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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. GO08/M-19-255, G002/M-19-242, GO04/M-19-247, G011/M-19-241, and
G022/M-19-236.

Dear Mr. Wolf:

Attached are the comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce, Division of Energy
Resources (Department) in the following matter:

The Annual Gas Affordability Program (GAP) Report for:
e (CenterPoint Energy Minnesota Gas
e Northern States Power Company
e Great Plains Natural Gas Company
e Minnesota Energy Resources Corporation
e Greater Minnesota Gas, Incorporated

The Petitions were filed on March 28 and March 29, 2019 by:

CenterPoint Energy Minnesota Gas

Amber S. Lee, Director of Regulatory Affairs
505 Nicollet Mall

PO Box 59038

Minneapolis, MN 55459

(612) 321-4625

Northern States Power Company

Bridget Dockter, Manager, Policy and Outreach
414 Nicollet Mall

Minneapolis, Minnesota 55401
bridget.dockter@xcelenergy.com

(612) 337-2096

85 7th Place East - Suite 280 - Saint Paul, MN 55101 | P: 651-539-1500 | F: 651-539-1547
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Great Plains Natural Gas Company

Tamie A. Aberle, Director of Regulatory Affairs
400 N. 4t st.

Bismarck, ND 58501

(701) 222-7856

Minnesota Energy Resources Corporation
Seth S. DeMerritt, Senior Project Specialist
700 North Adams St.

Green Bay, WI 54307
seth.demerritt@wecenergygroup.com
(920) 433-2926

Greater Minnesota Gas, Incorporated

Kristine A. Anderson, Esq., Corporate Attorney
202 S. Main Street

Le Sueur, MN 56058
kanderson@greatermngas.com

(507) 665-8657

The Department recommends that the Commission accept the annual reports. The
Department is available to answer any questions that the Minnesota Public Utilities
Commission may have.

Sincerely,

/s/ DANIELLE WINNER  /s/ MICHAEL ZAJICEK /s/ GEMMA MILTICH
Rates Analyst Rates Analyst Financial Analyst
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m COMMERCE
DEPARTMENT

Before the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission

Comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce
Division of Energy Resources

Docket Nos. G008/M-19-255, G002/M-19-242, G0O04/M-19-247,
G011/M-19-241, and G022/M-19-236

. INTRODUCTION

Gas Affordability Programs (GAPs) are governed by Minnesota Statutes 216B.16, Subdivision 15.
These programs are designed to reduce the proportion of income that low income customers
dedicate to paying their energy bills. Under a GAP, a customer participant makes more frequent
bill payments and receives assistance with payments in arrears that they may have. The GAP
must be administered such that it reduces the utilities’ collection activity costs and effectively
coordinates with conservation resources and other applicable low-income bill payment
assistance programs. Each Minnesota public utility administering a GAP submits an annual
report containing the required statistics and information relevant to the program’s
performance over the preceding year. In 2019, five natural gas utilities with a GAP submitted
their annual reports in the following dockets:

e CenterPoint Energy (CenterPoint), GO08/M-19-255

e Xcel Energy (Xcel), G002/M-19-242

e Great Plains Natural Gas Company (Great Plains), G0O04/M-19-247
e Minnesota Energy Resources Corporation (MERC), G011/M-19-241
e Greater Minnesota Gas, Incorporated (GMG), G022/M-19-236

The annual GAP reports enable the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission (Commission) to
monitor the utilities’ administration of these affordability programs in the years between the
GAP Evaluation Reports, which cover multiple program years.

1. DEPARTMENT ANALYSIS

The Minnesota Department of Commerce, Division of Energy Resources (Department) reviews
the annual GAP reports to determine whether they comply with the reporting requirements as
outlined in statutes or Commission Order. A list of the reporting requirements is provided as
Attachment No. 1 to these Comments.

A. Summary Schedule Information — Required For All Utilities With A GAP
Each utility administering a GAP is required to submit a set of summary schedule information in

its annual GAP filing. Table 1 below combines the summary schedule information provided in
the 2019 GAP reports. Dollar values and percentages in Table 1 were rounded to the nearest
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whole number. Based on its review of the current GAP reports, the Department concludes that
the required summary schedule information was properly included in the associated filings.

