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March 17, 2020 
 
 
Will Seuffert 
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 No. E002/M-19-666 
 
Dear Mr. Seuffert: 
 
Attached are the comments of the Minnesota Department of Commerce, Division of Energy Resources 
(Department) in the following matter: 
 

Xcel Energy’s Integrated Distribution Plan (IDP) and Advanced Grid Intelligence and Security 
Certification Request. 

 
As discussed in the attached comments, the Department provides its response to the Minnesota Public 
Utilities Commission’s (Commission) December 31, 2019 Notice of Comment Period In the Matter of 
Xcel Energy’s Integrated Distribution Plan and Advanced Grid Intelligence and Security Certification 
Request. 
 
The Department recommends that the Commission accept Xcel Energy’s IDP Report, recommends 
annual updates of a subset of IDP requirements and referral of Xcel Energy’s Advanced Grid 
Intelligence System certification request to a contested case hearing. The Department takes no 
position on certification of the Advanced Distribution Planning Tool (APT) or other grid modernization 
investments at this time, due to the reasons contained herein, and will reevaluate upon further record 
development. The Department is available to respond to any questions the Commission may have on 
this matter. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
/s/ MATTHEW LANDI   /s/ TRICIA DEBLEECKERE 
Rates Analyst    Planning Director 
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I. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 
A. OVERVIEW 

 
On November 1, 2019, Northern States Power Company, d/b/a Xcel Energy (Xcel, Xcel Energy, or the 
Company) filed its 2019 Integrated Distribution Plan (IDP) as required by the Minnesota Public Utility 
Commission’s (Commission) July 16, 2019 Order in Docket No. E002/CI-18-251 (the Order).1  The 
Company’s 2019 IDP, included the Company’s certification request of its proposed Advanced Grid 
Intelligence and Security (AGIS) Initiative and an Advanced Distribution Planning Tool (APT).2  The AGIS 
Initiative includes Advanced Metering Infrastructure (AMI), a Field Area Network (FAN), Fault Location 
and Isolation Service Restoration (FLISR), an Integrated Volt-Var Optimization (IVVO).   
 
The Company anticipates incurring capital expenditures totaling $582 million and operation & 
maintenance (O&M) costs totaling $152 million for the overall AGIS Initiative (exclusive of Advanced 
Distribution Manage System or ADMS) from 2020-2029.3  The APT is expected to cost $9.3 million in 
total, with $4 million attributed to Northern States Power-Minnesota (NSPM), and minimal ongoing 
costs for the annual software hosting fee and internal maintenance.4 
 
On December 31, 2019, the Commission issued a Notice of Comment Period (Notice).  The Notice 
reaffirmed the purpose of the Commission’s IDP filing requirements: 
 

• Maintain and enhance the safety, security, reliability, and resilience of the electric 
grid, at fair and reasonable costs, consistent with the state’s energy policies;  

• Enable greater customer engagement, empowerment, and options for energy 
services; 

• Move toward the creation of efficient, cost-effective, accessible grid platforms for 
new products, new services, and opportunities for adoption of new distributed 
technologies; 

• Ensure optimized utilization of electricity grid assets and resources to minimizes 
total system costs; and 

                                                                 
1 Order Accepting Report, and Amending Requirements, dated July 16, 2019, Docket No. E002/CI-18-251.   
2 Xcel 2019 IDP, dated November 1, 2019, Docket No. E002/M-19-666.   
3 IDP, at 153-154.   
4 IDP Executive Summary, at 11-12.  

https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b5072FC6B-0000-C715-8B8F-F971D67B302B%7d&documentTitle=20197-154416-01
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b90E1276E-0000-C617-9E33-75094BC2422E%7d&documentTitle=201911-157133-01
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• Provide the Commission with the information necessary to understand the utility’s 
short-term and long-term distribution-system plans, the costs and benefits of the 
specific investments, and a comprehensive analysis of ratepayer cost and value.   

 
The Commission’s Notice included the following topics related to Xcel Energy’s 2019 IDP: 
 

1. Should the Commission accept or reject Xcel Energy’s Integrated 
Distribution Plan (IDP)? 

2. Does the IDP filed by Xcel Energy achieve the planning objectives in the 
filing requirements approved in the Commission’s July 16, 2019 Order 
[footnote omitted]? 

3. What IDP filing requirements provided the most value to the process and 
why? 

4. Are there filing requirements that are not informative and/or should be 
deleted or modified, and why? 

5. Should the Commission accept Xcel Energy’s request to file the next IDP no 
later than November 1, 2021?  Should the Commission move from an 
annual to biennial IDP filing for the Company going forward? 

6. Are there other issues or concerns related to this matter? 
 
The Commission’s Notice also included the following topics related to Xcel Energy’s certification 
requests: 
 

7. Should the Commission approve, modify, or deny certification of the 
following investments which are components of Xcel Energy’s Advanced 
Grid Intelligence and Security (AGIS) Initiative at this time: 

a. Advanced Metering Infrastructure (AMI) 
b. Field Area Network (FAN) 
c. Fault Location, Isolation, and Service Restoration (FLISR) 
d. Integrated Volt-Var Optimization (IVVO) 

8. Should the Commission certify the Advanced Distribution Planning Tool 
(APT) at this time? 

9. What, if anything, should the Commission set as conditions or clarify if 
granting certification of these distribution projects? 

10. What should the Commission consider or address related to realizing 
benefits of each of the investments in the Company’s AGIS Initiative for 
ratepayers? 

11. At the stage of certification, what consideration should the Commission 
give to subsequent cost recovery, via either the Transmission Cost Recovery 
rider or general rate case, for each of the AGIS investments? 

12. Are there any other issues or concerns related to this matter? 
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B. SUMMARY OF PETITION AND CERTIFICATION REQUEST 
 

1. Xcel’s 2019 IDP 
 
Xcel’s 2019 IDP covers a broad range of topics related to its internal distribution system planning 
processes, historical actual and budgeted capital expenditures, present and forecasted levels of 
distributed energy resources (DER), forecasting levels of demand, and non-wires alternatives (NWA) 
analysis.  The 2019 IDP also addresses the requirements outlined by the Commission’s Order.   
 
The IDP is intended to build upon Commission, stakeholder, and customer understanding of the 
Company’s planning in two key areas: (1) development of a framework for on-going distribution 
system planning and related analyses and (2) grid modernization implementation plans.    
 
