 
GAP customers before 
they were enrolled in 
GAP 

Not provided Not provided 3 Not provided 

LIHEAP customers or 
Non-GAP LIHEAP 
customers 

Not provided Not provided 7 Not provided 

Table 5: Payment Frequency in 2017 - Change in Payment Frequency for GAP Participants not 
Previously Enrolled in GAP 

Customer Group CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
Improved Not provided 48% Not provided Not provided 
Stayed the Same Not provided 22% Not provided Not provided 
Worsened Not provided 30% Not provided Not provided 
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C. PAYMENT AMOUNTS (ALL UTILITIES EXCEPT GMG) 

The Department concludes that all applicable utilities have provided the required payment 
amount information.  The Department summarizes the provided information in the tables 
below.  Table 6 shows total credits, while Table 7 shows affordability credits and Table 8 shows 
versus arrearage credits.  

Table 6: Average Credits vs. Average Bill 

Item CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
Average annual affordability and 
arrearage credits received per GAP 
customer 

$500 $93 $672 $161 

Average annual bill per GAP customer $793 $500 $696 $1,251 
Average affordability and arrearage 
credits as % of average annual bill 

63% 19% 97% 13% 

Table 7: Average Affordability Credit vs. Average Bill in 2017 

Item CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
Average annual affordability credits 
received per GAP customer 

$368 $111 Not 
provided 

$145 

Average annual bill per GAP customer $793 $500 $696 $1,251 
Average affordability credit as % of 
average annual bill 

46% 22% Not 
provided 

12% 

Table 8: Average Arrearage Credit vs. Average Arrearage Balances in 2017 

Item CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
Average annual arrearage forgiveness 
credits received per GAP customer 

$132 $32 Not 
provided 

$16 

Average arrearage balance per GAP 
customer 

$427 $103 -$5222 $253 

Average annual arrearage forgiveness 
credit as % of average arrearage balance 

31% 31% Not 
provided 

6% 

                                                       
2 MERC explains the reason for the negative arrearage balance as follows: “the average arrearage (account 
balance) includes account balances for those customers who have participated in the Program for more than two 
years and who successfully eliminated their pre-Program arrears and may have a significant credit balance. 
Because MERC has had an increasing number of accounts in which the total credit balance exceeds the total 
arrears balance, the average account balance continues to be a growing negative number (i.e., credit).” 
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D. ARREARS (ALL UTILITIES EXCEPT GMG) 

The Department concludes that all applicable utilities have provided the required arrears 
information.  The Department summarizes the provided information in the table below. 

Table 9: Percent Change in Total Dollars of Arrears from 2016 to 2017 

Customer Group CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
GAP -3% -38% +25% +5% 
Non-GAP LIHEAP +19% -12% +10% +13% 
Residential -7% +18% +40% +26% 

E. RETENTION (ALL UTILITIES EXCEPT GMG) 

The Department concludes that all applicable utilities have provided the required retention 
information.  The Department summarizes the provided information in the table below. 

Table 10: Retention in 2017 

CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
~79% retention 

rate 
65% retention 

rate 
63 new customers, 109 
removed, similar overall 

participation relative to 2016 

62% retention 
rate 

F. COMPLAINTS (ALL UTILITIES EXCEPT GMG) 

The Department concludes that all applicable utilities have provided the required complaints 
information.  The applicable utilities reported no customer complaints regarding GAP in 2017. 

G. COLLECTIONS (ALL UTILITIES EXCEPT GMG) 

The Department concludes that all applicable utilities have provided the required collections 
information.  All applicable utilities concluded that GAP reduced the collections by increasing 
payments. 

H. COORDINATION (ALL UTILITIES EXCEPT GMG) 

The Department concludes that all applicable utilities have provided the required coordination 
information.  The Department summarizes the provided information in the table on the 
following page. 
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Table 11: Coordination Efforts in 2017 

CenterPoint Great Plains MERC Xcel 
Coordination with 

conservation programs, 
Hennepin County, 

other organizations 

Several efforts with 
local community 

action/human service 
organizations on 

training and 
applications 

Coordination among 
MERC Care Center, The 

Salvation Army, and 
variety of public-sector 

entities 

Coordination among 
Energy Cents Coalition, 

Ramsey County, 
Washington County and 

Xcel programs 

I. CONSERVATION MEASURES (CENTERPOINT ONLY) 

The Department concludes that CenterPoint has provided the required conservation measures 
information.  The Department summarizes the provided information in the table below. 

Table 12: CenterPoint’s Conservation Measures in 2017 

Item Description 
Potential no-, low- and mid-cost 
conservation measures that 
could be implemented in the 
households of GAP participants 

Lowering thermostat and/or installing a programmable unit; 
lowering water heater setting; opening and closing drapes 

according to season and time of day; installing low-flow 
showerhead and faucet aerator; and window and door 

weather-stripping; home Energy audit; weatherization; furnace 
repair/replacement/tune-up; boiler repair/replacement/tune-

up; and water heater replacement 
Plans to encourage GAP 
participants to increase their use 
of these measures 

Cross-promotion of programs with GAP 

J. CUSTOMER ELIGIBILITY (CENTERPOINT ONLY) 

The Department concludes that CenterPoint has provided the required customer eligibility 
information.  For 2017, CenterPoint found that 1,664 customers applied for GAP but did not 
qualify for credits. 