Table 1: Summary Schedule GAP Information Reported for the 2018 Program Year

CenterPoint | Xcel Energy Gre'at MERC GMG
Summary Schedule Item Plains

Units in Dollars S

Average annual affordability benefit received per

customer 376 180 171 453 338
Average annual arrearage forgiveness benefit

received per customer 159 200 56 240 9
Annual program budget 5,000,000 | 2,500,000 | 50,000 | 750,000 20,000
Actual program revenue 5,756,551 | 3,003,349 | 50,998 0 0
Actual program cost 3,794,247 | 2,327,710 | 40,529 | 652,346 6,582

GAP tracker bal f d
racker balance as ot year €n 4,779,126 | 1,334,120 | 27,374 | (597,750) | 35,290

GAP rate-affordability surcharge per therm

0.00441 0.00445 0.01393 0 0
Non-GAP LIHEAP Baseline Disconnection Rates Units in Percentage %
1) GAP participants 3 5 4 <1 0
2) Non-GAP LIHEAP customers 7 7 14 8 5
3) Non-LIHEAP residential customers 4 <1 4 1 <1
Pre-Program Baseline Disconnection Rates
1) GAP participant cohort 3 1 4 <1 N/A
2) GAP participant cohort before enrolling in
GAP 5 5 1 3 N/A
% of LIHEAP customers that participated in GAP 40 42 18 14 59

Units in Number of Participants

GAP participants enrolled as of year end
8,616 6,390 170 1,302 19

GAP participants enrolled and receiving benefits at
some time during the year 10,748 8,224 238 1,586 22
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The Commission’s September 28, 2018 Order Accepting Report and Adopting Streamlined
Process states: “The Commission hereby adopts the streamlined reporting format in
Attachment A of the Stakeholder Utility Report.”! Attachment A requires utilities to report
disconnection rates for the following customer groups: GAP customers, LIHEAP-Non GAP
customers, and Non-LIHEAP residential customers. Previous to the September 28, 2018 Order,
utilities were required to provide the disconnection rates for (a) GAP customers, (b) LIHEAP —
Non GAP customers, and (c) non-LIHEAP customers (all firm customers including C&I).”? Some
utilities failed to note the subtle reporting requirement change and reported disconnection
rates for non-LIHEAP customers (all firm customers including C&I), while other utilities reported
disconnection rates for non-LIHEAP Residential customers. The Department notes that since
LIHEAP and GAP are residential-specific programs, the disconnection rate for non-LIHEAP
residential customers is more useful for program evaluation purposes than the disconnection
rate for all non-LIHEAP firm customers. Further, the non-GAP LIHEAP Baseline reporting for
both payment frequency and customer arrearage uses non-LIHEAP residential customers,
rather than non-LIHEAP firm customers. The Department concludes that reporting the
disconnection rate for non-LIHEAP residential customers is more relevant to program
evaluation and more consistent with the other reporting requirements. Therefore, the
Department continues to support the reporting requirement as stated in the Commission’s
September 28, 2018 Order and asks the utilities to fully comply with the requirement in future
reports.

B. Select Statistics And Other Program Information — Required For All Utilities With A
GAP Except GMG

Utilities that administer a GAP are required to include certain statistics and program
information beyond the summary schedule data in their annual GAP reports. The following
sections 1 - 7 provide a brief explanation of the information requirements and the select GAP
data submitted by each of the relevant utilities. The Department concludes that the GAP
information discussed in sections 1 - 7 was provided by the utilities as required.

1. Payment Frequency

Utilities are required to report on how and to what extent their GAP impacts customer payment
frequency. Specifically, utilities must submit information that includes (1) a comparison of the
customer payment frequency before and after the customer was enrolled in the GAP, (2) a
comparison of the customer payment frequency for GAP versus LIHEAP grant recipients, and (3)
partial and late payment information as it relates to the required payment frequency data. A
utility may elect to provide supplementary payment frequency information that is not

! Docket Nos. G008/M-16-486, G002/M-16-493, and G004/M-16-495.
2 Docket Nos. G008/GR-05-1380, G002/GR-06-1429, G007,011/M-07-1131, G004/M-07-1235, and G001/M-07-
1295.
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specifically required. The following payment frequency measures and the information in Table 2
summarize the relevant data provided by the utilities for the GAP year 2018.

