
 
 
 
 
April 12, 2019 
 
Mr. Daniel Wolf 
Executive Secretary 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
121 7th Place East, Suite 350 
St. Paul, MN 55101-2147 
 
VIA E-FILING 
 
 
RE:   In the Matter of a Commission Inquiry into the Impact of Severe Weather in 

January and February 2019 on Utility Operations and Service  
 

Initial Comments 
  

Docket No. E,G-999/CI-19-160 
 

 
Dear Mr. Wolf: 
 
CenterPoint Energy Resources Corp., d/b/a CenterPoint Energy Minnesota Gas, (“CenterPoint 
Energy,” the “Company”) respectfully submits the attached comments in response to the Notice 
of Comment Period issued by the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission (“Commission”) on 
March 18, 2019.  The Notice of Comment Period requested all utilities provide information 
regarding the impact of recent cold weather on utility operations.  CenterPoint Energy submits 
the following information in response to the Commission’s request for information as it pertains 
to natural gas utilities.  

Natural Gas Reinforcement Projects 

The Commission requested that CenterPoint Energy provide a written account of the natural 
gas reinforcement projects it has planned in the two areas where it deployed compressed 
natural gas (“CNG”) trailers.  During the extreme weather in January CenterPoint Energy 
deployed two CNG stations near the communities of Richfield and Cambridge, Minnesota, to 
supply the system with supplemental natural gas in the event system pressures dropped below 
required operating pressures.   

As part of our ongoing system evaluation, the Company had identified a portion of the 
Cambridge system as a potential concern that required additional planning to prepare for the 
extreme weather.  A low-density neighborhood near Cambridge is served by a two-inch main 
and our engineers were aware that the gas pressure at the end of the system would fall during 
extreme cold weather.  With temperatures forecasted to be well-below zero, engineering 
determined it was prudent to site and staff a temporary CNG station in this area to bolster the 
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system if pressures dropped below acceptable levels.  In the end, additional supply was not 
required.  In 2019, the Company will install approximately 800 feet of four-inch diameter main in 
that area that will operate at the typical system pressure of 50 pounds per square inch (“psi”).  
The additional pipe will reinforce the Cambridge system and the system will be able to better 
maintain pressure during future cold weather events without the need for temporary CNG 
supply.   

Similar to the area in Cambridge, a particular area near our Richfield system was also identified 
as a concern leading up to the cold weather.  Last year our system modeling showed a potential 
low-pressure problem in the area.  Additional pressure testing validated that the pressures 
dropped at this system point during colder weather.  As a result, engineering determined a 
temporary CNG station should be placed at the low pressure point that occurred between two 
feeder pipes.  The station was used for approximately one hour each day on January 30 and 
January 31 to sustain operating pressures above five psi during the weather events that 
occurred on those dates.  To reinforce the Richfield system and rectify the pressure issues the 
Company will install approximately 500 feet of 4-inch main that will operate at 10 psi.  The 
reinforcement will supplement the existing piping so that temporary supplies will not be 
necessary for future weather events. 

Curtailment Activity During the Cold Weather Period 

Each natural gas utility was asked to report on curtailment activity during this weather event.  
CenterPoint Energy called a full curtailment from January 28 through February 1, 2019.  
Approximately 1,600 customers were curtailed, and approximately 600 (38 percent) of those 
customers did not comply with full curtailment.  The customers who had unauthorized usage 
were all subject to, and billed, curtailment penalties.  The penalties assessed totaled 
approximately $1 million.     

The Commission also requested the percentage of curtailable customers the utility is able to 
monitor in real time.  The Company does not have equipment that can read interruptible meters 
concurrent with the customers’ usage.  Rather, our meter reading equipment provides after-the-
fact usage, so we receive customer usage information one day after the usage occurred.          

Root Cause of Curtailment Non-Compliance 

As part of our post-curtailment practice, Company representatives investigate every instance of 
non-compliance to determine the cause of the unauthorized usage.  At this point in our process 
the Company has identified the following factors that contributed to customer non-compliance 
with full curtailment:   
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Table 1:  Root Causes of Curtailment Non-Compliance and Associated Remedies 

Cause Approximate 
Percentage of 

Customers 
Affected 

Remedy 

1) Customer Back-Up Systems 
Experienced Mechanical 
Failures:  Customer systems 
had moisture or regulators and 
valves that froze or 
malfunctioned 

36% Physical failures are being 
addressed by the customers or 
were fixed during the curtailment 
event. 

2) Customer Staffing:  Customers 
did not have proper staffing on-
site at start of curtailment so 
were late in curtailing usage or 
never curtailed 

26% Company will reiterate 
curtailment requirements with 
customers.  

3) Customer System 
Modifications:  Customers 
either pulled their backup 
systems or added equipment 
that only runs on natural gas 
and is not interruptible 

11% Customers will be assessed and 
switched to firm service where 
available.  Customers who do 
not have firm service available 
to them (e.g., customers behind 
constrained points) will be 
required to install a backup 
system or obtain firm capacity. 

4) Fuel Shortages:  Customers 
used their backup fuels faster 
than expected or experienced 
delays in refueling 

6% Company representatives will 
assist customers to determine 
appropriate backup supply 
volumes. 

5) Communication Issues:  
Customers did not provide the 
Company the correct 
curtailment contact information 

5% Company will collect the correct 
contact information. 

6) Electric Curtailments:  
Customers were also curtailed 
from electricity usage but their 
backup systems could not 
interrupt from both fuels and 
customers made the choice to 
burn natural gas 

Less than 1% Customers will be required to 
install backup modifications to 
prevent further issues or move 
to firm service. 