The Department below offers a brief review of the data and information contained in the IDP. 
 

a.) Baseline Data 
 

i. Baseline System Data 
 
The 2019 IDP provided information on Xcel’s distribution system as it exists today and includes the 
percentage of substations and feeders with monitoring and control capabilities, existing system 
visibility and measurement, total distribution substation capacity, total miles of overhead and 
underground distribution line, and total system DER.5 
 

ii. Baseline Financial Data 
 
The 2019 IDP provided information on historic distribution capital projects, among other information. 
Xcel discussed its baseline financial data on historic and current distribution spend,6 budgets,7 and the 
internal process used for developing budgets.8 The IDP outlined a five-year historical distribution 
system capital profile, and a five-year budgeted capital profile.  Xcel explained that their capital 
projects fall into eight capital budgeting groups including (1) Asset Health and Reliability; (2) AGIS (3) 
New Business; (4) Capacity; (5) Mandates; (6) Tools and Equipment; and (7) Electric Vehicle Program; 
and (8) Solar Gardens, and that Xcel is able to report those figures according to the categorization 
required by IDP requirements, but is unable to do so for O&M costs.9  Xcel tracks distribution O&M 
expenditures in four categories: (1) internal labor, (2) contract labor, (3) fleet, and (4) materials.10  Xcel 
also stated that O&M information is portrayed at the NSPM operating company level and the capital 
costs are for the State of Minnesota, and are not fully comparable.11  

                                                                 
5 IDP, at 36-47.  
6 IDP, Figure 6, at 16; Figure 8, at 20; and Table 8, at 20.  
7 IDP, Figure 7, at 16; Table 7, at 17; Figure 9, at 21; and Table 9, at 22. 
8 IDP, at 27-36.  
9 IDP, at 14. 
10 IDP, at 19 
11 IDP, at 19.   
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iii. Baseline DER Data 
 
The 2019 IDP noted that Xcel’s DER penetration is still low and is anticipated to remain relatively stable 
in the near-term.12  Xcel provided information about its baseline DER data on pages 186 through 192 of 
the IDP.  
 

b.) Hosting Capacity and Interconnection Data 
 
Xcel is required to file a Hosting Capacity Analysis (HCA) report by statute, Minn. Stat. § 2168.2425, 
subd. 8. Xcel’s Hosting capacity report was filed on November 1, 2019 in Docket No. E-002/M-19-685. 
 

c.) DER Scenario Analysis 
 
The IDP filing requirements asked that Xcel define and develop conceptual base-case, medium and 
high DER penetration scenarios on its system. The requirements asked that: 1) Xcel consider a mix of 
individual DER adoption and aggregated or bundled DER service types, that Xcel explain the 
methodologies and processes used to arrive at its forecasts, and assess future system needs to 
accommodate DER at the projected levels.  
 
Xcel explained that its DER planning capabilities are being enhanced through foundational advanced 
grid capabilities and implementation of the APT:13 
 

The APT will change and improve the way we incorporate DER into our load 
forecasts. Through forecast aggregation, the tool can apply forecasts for 
various DER adoption trends to the distribution load forecasting, allowing 
distribution planning [sic] understand the potential impact that DER 
adoption could have on the load forecast. These forecasts can also be 
disaggregated from the load forecast, to show how the native load on the 
distribution system is expected to change over time in the absence of DER.  
 
The APT also provides the ability to conduct scenario analysis against the 
load forecast, where multiple forecasts can be developed that represent 
sensitivities in the forecast. For example, scenarios can be implemented in 
the forecast to account for different possible DER adoption trends – 
varying, as defined by the user, to represent higher rates of DER adoption, 
or lower rates of DER adoption over time.  
 
The ability of the APT to aggregate DER forecasts into the load forecast, 
then run scenario analysis against those forecasts, will greatly expand 
distribution planning’s understanding of the impact that DER has on the 
load forecast. Whereas today with our current tools we aren’t able to 
factor DER impacts into our load forecast, the APT will enable us to analyze 

                                                                 
12 IDP Executive Summary, at 19; IDP, at 182. 
13 IDP, at 182.   
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DER impacts in a probabilistic nature that will better inform our risk 
analysis and project development processes.  

 
Xcel provided its DER forecast on pages 194 through 208, and included forecasts of distributed solar 
PV, distributed wind generation, distributed energy storage, energy efficiency, demand response, and 
electric vehicles.  
 

d.) Non-Wires (Non-Traditional) Alternatives Analysis 
 
Xcel stated that that non-wires alternatives (NWA) are a relatively new concept, but there has been a 
rise in the number of projects implemented nationwide, and states with high DER penetrations and/or 
aggressive regulatory reform (such as New York, California, Oregon, and Arizona) are leading the way.14  
 
Xcel stated that NWA implementation and deployment solutions currently require a disparate set of 
systems, making an NWA a custom, one-off solution requiring extensive oversight and management.15  
 
Xcel considered mandated, asset health, and capacity projects as NWAs, but rejected NWAs for 
mandated and asset health types of projects at the present time, as keeping customers connected to 
the grid is a major concern.16  Additionally, mandated projects are often in response to municipal and 
state funding availability, and the project timelines preclude NWA analysis.17   
 
Xcel provided an overview of why capacity projects best lend themselves to non-wire solutions, noting 
that project lead time to conduct a non-wire review is currently about three years.18 Xcel also 
described the screening criteria the Company used to consider NWAs.  Xcel indicated that capacity 
risks are likely best suited for NWAs.  Capacity risk categories include N-0, which are normal overloads 
that occur under system intact conditions,19 and N-1, which are overloads that occur when, for loss of 
a feeder, feeder load is transferred away to adjacent feeders.20  Xcel indicated that N-1 risks are not 
considered viable for NWAs due to present cost-competitive issues with comparable traditional 
solutions.21   
 
Xcel provided details about its NWA screen process on pages 96 through 98.  Xcel identified nine 
capacity projects exceeding $2 million within the three-year timeline currently needed to consider 
NWAs.  None of the projects were cost-competitive with traditional solutions, some did not fully solve 
all of the risks that the traditional solution solved, and some solutions solved risks up to 100 percent of 

                                                                 
14 IDP, at 90. 
15 IDP, at 90. 
16 IDP, at 91.  
17 IDP, at 91-92.   
18 IDP, at 95-96.   
19 IDP, at 93.   
20 IDP, at 94.  
21 IDP, at 95.  
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the capacity rating, meaning that any new load growth would create the need for an expanded or new 
NWA solution.22 
 
Xcel indicated that the proposed APT will be able to help better assess NWAs, and that it was working 
with EPRI and others in the industry to build a tool capable of evaluating different alternatives in a 
model-based format but that such a tool may be years away.23 

e.) Incremental System Investment (ISI) Initiative  
 
Xcel also provided information on its Incremental System Investment (ISI) Initiative (previously referred 
to as its Incremental Customer Investment Initiative) as required by the Commission’s Order.  Xcel 
stated that the ISI is driven by the need to improve reliability of the elements of the system that are 
closest to the customer and to provide infrastructure to support increased DER integration.24  More 
specifically, the ISI initiative is expected to expand both existing asset health programs and create new 
programs to address areas of the system that have not traditionally received much focus, but are 
increasingly important or likely to be important to enhance the safety, reliability, and resiliency of the 
system while also enabling customer choice and the adoption of DERs.25   
 
The ISI Initiative is divided into four main programs: substation, underground, overhead tap, and 
overhead mainline.26  The capital costs of the ISI are expected to be approximately $81 million in 2021, 
and $88 million each year from 2022 through 2024; O&M costs are expected to be approximately $1.5 
million per year for each year from 2021 through 2024.27   
 

2. Certification Request 
 
Xcel requested certification of its proposed AGIS Initiative and APT pursuant to Minn. Stat. §216B.2425 
subd. 2 (e), which states:  
 

…a utility operating under a multiyear rate plan approved by the 
commission under section 216B.16, subdivision 19, shall identify in its 
report investments that it considers necessary to modernize the 
transmission and distribution system by enhancing reliability, improving 
security against cyber and physical threats, and by increasing energy 
conservation opportunities by facilitating communication between the 
utility and its customers through the use of two-way meters, control 
technologies, energy storage and microgrids, technologies to enable 
demand response, and other innovative technologies. 