Payment Frequency
Percentage

Percentage (%) of dollars
requested that were paid =

Percentage (%) of the
number of payments
requested that were paid =

Table 2: GAP Payment Frequency Statistics for the 2018 Program Year

Code in Table 2

Equation

(Dollars Paid/Dollars Requested)

(Number of Payments Paid/Number of
Payments Requested)

Customer Group Payment Frequency CenterPoint Xcel Gre.at MERC
- Percentage - E/.vergy Plains
Non-GAP LIHEAP Baseline Units in Percentage %
1 . A S} 98 56 60
) GAP participants B 31 28 = -
2) Non-GAP LIHEAP A 40 95 30 78
customers B 41 81 43 79
3) Non-LIHEAP residential A 88 97 94 92
customers B 80 92 86 90
Pre-Program Baseline
1) GAP participant cohort A 33 97 26 63
B 31 84 52 62
2) GAP participant cohort A 20 89 40 61
before enrolling in GAP B 29 74 41 58

2. Payment Amounts

The annual GAP reports must include information about the effect of the GAP on payment

amounts. At a minimum, the GAP report payment amount data must incorporate the average
annual and monthly bill credit amounts compared to the average GAP participant’s annual and
average monthly bill and arrearage. Table 3 below provides a summary of the annual payment

amount data submitted by the relevant utilities for the GAP year 2018.
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Table 3: GAP Payment Amount Statistics for the 2018 Program Year

o CenterPoint Xcel Gre'at MERC
Payment Amount Statistic Energy Plains
Units in Dollars S
A: Average annual affordability benefit per participant 376 180 171 453
B: Average annual arrearage forgiveness benefit per
participant 159 200 56 240
C: Average total benefit per participant 535 270 159 692
D: Average annual bill per participant 933 1,366 642 381
E: Average arrearage balance per participant 446 717 138 -8023
Units in Percentage %
(A/D) = average annual affordability benefit as a percentage
of the average annual bill 40 13 27 51
(B/D) = average annual arrearage forgiveness benefit as a
percentage of the average annual bill 17 15 9 27
(C/D) = average total benefit as a percentage of the average
annual bill 57 20 25 79
(B/E) = average annual arrearage forgiveness benefit as a
percentage of average arrearage balance per participant 36 28 41 -30

3 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).” Of those
accounts that still have arrears the average account balance is $480.
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3. Payments In Arrears

The GAP impacts the level of customer payments in arrears; utilities administering a GAP must
report the change in arrearage levels between the last two program years for certain customer
classes. Table 4 summarizes the data provided by the utilities on payments in arrears for
program year 2018. In Table 4, negative values indicate that the arrearage level decreased,
while positive figures denote an increase in arrearage level.

Table 4: Percentage Change in Dollar Amount of Payments in Arrears from 2017 - 2018

Customer Group CenterPoint Xcel Gre.at MERC
Energy Plains
Non-Gap LIHEAP Baseline Units in Percentage %
1) GAP participant 9 6 35 6
2) Non-GAP LIHEAP customer 20 30 155 40
3) Non-LIHEAP residential customer -8 24 34 38

4. Program Retention

Applicable utilities must report the GAP participant retention rate for the relevant program
year. The utilities provided the following retention rates, as a percentage, for the program year
2018:

e CenterPoint: 75%
e Xcel Energy: 57%
e Great Plains: 71%
e MERC: 97%

5. Customer Complaints

The annual GAP reports must include information on the number and type of customer
complaints associated with the program and received by the utilities during the program year.
Xcel Energy, Great Plains, and MERC each reported zero customer complaints for program year
2018. CenterPoint recorded three customer complaints and described these complaints as a
combination of billing questions, inquiries regarding general GAP information, requests for
payment extensions, and questions about the customers’ removal from GAP.

6. Collections
GAP reporting guidelines require that the relevant utilities submit information about how the

number of payments required of participants under the program have affected the utilities’
collection activity. Through a review of their collection activity or related data points,
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CenterPoint, Xcel Energy, Great Plains, and MERC all concluded that the increased number of
payments received by GAP participants has correspondingly reduced the companies’ collection
activities.

7. Coordination With Other Resources
Each applicable utility provided a summary on its coordination efforts with other resources and

assistance programs related to the administration of the GAP. This required information is
further condensed and presented in Table 5 below.