K. PARTICIPATION RATE EVALUATION (GREAT PLAINS ONLY) 

The Department concludes that Great Plains has provided the required participation rate 
information.  Great Plains indicated that the portion of customers qualifying for GAP decreased 



Dockets G002/M-18-241, G004/M-18-248, G008/M-18-235, G011/M-18-243, G022/M-18-249 
Analyst Assigned:  Stephen Collins 
Page 7 
 
 
 

 

relative to 2016 due to the cost of gas decreasing and warmer weather.3  However, Great Plains 
found that the number of customers enrolled in GAP increased from 48 to 57, perhaps due to 
Great Plains’ ongoing promotional efforts. 

L. COST EVALUATION (GREAT PLAINS ONLY) 

The Department concludes that Great Plains has provided the required cost evaluation 
information.  Great Plains noted that the actual cost per participant qualifying for credits in 
2017 was $93, much less than the assumed average annual cost per participant of $555 set out 
years ago.  Great Plains indicated that the reason for the cost being lower than assumed is the 
lower cost of gas and warmer weather. 

M. OVERALL EVALUATION (GREAT PLAINS ONLY) 

The Department concludes that Great Plains has provided the required overall evaluation 
information.  Great Plains stated that it is proactively working to qualify more applicants and 
that one way it is doing so is by designating energy assistance grants as customer payments.  
Great Plains concluded that this change results in less customers being removed from the 
program for failing to make required payments.  Great Plains also indicated that it is doing its 
best to promote GAP to potential customers and make signing up as easy as possible.  Great 
Plains stated that it will consider additional program changes in the future.  

III. DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATION 

The Department recommends that the Commission accept the utilities’ reports. 

                                                       
3 Great Plains’ GAP limits participating customers’ bills to 4% of customer income.  Therefore,If an interested 
customer’s bill is already below 4% of the customer’s income due to lower gas costs and warmer weather, the 
customer doesn’t qualify for GAP. 
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All utilities   
Summary 
Schedule 

A summary schedule containing the: 
i. Average annual affordability benefit received per customer; 
ii. Average annual arrearage forgiveness benefit received per customer; 
iii. Percentage of LIHEAP customers that participated in GAP; 
iv. Disconnection rates for GAP customers, non‐GAP LIHEAP customers, and non‐LIHEAP firm 
customers (all firm customers including C&I); 
v. Number of GAP participants enrolled as of year‐end; 
vi. Number of GAP participants enrolled and receiving benefits at some time during the year; 
vii. Annual Program budget; 
viii. Actual Program revenue; 
ix. GAP tracker balance as of year‐end; 
x. GAP rate‐affordability surcharge ($/therm); and 
xi. For all utilities except GMG, the actual Program cost.  

Utilities except GMG* 
Payment 
Frequency 

The effect of the GAP on customer payment frequency, including at a minimum a comparison of the 
payment frequency for customers in GAP to payment frequency before they were enrolled in GAP, 
plus a comparison of the payment frequency for GAP participants to the payment frequency for 
LIHEAP grant recipients.  The information reported on customer payment frequency must 
incorporate partial and late payment information. 

Payment Amounts The effect of the GAP on payment amounts, including at a minimum the average annual and 
monthly bill credit amount, compared to the average GAP participant's annual and average monthly 
bill and arrearage amount. 

Arrears The effect of the GAP on the number of customers in arrears, and the effect of GAP on arrearage 
levels—the latter including at a minimum the change in the arrearage level for the average GAP 
customer compared to the LIHEAP customers that are not enrolled in the GAP and the average level 
of arrearage for all of the utility's residential customers. 

Retention The effect of the GAP on retention rates. 
Complaints The effect of the GAP on customer complaints, and data on the type and number of complaints. 

Collections The effect of the GAP on customer collection activity. 
Coordination Information relating to how each utility has coordinated its GAP with other available low‐income 

and conservation resources, naming the agencies the utility has coordinated with, how often the 
utility has communicated with those agencies during the year, the content of those 
communications, and what was accomplished in terms of coordination. 

CenterPoint only 
 

Conservation 
Measures 

The potential no‐, low‐, and mid‐cost conservation measures that could be implemented in the 
households of GAP participants, along with CenterPoint’s plans to encourage GAP participants to 
increase their use of these measures. 

Customer 
Eligibility 

The number of customers who do not qualify for credits, including zero‐credit customers. 

Great Plains only  
Participation rate 
evaluation 

An evaluation of the assumed GAP participation rate of five percent in light of actual participation in 
the Program. 

Cost evaluation The actual annual average cost per participant for the Program, and a discussion concerning any 
deviation of the actual annual average cost per participant compared to the assumed average 
annual cost per participant of $555. 

Overall evaluation Conclusion regarding the reported evaluation data and proposal concerning the GAP on a going 
forward basis. 
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