 

                                                                 
22 IDP, at 99-100. 
23 IDP, at 98.   
24 IDP, at 107.   
25 IDP, at 108.   
26 IDP, at 108.   
27 IDP, Table 25, at 108; IDP, Table 26, at 109.   
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Minn. Stat. §216B.2425, subd. 3 further states that, by June 1, the Commission shall certify, certify as 
modified or deny certification of distribution projects proposed under subdivision 2(e).  Minn. Stat. 
§216B.16, Subd. 7b (a)(1) states that the Commission may approve a tariff mechanism for the 
automatic annual adjustment of charges for the Minnesota jurisdictional costs net of associated 
revenues of new “distribution facilities that are certified as a priority project…under section 
216B.2425.”   
 
Further, Minn. Stat §216B.16, subd.7b (b) allows the Commission to approve, reject, or modify after 
notice and comment, a tariff that: 
 

(1) Allows the utility to recover on a timely basis the costs net of revenues…certified or 
deemed to be certified under section 216B.2425...; 

(4)  Allows the utility to recover costs associated with distribution planning required 
under section 216B.2425; 

(5)  Allows the utility to recover costs associated with investments in distribution 
facilities to modernize the utility's grid that have been certified by the commission 
under section 216B.2425.  

 
Tables 1 and 2 below summarize the capital and O&M costs of the AGIS Initiative from 2020-2029.   
 
 Table 1. Total AGIS Capital Expenditures, 2020-2029 (millions) 

AGIS 
Initiative 

Rate Case Period 5-Year 
Period 

10-Year 
Period TOTAL 

2020 2021 2022 2023-
2024 

2025-
2029 

AMI $14.00 $28.90 $144.00 $185.20 $15.00 $387.10 
FAN $14.70 $37.30 $36.80 $3.80 $- $92.60 

FLISR $3.50 $8.60 $6.60 $18.80 $29.70 $67.20 
IVVO $0.10 $6.50 $9.80 $18.60 $- $35.00 

TOTAL $32.30 $81.30 $197.20 $226.40 $44.70 $581.90 
 

Table 2. Total AGIS O&M Expenditures, 2020-2029 (millions) 

AGIS 
Initiative 

Rate Case Period 5-Year 
Period 

10-Year 
Period TOTAL 

2020 2021 2022 2023-
2024 

2025-
2029 

AMI $6.60 $16.40 $14.10 $25.20 $67.20 $129.50 
FAN $0.10 $2.30 $1.50 $0.50 $8.60 $13.00 

FLISR $0.20 $0.40 $0.30 $3.30 $2.50 $6.70 
IVVO $- $0.40 $0.80 $0.60 $0.80 $2.60 

TOTAL  $6.90   $19.50   $16.70   $29.60   $79.10   $151.80  
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The Company proposed the AGIS Initiative to modernize its distribution system through making 
investments in foundational and core systems that will expand its technical capabilities and transform 
the customer experience through the creation of new customer platforms and the provision of new 
customer services.  The AGIS Initiative is comprised of four foundational advanced grid capabilities, and 
are described by Xcel as follows:28 
 

• Field Area Network (FAN). A private, secure two-way communication 
network that provides wireless communications across Xcel Energy’s 
service area – to, from, and among, field devices and our information 
systems. 

• Advanced Metering Infrastructure (AMI). AMI is an integrated system of 
advanced meters, communication networks, and data processing and 
management systems that is capable of secure two-way communication 
between Xcel Energy’s business and operational data systems and 
customer meters. 

• Fault Location, Isolation, and Service Restoration (FLISR). A form of 
distribution automation that involves the deployment of automated 
switching devices that work to detect issues on our system, isolate them, 
and restore power, thereby decreasing the duration of and number of 
customers affected an outage. 

• Integrated Volt Var Optimization (IVVO). An application that uses selected 
field devices to decrease system losses and optimize voltage as power 
travels from substations to customers. 

 
Xcel stated that these foundational advanced grid capabilities are expected to produce three 
outcomes: (1) a transformed customer experience, (2) improved core operations, and (3) facilitation of 
future capabilities.29  Xcel explained that drivers of the AGIS Initiative include the following:30 
 

• The Company’s strategic priorities to lead the clean energy transition, 
enhance the customer experience, and keep bills affordable; 

• The Company’s desire to meet the growing needs and expectations of our 
customers; 

• Current distribution system needs; and 
• Commission policy and direction, and stakeholder input relative to 

customer offerings, performance, and technological capabilities of the 
grid. 

 
 

                                                                 
28 IDP Executive Summary, at 5.   
29 IDP Executive Summary, at 5-8.  
30 IDP, at 147-148.  
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Xcel provided specific information related to the AGIS Initiative in Attachments M1 through M5 in the 
Direct Testimony of Company witnesses Mr. Duggirala, Mr. Gersack, Ms. Bloch, Mr. Cardenas, and Mr. 
Harkness.31  This direct testimony is from Xcel’s now withdrawn 2019 rate case filed in Docket No. 
E002/GR-19-564.  These attachments also detail Xcel’s cost-benefit analysis (CBA) of the AGIS Initiative 
as a whole, including individual components. 
 
Overall, Xcel represented that the benefit-cost (BC) ratio of the AGIS Initiative has a baseline of 0.87 
and ranges from 0.86 (low benefit/contingency) to 1.03 (high benefit/no contingency).32  Xcel did not 
conduct a CBA on the FAN component of the AGIS Initiative, explaining that the FAN component “in 
and of itself, does not provide direct benefits to customers or the Company."33   
 
Xcel witness Ravikrishna Duggirala provided the following BC ratio summary of the AGIS Initiative:34 
 

Table 3. Range of AGIS Benefit-to-Cost Ratios (Includes allocated components of FAN) 

 Low Sensitivity 
IVVO 1.0% Energy 

Savings, w/ Contingency 

Baseline 
IVVO 1.25% Energy Savings, 

w/ Contingency 

High Sensitivity 
IVVO 1.5% Energy Savings, 

No Contingency 
AMI 0.83 0.83 0.99 
FLISR 1.31 1.31 1.53 
IVVO 0.46 0.57 0.72 

Overall AGIS 0.86 0.87 1.03 
 
In addition to the AGIS Initiative, Xcel requested certification of its Advanced Distribution Planning Tool 
(APT).  Xcel explained that its proposed APT will enable the Company to meet its planning and 
regulatory requirements, resulting in incremental benefits for customers.35  Specifically, Xcel expects 
that the APT will enable more granular and robust load and DER scenario analysis and NWA analysis.36 
Xcel stated that it expects the total NSPM-specific costs to amount to approximately $4.0 million in 
2020, and that most of the costs would be capital expenses, though there would be minimal O&M-
related costs that recur each year including the cost of the hosting server and internal Company 
support, but that the maintenance costs for the APT are expected to be lower than those for the 
current tool.37 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                 
31 IDP, at 166-167. 
32 IDP, at 156.   
33 IDP, Att. M3, Harkness Direct (from Docket No. E002/M-19-564), at 89 of 143.  The FAN is “the primary communication 
network for many of the AGIS component to communicate with each other…” (Id., at 87 of 143).   
34IDP, Att. M5, Duggirala Direct (from Docket No. E002/GR-19-564), at 6 of 161.   
35 IDP Executive Summary, at 11. 
36 IDP Executive Summary, at 11. 
37 IDP, at 87-88.   
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II. DEPARTMENT ANALYSIS 
 
The analysis of the Minnesota Department of Commerce, Division of Energy Resources (Department) 
that follows is framed in response to the Commission’s Notice.   
 