Table 5: Coordination Efforts with other Resources for GAP Administration in the 2018
Program Year

Utility Summary of Coordination Efforts

e Coordinated with conservation programs, Hennepin County, Benton

CenterPoint
County, Sherburne County, Stearns County, and other organizations

e Coordinated with Energy CENTS Coalition (ECC) to improve
communication and outreach to low-income households

Xcel Energy

e Participated in Safety Net Meetings with Ramsey County and the
quarterly MN Energy Assistance Policy Action Committee

e Communicated with and provided of GAP applications to energy and
billing assistance agencies within service territory

Great Plains

e Provided information on the GAP and the associated application to
customers previously receiving or currently applying for energy
assistance through other programs

e Coordinated with the Salvation Army for administration of GAP and
other supporting services; the Salvation Army provides GAP participants
with referrals to a variety of other programs, including energy, food,

MERC rental, and financial planning assistance

e Communicated with the Minnesota Energy Assistance program to refer
assistance recipients to GAP
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C. Select Statistics And Other Program Information For CenterPoint

CenterPoint is required to include two additional information items beyond the disclosures
prescribed for other natural gas utilities.

1. Conservation Measures

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

Table 6: CenterPoint’s Conservation Measures for GAP in Program Year 2018

Item Description
e Lowering thermostat and/or installing a programmable
unit

e Changing furnace filters regularly

e Lowering water heater setting
Potential no-, low-, and e Opening and closing drapes according to season and
mid-cost conservation time of day
measures that could be e Maintaining open air flow around heating registers
implemented in the e |Installing low-flow showerhead and faucet aerator
households of GAP e Window, door, and attic hatch weather-stripping
participants e Home energy audit; weatherization

Furnace repair/replacement/tune-up
Boiler repair/replacement/tune-up
Pipe and water heater insulation
Water heater replacement

Plans to encourage GAP

their use of these measures

participants to increase Cross-promotion of programs with GAP

2. Customer Eligibility

The Department concludes that CenterPoint has provided the required customer eligibility
information. For 2018, CenterPoint found that 1,658 customers applied for GAP but did not

qualify for credits.
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D. Select Statistics And Other Program Information For Great Plains

Great Plains must include three information points in its annual GAP report in addition to the
data requirements that apply to multiple utilities. The following three sections outline the GAP
participation rate, cost, and overall evaluations provided by Great Plains. The Department
concludes that Great Plains complied with the additional reporting guidelines as required.

1. Participation Rate Evaluation

Great Plains received 408 GAP applications in 2018, representing a 23% increase in applications
compared to the 2017 program year. The Great Plains’ GAP retained participants at a rate of
71% in 2018, reflecting an increase in participation retention from the 65% rate in 2017.
Throughout the 2018 program year, Great Plains considered all LIHEAP and other assistance
funds as customer payments; this change resulted in (1) more applicants qualifying for and not
being removed from the program and (2) more customers qualifying for arrearage forgiveness.

2. Cost Evaluation

The average total benefit per Great Plains GAP participant was $159 in program year 2018, or
$66 higher than the $93 average total benefit in 2017. The 2018 benefit amount continues to
be significantly lower than the initially assumed annual cost per participant of $555, which was
estimated years earlier. Great Plains notes that the annual average GAP participant bill
increased from $500 in 2017 to $642 in 2018, largely due to increases in the cost of gas. These
increased gas costs likely contributed to the higher average total benefit per participant seen in
2018 over 2017.

3. Overall Evaluation

Great Plains intends to reevaluate the surcharge of $0.01393 per dekatherm in its Evaluation
Report, which is due May 31, 2019, and does not propose any changes at this time. The
surcharge is collected to fund the Company’s GAP. Great Plains further notes that the changes
implemented for its 2018 GAP were successful in contributing to the increase in qualified GAP
participants from 57 in 2017 to 238 in 2018.
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. DEPARTMENT CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The Department recommends that the Commission accept the utilities’ reports.
The Department also requests that all utilities fully comply with the Commission’s September

28, 2018 Order, particularly noting that the disconnection rate reporting is to reflect non-
LIHEAP residential customers and not non-LIHEAP firm (including C&I) customers.

/ja



Department Attachment 1 - Requirements for 2018 Annual GAP Reports
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All Utilities

Summary Schedule

A summary schedule containing the:
e Average annual affordability benefit received per customer
e Average annual arrearage forgiveness benefit received per customer
e Annual program budget
e Actual program revenue
e Actual program cost for all utilities except GMG
e  GAP tracker balance as of year-end
e  GAP rate-affordability surcharge ($/therm)
e Disconnection rates for GAP customers, non-GAP LIHEAP customers, and non-LIHEAP residential
customers
e Percentage of LIHEAP customers that participated in GAP
e Number of GAP participants enrolled as of year-end
e Number of GAP participants enrolled and receiving benefits at some time during the year

All Utilities Except GM

G

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 the 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.

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

Arrears .
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 utility 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 an ongoing

basis.
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