7) Cause Not Yet Determined:  
Customer has not yet 
responded to Company request 

16% Company will continue to follow 
up as necessary. 

 
The Company will also continue to assess new and existing customers to ensure that they meet 
the interruptible tariff requirements and are able to either process-interrupt or switch to a 
functioning backup system.   
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Commission Communication During Cold Weather Events 

The Commission requested utilities to explain whether the Commission could help convey 
messages to the public during polar vortex-type events.  Generally, during times of high 
customer demand due to cold weather, the Company has not had reason to issue blanket 
communications to all our customers because the issues that typically arise are point-specific, 
and the issues, such as a frozen regulator, do not affect large numbers of customers.  
Interruptible customers receive curtailment phone calls and have access to general curtailment 
information on our website alerting them to curtailments during periods of high usage, but those 
messages are also specific to the situation and the customer.  If the Commission were to issue 
broad statements about customer usage or system constraints the Company is concerned that 
the statements could cause customer confusion or anxiety.  Unless an issue that occurs that 
affects all natural gas customers statewide, in which case it might be helpful for the Commission 
to issue a press release or other wide-reaching communications, the Company will continue to 
generate customer communications on an as-needed basis.  The Company will also attempt to 
ensure that all state agencies that could receive customer calls regarding service issues during 
peak-day events have the Company’s contact information so that agency representatives can 
encourage customers to call the Company directly to speak with specialists who can dispatch 
employees as necessary to investigate particular situations.    

Lessons Learned and Best Practices for Weather Event Planning 

The Commission requested utilities to provide an account of lessons learned and steps taken to 
help prepare for the next severe weather event.  First and foremost, the Company believes that 
robust planning is the most important factor in preparing for, and executing during, extreme 
weather events.  The Company’s design-day analysis is the first, and perhaps most important, 
tool used to ensure we are adequately prepared to serve all firm needs under peak load 
conditions.  Our design day model and peak day forecast were sufficient in that the Company 
had secured sufficient entitlement and supply (both upstream and peaking) to serve all firm load 
during the weather event.  The Company will continue to work with stakeholders to ensure our 
forecasting models are incorporating the variables that could affect peak-day usage.  The 
Company’s underground storage, LNG supply and propane peaking facilities also provide 
invaluable tools that allow us to quickly supplement the system  as needed to manage the 
demand. 

Equally as important to our entitlement planning is our distribution system planning that allows 
us to identify our system pinch-points and monitor low-pressure areas as the design-day event 
is occurring.  This identification of low pressure areas allowed us to temporarily stage the CNG 
stations in Richfield and Cambridge so that natural gas was available at the exact point that 
could have required supplemental supply to increase operating pressures.  The Company will 
continue to model system flows and investigate potential problems using pressure recorders so 
that we can prioritize necessary system upgrades and minimize potential pressure issues on our 
system.  This modeling is especially important so that we can identify and monitor trends in 
increased usage that can occur over time behind certain gate stations.   
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During the actual events the Company instituted emergency procedures, including hourly calls 
for all operations management personnel, so that we could prioritize technician responses and 
identify emerging issues.  Communication among all Company departments and also with the 
interstate pipelines and suppliers is imperative because many factors outside of the Company’s 
control can affect system performance.  The Company will continue to utilize the emergency 
planning organization it utilized during these events.  At all times the Company prioritizes the 
safety of our customers and employees, and we have implemented procedures so that our 
employees operate safely under extreme conditions.   

Finally, the Company will continue to review the unauthorized usage that occurred during the 
curtailments and we will assess whether the interruptible customers that did not interrupt can 
satisfy the tariff conditions and either utilize backup systems or interrupt their processes when 
curtailments are called.  Customers who cannot interrupt will be moved out of interruptible to 
firm classes so that we can adequately plan for their usage during peak-day events.   

EFVs 

The Commission also specifically asked about the functioning of excess flow valves (“EFVs”) 
and regulators and whether the utilities learned anything that could be used to prevent natural 
gas outages in the future.  The Company did experience excess flow valve-related issues 
associated with some newer construction locations and after investigating the cause we have 
attributed the issues to the effects of moisture trapped within the piping systems.  Moisture can 
be introduced within newly installed pipe during the construction process and migrate at times of 
high gas flow.  Moisture in the system can cause EFVs to false trip or freeze, both of which stop 
the flow of gas within the service line.  Efforts are underway to institute procedures, equipment 
and training to attempt to eliminate moisture intrusion into pipelines at the time of pipeline 
installation.  These efforts should minimize the adverse effects on these valves due to moisture. 

Please contact me if you have any questions regarding this filing. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
/s/ Amber S. Lee 
Director Regulatory Affairs 
(612) 321-4625 
Amber.Lee@CenterPointEnergy.com 
 
C:  Service List 

mailto:Amber.Lee@CenterPointEnergy.com


 
 
 
 
STATE OF MINNESOTA  ) 
     ) ss. 
COUNTY OF HENNEPIN  ) 
 
 
Marie M. Doyle, being first duly sworn on oath, deposes and says she served the attached 

Initial Filing of CenterPoint Energy in Docket No. G-008/M-19-160 via e-filing to the 

Minnesota PUC as well as those requesting electronic service on the service list and to all 

others on the service list via U.S. Mail at the City of Minneapolis. 

 
        

                      
__/s/________________________________ 

 Marie M. Doyle 
 
 
 
 
Subscribed and sworn to before me 
this 12th day of April, 2019. 

/s/  
Melodee S. Carlson Chang, Notary Public 
My Commission Expires January 31, 2024 
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