A. ANALYSIS OF XCEL’S 2019 IDP 
 

1. Commission Acceptance of Xcel Energy’s IDP 
 
At present, the Department interprets the question of whether to accept a utility’s IDP as a question of 
whether the utility’s IDP contains the information and data required by the IDP Requirements and in 
light of the Commission’s previous order(s).  The Department’s analysis of whether to accept an IDP 
therefore looks to whether Xcel addressed each of its IDP Requirements as modified by the 
Commission’s July 16, 2019 Order and whether Xcel provided additional information related to the 
Order.  
Xcel provided a Compliance Matrix in Attachment A2 of its 2019 IDP.  This Compliance Matrix includes 
a description of each of the IDP Requirements, the requirements imposed on Xcel’s 2019 IDP by the 
Order, and where in Xcel’s IDP information related to those requirements can be found.  The 
Department reviewed Xcel’s Compliance Matrix and the relevant portions of its 2019 IDP.  The 
Department concludes that Xcel provided information relevant to the IDP Requirements and the Order.   
 
The Department appreciates the Company’s considerable efforts in compiling this report and 
complying with the IDP Requirements and the Commission’s Order.   The Department recommends 
that the Commission accept Xcel Energy’s 2019 IDP compliance with reporting requirements. 
(Recommendation 1) 
 

2. Xcel Energy’s IDP and the Planning Objectives of the Commission’s Order 
 
Order Point #5 of the Commission’s July 16, 2019 Order requires Xcel to do the following: 
 

Xcel shall discuss in future filings how the IDP meets the Commission’s 
Planning Objectives, including: 

 

A. An analysis of how information presented in the IDP related to each 
Planning Objective; 

B. The location in the IDP; 
C. Analysis of efforts taken by the Company to improve upon the 

fulfillment of the Planning Objectives; and 
D. Suggestions as to any refinements to the IDP filing requirements 

that would enhance Xcel’s ability to meet the Planning Objectives. 
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Xcel provided a detailed response to Order Point #5 in Attachment B of its 2019 IDP.  Attachment B 
includes a detailed explanation of how the information presented in its IDP related to each of the 
Commission’s Planning Objective, where in the IDP that information can be found, efforts taken by the 
Company to provide the Commission and stakeholders with additional information related to the 
Planning Objectives, and a suggestion to move to a biennial filing cadence as a means to enhance its 
ability to meet the Planning Objectives.  
 
The Department’s review of Attachment B found that each of the Planning Objectives were addressed: 
Xcel analyzed how information presented in the IDP relates to each Planning Objective.  In Table 1 of 
Attachment B, Xcel provided the location of the topics of the first Planning Objective to the location in 
the IDP.  Xcel discussed how the second Planning Objective (to enable greater customer engagement, 
empowerment, and options for energy services) is extensively discussed in its IDP, especially as it 
relates to its AGIS Initiative and to its Grid Modernization and Customer Strategy discussed in Sections 
IX and X, respectively.  Xcel then pointed out how interrelated the second and third Planning 
Objectives are: “our description of our AGIS initiative...provides information and discussion relevant to 
the third planning objective.”38  The Department’s review of Sections IX and X of Xcel’s IDP support 
Xcel’s position that those sections also discuss the third Planning Objective.  Section XIII, entitled 
Existing and Potential New Grid Modernization Pilots, also discusses the third Planning Objective, as 
those pilots could lead to new platforms for new products, services, and opportunities for adoption of 
new distributed technologies.   
 
The fourth Planning Objective is designed to ensure optimized utilization of electricity grid assets and 
resources to minimize total system costs.  The Department is not positioned to evaluate whether Xcel’s 
IDP is optimally utilizing its assets to minimize costs at this time.  The Department expects that the 
fourth Planning Objective would become actualized over time through the expansion of Xcel’s ability to 
analyze non-wires alternatives (NWA) and through the Company’s ability to provide more detailed 
information related to alternatives to Xcel’s stated plans for distribution system upgrades and 
investments and grid modernization plans, and through its cost-benefit analyses that more explicitly 
consider these alternatives.  At this time, the Department notes that Xcel’s NWA analysis and its 
planning efforts related to distributed energy resources (DERs) are conceivable paths to optimized 
utilization of existing assets, as NWAs and DERs have the potential to defray capital investments and 
lead to more cost-effective solutions.  Toward that end, the Company’s discussion of the Advanced 
Planning Tool (APT) includes a description of how the APT can help Xcel conduct load and DER scenario 
analyses and NWA analyses.39  While the APT represents an investment of $4.0 million, if the tool leads 
to ratepayer benefit by helping the Company defray capital investments through cost-effective NWA 
analysis and implementation, the fourth Planning Objective can be actualized in future IDPs and 
subsequent Company efforts.   
 
 
 

                                                                 
38 IDP, Att. B, at 5.   
39 IDP, at 11, 98.   
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Additionally, investments and efforts related to the distribution system that prolong the serviceable 
life of distribution system equipment and enhance the efficient deliverability of energy can also fulfill 
the purpose of the fourth Planning Objective.  Xcel’s FLISR proposal, for instance, is intended to 
automate restoration of service outages or otherwise help facilitate a more timely and efficient 
restoration of service.40  While the Department is not in a position to evaluate the specific costs and 
benefits of this proposal at this time, such a proposal, in theory, can help fulfill the intent of the fourth 
Planning Objective. 
 
The fifth Planning Objective relates to whether the IDP provides the Commission with the information 
necessary to understand Xcel’s short-term and long-term distribution system plans, the costs and 
benefits of specific alternatives, and a comprehensive analysis of ratepayer cost and value.  Xcel 
indicated that it provided a significant amount of information related to the fifth Planning Objective.  
The Department confirms that this information was provided in the IDP, though the Department defers 
to the Commission as to whether the information provided was sufficiently comprehensive. 
 
The Department concludes that the information contained in the IDP Report is relevant to the 
Commission’s planning objectives and contains a sufficient amount of information to assess whether 
outcomes that the planning objectives articulate can materialize over time.   
 

3. Filing Requirements Providing the Most Value  
 
In general, the Department’s position regarding distribution system planning has focused on three 
overarching themes: (1) distribution system planning should itself be cost-effective and lead to 
outcomes that are also cost-effective; (2) distribution system planning reporting should correct a 
historic, long-term information asymmetry between regulators and utilities; and (3) IDP requirements 
between utilities should be consistent to the greatest extent practicable.   
IDP requirements that are responsive to these three themes are ones that the Department supports in 
principle.  In practice, however, there exists the possibility that specific IDP requirements may be 
ineffective, superfluous, or worse, contravene the intent of distribution system planning and create 
opportunities for utilities to justify unnecessary expenditures of ratepayer funds.   
 
Xcel has now filed its second IDP.  At this stage, it may be possible to make a preliminary determination 
of which IDP Requirements provide the most value.  The Department affirms, however, that it is 
important to ensure that IDP requirements and investments are reasonable and expected to lead to 
greater technical or economic efficiencies that are demonstrably beneficial to ratepayers and in the 
public interest.  
 
 
 
 

                                                                 
40 IDP Executive Summary, at 5; IDP, at 44, 147-148, Att. M2, Direct Testimony of Ms. Kelly Bloch, Section V(F), Att. M3, 
Direct Testimony of Mr. David Harkness, Section V(E)(5).   
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Toward that end, sections of Xcel’s IDP related to cost-benefit analyses of distribution system 
investments, historical and projected budgeting processes, NWA analysis, and Xcel’s approach to 
system planning seem to be valuable.  They help stakeholders understand how Xcel plans for its system 
and correct the historic information asymmetry between utilities and the regulatory stakeholder 
community, what various costs and benefits are, and help provide insight into whether and how Xcel 
can defray capital investments that are costly to ratepayers. 
 
The Department maintains that an important focus for Xcel and other stakeholders should be on the 
“low-hanging fruit” of the distribution system: improvements that are likely to be beneficial to 
ratepayers regardless of the speed or scale of the technological change affecting the distribution 
system.  These “no regrets” policies are demonstrably positive for ratepayers and utilities, and could 
result in better technical and economic efficiencies, and would not preclude even more beneficial 
outcomes (i.e. any action or investment avoids any lock-in effects).  The Department expects to be able 
to assess which IDP Requirements are most beneficial and lead to a focus on the “low-hanging fruit” as 
the IDP process evolves and future iterations are made. 
 

4. Filing Requirements that Require Modification or Deletion 
 
The fourth topic of the Commission’s Notice asks whether there are any filing requirements that are 
not informative and/or should be deleted or modified, and asks stakeholders to explain why. 
 
At this time, the Department does not have any recommendations related to the modification, 
addition, or deletion of IDP filing requirements.   
 

5. IDP Filing Cadence 
 
The fifth topic of the Commission’s Notice asks whether the Commission should accept Xcel Energy’s 
request to file the next IDP no later than November 1, 2021, and move from an annual to biennial IDP 
filing for the Company going forward. 
 
Xcel stated the following in support of its request:41 
 

We believe a biennial filing would better allow time to fully engage with 
stakeholders on the Commission’s planning objectives between IDP filings, 
as well as to address important issues such as distributed energy resources 
(DER) planning, a comprehensive approach to non-wire alternatives 
(NWA), and our advanced grid plans.  The present annual filing schedule 
also does not allow the Company to make significant, meaningful progress 
on its objectives between these extensive filings.   

 
The Department notes that Xcel also stated that a biennial filing cadence is consistent with other 
Minnesota utilities and the grid modernization statute filing requirements.42   

                                                                 
41 IDP Cover Letter, at 3-4. 
42 IDP Executive Summary, at 22.   



Docket No. E002/M-19-666 
Analysts assigned: Matthew Landi and Tricia DeBleeckere 
Page 14 
 
 
 
The Department supports Xcel’s request, but requests that Xcel provide, in reply comments, an 
explanation as to whether an annual update regarding the following aspects of the IDP are feasible: 
 

• Baseline Financial Data, IDP Requirements 3.A.26-30; 
• Non-Wires (Non-Traditional) Alternatives Analysis, IDP Requirements E.1-2. 

 
Additionally, the Department requests that Xcel provide, in reply comments, whether it is reasonable 
to provide a narrative explanation of the differences between the new IDP filing and the previous IDP 
filing to help focus stakeholder review.     
 
For instance, the Department notes that some elements of the 2019 IDP are identical to the 2018 IDP 
(e.g., substantial portions of the Executive Summary were carried over from the 2018 IDP into the 2019 
IDP).  The Department did not perform a careful textual analysis comparing all elements of the 2018 
and 2019 IDPs, but expresses concern that some elements of the IDP may become superfluous over 
time if such practices continue.  While this concern may be mitigated if a biennial cadence is adopted, 
the Department concludes that it would nevertheless be helpful for stakeholders and the Commission 
if Xcel provided an overview and explanation of what changes were made to the IDP between filings, if 
any.  This explanation could be filed in the annual update, or included as a separate introductory 
section in subsequent IDP filings. 
 
As a preliminary manner, the Department makes the following recommendation, subject to Xcel’s 
response: 
 
The Department recommends that the Commission require Xcel to file its next IDP no later than 
November 1, 2021 and move from an annual to biennial IDP filing going forward, but to file an 
annual update of the following IDP requirements and provide the following information: 
 

• Baseline Financial Data, IDP Requirements 3.A.26-30; and 
• Non-Wires (Non-Traditional) Alternatives Analysis, IDP Requirements E.1-2. 

(Recommendation 2) 
 
The Department views a biennial filing cadence with annual updates of financial and NWA analysis 
information as a potentially optimal path forward, as the Department views the IDP requirements 
related to financial data and NWA analysis as helpful in understanding how ratepayer funds are spent 
on the distribution system and due to the potential to defer utility investments in capital assets.   
 

6. Other Issues 
 
The sixth topic of the Commission’s Notice asks whether there are other issues or concerns related to 
this matter. 
 
The Department does not have any other issues or concerns related to this matter at this time.  
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B. AGIS AND APT CERTIFICATION ANALYSIS 
 

1. Background on Certification 

As discussed above, certification, under the distribution grid modernization provision (under the 
Biennial Transmission Projects Statute) requires Xcel on a biennial basis to identify grid modernization 
projects that are necessary to modernization the distribution system.43  
 
The statute requires that the Commission certify, certify as modified, or deny certification of the 
transmission and distribution projects proposed under subdivision 2 by June 1 the following year.  The 
statute provides three findings that that the Commission must make when certifying a transmission 
project, however, that statute does not provide (any) findings the Commission should consider when 
certifying a distribution system project.44  Therefore, there is no statutory guidance on what 
certification means in the context of a distribution system modernization project nor what the 
Commission should consider in certification.  No rules on this statute have been promulgated.45 

 
In 2015, at the same time the Legislature amended Minn. Stat. §216B.2425 to add distribution-
planning provisions, it amended Minn. Stat. §216B.16, subdivision 7b to allow for rider recovery of the 
above-mentioned distribution costs following notice, comment, and Commission approval.46 Costs 
could still be recovered through a general rate case in lieu of the rider, providing Xcel optionality.  As 
amended, subdivision 7b allows for transmission rider recovery of jurisdictional costs net of associated 
revenues of (partial list): 

 
• projects approved by the Commission under Minn. Stat. 216B.243 (certificate 

of need) or transmission or distribution facilities that are certified as a priority 
projects under section 216B.2425;47 

• costs associated with distribution planning required under section 216B.2425; 
and  

• costs associated with investments in distribution facilities to modernize the 
utility’s grid that have been certified by the Commission under section 
216B.2425.48  

 
 
 

                                                                 
43 Minn. Stat. §216B.2425 Subd. 2 (e) and Subd. 3. 
44 Minn. Stat. §216B.2425, Subd. 2(e) and Subd. 3.: 1) that [the transmission project] is necessary to maintain reliability, 2) it 
is needed pursuant to certificate of need statutes, and 3) is generally in the public interest.  
45 Several parties (Department, Office of the Attorney General) advocated for the Commission to initiate a rulemaking on 
this topic in Docket No. E002/M-15-962 when the certification question was first before the Commission. 
46 Minn. Stat. §216B.16, Subd. 7b. 
47 The term ”priority” is not used in Minn. Stat. §216B.2425 other than to refer to transmission projects. 
48 Minn. Stat. §216B.16, Subd. 7b(b)(5). 
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To date, Xcel has made three certification requests, including six projects:  
 

• 2015: Advanced Data Management System (ADMS) and the Belle Plaine Battery 
Project49 

• 2017: Time of Use (TOU) Pilot and FLISR50 
• 2019: Advanced Grid Intelligence System (AGIS) and an Advanced Planning Tool (APT)51 

Of the six projects, only the ADMS and the TOU Pilot were certified by the Commission.52,53   
 
In the original 2015 ADMS Certification Petition, Xcel explained the scope of the ADMS Project:54 
 

As we work to implement ADMS, we currently plan to deploy the short-
term applications at each of our operating companies …. Our initial roll out 
will encompass the following installations, analysis, and training:  

• Unbalanced State Estimation … 
• Fault Location Prediction … 
• Fault Location, Isolation and Service Restoration … 
• Integrated Voltage & VAr Optimization … 
• Distributed Energy Resource Monitoring … 
• Study Mode & Engineering Analysis … 
• Operator Training Simulator …. 

 
Xcel Energy noted in the 2015 ADMS Certification Petition its cost estimate (at the time of the October 
30, 2015 filing) was:55 
 

[Nine] million per year in 2016, 2017, and 2018 to implement the initial roll 
out of ADMS with additional funding necessary for added functionality 
after these years. These initial cost estimates are based on preliminary 
vendor cost estimates and industry partner experience. We will submit 
more thorough documentation along with our cost recovery request next 
fall upon certification of this project. 

                                                                 
49 Docket No. E002/M-15-962. 
50 Docket No. E002/M-17-775 and M-17-776. 
51 Docket No. E002/M-19-666 (Instant Petition). 
52 Order Certifying Advanced Distribution-Management System (ADMS) Project Under Minn. Stat. §216B.2425 and Requiring 
Distribution Study (2015 ADMS Certification Petition), dated June 28, 2016, Docket E002/M-15-962; and Order Approving 
Pilot Program, Setting Reporting Requirements, and Denying Certification Request, dated August 7, 2018, Docket Nos. 
E002/M-17-775 and E002/M-17-776. 
53 The TOU Pilot was certified with the understanding that Xcel would seek TOU Pilot cost recovery in the next TCR. 
However, in the latest IDP, Xcel noted that the TOU costs are expected to be recovered in the next rate case. (See IDP, at 
162). 
54 Xcel Energy 2015 ADMS Certification Petition, dated October 30, 2015, Docket E002/M-15-962, at 13-14. The 
implementation dates noted in Xcel’s 2015 IDP have been modified and are currently set for 2020 per the 2019 IDP, see 
below. 
55 2015 ADMS Certification Petition, at 14-15.   

https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b6ACF016C-3E0E-4CA7-A52A-35FD0E28D7FB%7d&documentTitle=20166-122702-01
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b6ACF016C-3E0E-4CA7-A52A-35FD0E28D7FB%7d&documentTitle=20166-122702-01
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b103F1565-0000-C21D-B43D-24C097C567A3%7d&documentTitle=20188-145582-01
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b103F1565-0000-C21D-B43D-24C097C567A3%7d&documentTitle=20188-145582-01
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b5E76BE76-9C21-45ED-AC0C-B1446EB6DBB6%7d&documentTitle=201511-115454-01
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During the comment period on the 2015 ADMS Certification Petition, parties argued in depth over 
what certification may mean and what level of information should be provided (either at the 
certification stage or at the cost recovery petition).56  Xcel argued in response to these comments that 
the Commission should not delay a decision on whether to certify the ADMS, and it should look to how 
it certifies transmission projects for rider inclusion, in that the Commission determines whether the 
project meets the statutory requirements and whether the project would be eligible for cost recovery.  
Xcel noted that its preliminary cost estimates of the ADMS should not prevent the project from being 
certified since the Commission would retain oversight of the project costs through the annual 
Transmission Cost Recovery (TCR) Rider process.57  Additionally, in response to several parties’ 
concerns that its proposal did not contain enough information about incremental costs, Xcel Energy 
indicated that such levels of detail were more appropriate for its [2017 TCR Rider] cost recovery 
filing.58   

 
Ultimately, the Commission provided in its 2015 ADMS Certification Order some information on what it 
deemed certification to mean:59 
 

The Commission clarifies that its decision to certify the ADMS project does 
not imply any decision regarding recovery of the project’s costs. The 
Commission’s decision represents only a finding that the project is 
consistent with the requirements of section 216B.2425.  Any rider recovery 
of costs associated with the project will be determined in response to a 
petition for rider recovery of those costs under Minn. Stat. § 216B.16, 
subd. 7b.  At that time, Xcel Energy will have the burden of establishing the 
prudence of the costs it requests to recover through the TCR Rider. 

 
Following in November 2017, Xcel petitioned for cost recovery of $69.1 million in ADMS Project costs 
via the 2017 TCR Rider, noting that the $27 million of certified costs (included in the 2015 ADMS 
Certification Petition) was the initial cost estimate.  Xcel argued that original cost estimate included an 
additional amount of unquantified funding beyond those years (versus “additional expenses for added 
functionality”).60  Additionally, during the evaluation of the 2017 TCR Rider, the Commission raised 
questions regarding the ADMS project scope and what applications were purchased and which were in 
use.  In light of these questions, the Commission required annual ADMS compliance filings in order to 
gain additional information on the project, status updates on implementation, and additional detail on 
ADMS spending (information which was not provided in the 2017 TCR Rider Petition).  Ultimately, at 
the end of the 2017 TCR Rider proceeding, Xcel revised the amount requested to only its 2018 

                                                                 
56 See initial comments in Docket E002/M-15-962, generally. 
57 Xcel Energy Reply Comments, dated February 22, 2016, Docket E002/M-15-962, at 4, 17, and 20. 
58 Id., at 17-18.  
59 Order Certifying ADMS, Docket E002/M-15-962.  
60 2015 ADMS Certification Petition, at 14; 2017 TCR Rider Petition, Attachment 1A, at 1-2. 

https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b6B77B766-E158-4EF8-B9FF-B11C63F028FF%7d&documentTitle=20162-118540-01
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spending of $10.2 million, which the Commission approved.  The Commission also required Xcel to 
provide additional information in future cost recovery requests.61     
In the pending 2019 TCR Rider Petition, Xcel has requested recovery of additional costs for the ADMS 
totaling $27.2 million in 2019-2020 forecasted ADMS capital costs.  Xcel also noted that the estimated 
$69.1 million remains Xcel’s forecasted overall capital spend for the project.62   
 
In this instant docket, the AGIS and APT requests are proposed for certification.  Due to the filing of the 
AGIS and APT certification request on the same day as the (now withdrawn) 2019 rate case petition, 
the information contained in the AGIS certification request is much more detailed than in previous 
certification filings because of the cost recovery request through the rate case.  In the withdrawn rate 
case, Xcel had included AGIS costs through 2022.  Xcel noted that if the rate case deferral proposal was 
granted (and it was), Xcel would preserve the option to request recovery of AGIS costs either in the 
TCR Rider or in the next rate case.63 

 
The Department highlights this history to note its concerns with 1) the continued unclear meaning of 
certification (both as written and as experienced in practice), 2) the experience of escalating project 
costs, and 3) the lack of sufficiently delineated certifications (lack of clarity regarding whether 
certification applies to the cost and technology certified or the cost, technology, and resulting 
capabilities (and all else claimed).  
 
While some clarity has been gained on what certification means from the Commission’s 2015 ADMS 
Certification Order (cited above), on-going developments since that order was issued (ADMS 
implementation and cost changes), causes the Department to have reservations in using this process to 
certify projects like AGIS.  The AGIS scale, significance of the costs, lack of tangible ratepayer benefits, 
questionable cost-benefit ratio, as well as the Commission’s and stakeholders’ relative lack of 
familiarity with the nature of the project (grid and service transforming technologies) requires 
additional thorough analysis and review.  This is discussed in more detail below. 
 

2. The AGIS Initiative 
 
a.) Overview of Costs and Implementation Timeline 

 
As noted above, Xcel is seeking certification of the AGIS proposal, which includes AMI, FAN, FLISR and 
IVVO and is estimated to cost $582 million dollars in capital costs and $152 in on-going operations and 
maintenance costs (through 2029).   
 
 
                                                                 
61 Order Authorizing Rider Recovery, Setting Return on Equity, and Filing Requirements, dated September 27, 2019, Docket 
No. E002/M-17-797. 
62 Xcel Transmission Cost Recovery Rider Petition, dated November 15, 2019, and Compliance Filing, dated February 26, 
2020, Docket No. E002/M-19-721. 
63 IDP, at 3-5. The next TCR Rider petition is expected in November 2021 and the next rate case is anticipated in November 
2020. 

https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b90C2736D-0000-C01D-9089-5F9E7FB89DA6%7d&documentTitle=20199-156134-01
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7bE00C716E-0000-CA1D-BD31-1AE2AC9C35BC%7d&documentTitle=201911-157600-01
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/EFiling/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7bE07E8370-0000-CA15-87E3-665B912E99DD%7d&documentTitle=20202-160730-01
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Xcel explains that, “In addition to transforming the customer experience, these foundational and core 
investments will allow us to advance our technical capabilities to deliver reliable, safe, and resilient 
energy that customers value.”64  Xcel indicates that timing of these investments is due in part to Xcel’s 
existing Automated Meter Reading (AMR) service, no longer being supported by Landis+Gyr (Cellnet).  
Product parts for the existing meters will no longer be available post-2022 and Xcel’s contract for 
meter reading services expires at the end of 2025.65  
 
The AGIS implementation timeline is as follows: 

 
Table 4: AGIS Initiative Implementation Timeline66 

Program Implementation Timeline 
ADMS In-service 2020 
AMI Meter roll-out 2021-2024 
FAN Deployment 2021-2024 (preceding AMI deployment by approx. six months) 

FLISR Limited testing 2020; Implementation 2020-2028 
IVVO Limited testing 2021; Implementation 2021-2024 

 
Xcel notes that long-range plans include potential future AGIS investments, which are not yet planned 
nor ready for presentation to the Commission.67  The Department concludes that the wording of any 
certification approval be carefully considered so as not to implicitly approve all  investments that Xcel 
refers to as AGIS-related, to ensure that it is understood that certification does not extend to future 
AGIS activities that are not yet known. 
 

b.) Process Considerations to Ensure that the Scope of AGIS Certification is Clear, Refined, 
Assesses Ratepayer Value, and Receives Sufficient Ratepayer Input 
 

In the 2015 ADMS certification proceeding, Xcel argued that certification means eligibility for rider 
recovery, as would be allowed for a transmission-certified project.68  However, as required by statute, 
transmission-certified projects have findings and established (certificate of need) criteria that are 
rigorously analyzed (often in a contested case proceeding) prior to the transmission project being 
certified.  Through the process to make a determination of eligibility (either through a certificate of 
need or eligibility for TCR Rider recovery), it is known exactly at what cost, scope, and functionality 
those investments are to perform.  Regarding certification of projects proposed through the IDP 
process, there is no threshold or criteria other than Xcel’s assertion that the project is necessary to 
modernize the electrical system.  
                                                                 
64IDP Executive Summary, at 5. 
65 IDP, at 150. 
66 IDP, at 153. 
67 IDP, at 153. 
68 2015 ADMS Certification Petition Order, at 8. 
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The Department concludes that, as shown through the record development surrounding the 2015 
ADMS Certification Petition, the 2017 TCR Rider Petition, and the 2019 TCR Rider Petition, using the 
existing certification process (without refinement) is not in the public interest.  

 
The Department concludes that projects or investments should not be certified until there is greater 
rigor and clarity around either the definition of certification, or more record development, as discussed 
below.  Further, the Department is concerned that once certified, the burden will be shifted to 
stakeholders to argue why costs (or exceedances) are imprudent, given that the Commission has 
certified a project that the utility has deemed necessary to modernize the electrical system.  As the 
statute stands currently, certification imbues a favorable decision on the project costs’ necessity, 
prudence, and reasonableness—all determinations that the Commission would be required to 
otherwise make with a more complete record and rigorous process.  
 
Given the high cost estimates provided by Xcel in this proceeding, in excess of $600M, the Department 
concludes that it is prudent to refine the certification process as used for projects certified through the 
IDP process, given that certification allows rider recovery.  Rider treatment is typically used as an 
incentive to encourage utilities to make certain decisions.  Here, in both the case of AGIS and APT, Xcel 
is actively and continually pursuing these investments in tandem with record development, not waiting 
for rider recovery approval.  While the Department believes it is important to continue evaluation of 
AGIS and APT certification, given Xcel’s request, the need for rider treatment does not appear to be a 
driving factor in these initiatives.  Therefore, the Department questions whether rider treatment is 
necessary and appropriate (at a minimum for the AGIS investment) and for any future investments of 
this scale. 
 
Given the material issues involved with this proposal, including significant costs, data privacy matters, 
and operation of Xcel’s system (to name a few), a contested case is the most appropriate course of 
action in order to ensure that the Commission has a reasonably developed record for its decisions.  The 
Department concludes that it would be appropriate to refer review of Xcel’s AGIS Initiative to the 
Office of Administrative Hearings (OAH) for a contested case proceeding.   
The Department notes that the Commission has used a contested case proceeding on a sub-issue of a 
rate case proceeding in the past.  See the Commission’s April 15, 2016 Order Asking Commissioner of 
Commerce to Seek Funding for Specialized Technical Professional Investigative Service under Minn. Stat. 
§216B.62, subd. 8 in Docket No. E002/GR-15-826.  The companion docket is Docket No. E002/ CI-13-
754. 
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The Department recommends that the Commission refer the AGIS Initiative certification request to 
the OAH for a contested case hearing for further record development on the scope of the AGIS 
investments (AMI, FAN, FLISR, IVVO) to provide clarity on, at a minimum: 

• available system services and functions and when available; 
• clearly identified costs; 
• clearly identified benefits (including third party services in which revenues 

should included to offset costs or reduce rates);  
• plans for when customer and system value will be established as well as what 

those plans should consider; 
• pricing of system services and function (to allow for known and upfront 

ratepayer options for all levels of service) and impact on non-participant 
ratepayers; 

• plans for system roll-out (e.g., businesses classes first, then residential). 
(Recommendation 3)  

 
While the Department argues that the Commission should refer this matter to a contested case 
hearing, in the event that the Commission decides to certify any of the AGIS Initiative, the Department 
offers the following, conditional recommendation in order to protect ratepayers and hold Xcel 
accountable to the costs and benefits it represents in its certification request.  
 
If the Commission certifies all or a portion of the AGIS Initiative, inclusive of the costs as represented 
by Xcel in its certification request, the Department recommends strong cost caps and clear 
descriptions of what is certified to protect ratepayers from cost exceedances, changing project 
descriptions, and in the event that the capabilities, functionalities, and benefits that Xcel 
represented in the certification request do not materialize.  The Department also recommends that 
any certification should be conditioned on a presumption that all revenues from the AGIS Initiative 
belong to ratepayers unless otherwise approved by the Commission.  (Recommendation 4)  

 
c.) Assuring Ratepayer Value from the AGIS Initiative Investments Depends on Functionality 

and Use and Further Framework Development is Needed Prior to Certification or Cost 
Recovery 

 
Much of the value of the investments, and most of the future customer-facing value, depends on how 
the technology and resulting data is used.  Therefore, while the estimated costs appear to be known, at 
least in the near term, the customer-facing CBA results of less than 1.25 (including benefits for new 
third-party services that could reduce costs to ratepayers) highlights the need for further evaluation 
and scrutiny.  
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Xcel provided support for its belief that the entirety of the AGIS and APT proposals are reasonable and 
needed, including a quantitative and non-quantifiable cost benefit analysis, however, much of the 
qualitative AGIS project value lies in how the system components will be used in the future.  Those 
future potential benefits need further development and support to ensure that the asserted benefits 
used in support of the projects materialize.   

 
Table 5: AGIS Initiative Combined Cost-Benefit Ratio69 

 
 
Xcel’s IDP outlines its plans and timelines for further development of some customer-facing benefits, 
but a more comprehensive list of ratepayer and customer needs (and system interaction options or 
boundaries) needs to be developed in order to ensure AGIS and APT investments are, or will be, 
justified.  The Department understands that all future benefits may not be foreseeable at this time.  
However, now that Xcel’s general customer strategy and its vision for its future is known through this 
filing, it is reasonable to require that some baseline of agreement - if not a detailed agreement - of the 
reasonableness of future products, services, requirements, boundaries, and parameters is established 
prior to certification or cost recovery. 
 
 
 
 

                                                                 
69 IDP, Att. M1, Gersack Direct, at 168. 
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Xcel proposed that some plans and additional filings will be created and filed, and has an initial 
framework developed; however, the Company is not seeking approval of specific provisions at this 
time.70  Xcel noted that it intends to submit the following filings during the 5-year action plan period, 
and anticipates requesting necessary Commission approvals and eliciting stakeholder input: 
 

• Opt-out provisions – requesting approval of the processes, cost structure, and tariffs 
necessary to allow customers to opt out of AMI meter installation (2020); 

• AMI billing – requesting approval of a rule variance and any tariff changes necessary 
to enable AMI interval billing (2020); 

• Proposal to enable remote connect/disconnect capabilities; 
• Proposal to request approval of a pre-pay option for customers; and  
• Future service quality reporting under Minnesota Rules (beginning April 1, 2022) and 

the Company’s Quality of Service Plan (QSP) (beginning May 1, 2022) to address any 
impacts to service quality metrics as a result of AGIS implementation. 

 
Figure 1: Xcel’s 2019 IDP Stakeholder Presentation71 

 
 
Xcel alludes to many future products and services in which the details and other terms will need 
development, see Appendix A.72  However, given the low CBA results, certification should not be 
granted unless and until those future costs and benefits can be sufficiently quantified, or terms and 
conditions surrounding future products and services are established, to assure the certified projects 
are in the public interest.  At a minimum, Xcel should establish:  
 

                                                                 
70 IDP, Att. M1, Gersack Direct, at 148. 
71 Xcel’s September 2019 Stakeholder Presentation, slide 41, Docket No. E002/CI-18-251. 
72 IDP, at 163. 
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1. a comprehensive list of products or customer services necessary to achieve the 
benefits assumed;  

2. the timing of  products or customer services development and implementation;  
3. the plans or frameworks that will be used to guide expectations for future 

service offerings, and 
4. the level of Commission guidance or approval each product or service would 

require prior to implementation.  
 
In order for a public interest determination in a certification or cost-recovery proposal to be based on 
facts and to ensure that the Commission is able to hold the utility accountable for the asserted costs 
and benefits of the proposal, plans or frameworks surrounding (at least) the following items need to be 
developed and established prior to certification and cost-recovery authorizations (this list is a draft of 
what would be required under No. 3, above):  
 

• opt-out provisions; 
• AMI, FLISR and IVVO geographic and customer type roll-out plan: 
• enhanced customer privacy provisions and reporting tool or requirements for 

instances of inadvertent data release; 
• customer data access terms; 
• third-party data access and privacy and security; 
• potential DER interconnection agreement updates;  
• potential interconnection agreement process modifications; 
• future product and services revenue tracking and reporting (used as offset to 

customer costs); 
• operational changes, including costs and savings; 
• Midcontinent Independent System Operator (MISO), NERC, or other entity 

product integration or current market or reliability restrictions; 
• third-party interoperability terms (AMI and FAN);  
• rate design implementation plan; 

 
Xcel has already entered into contracts with Itron for AMI and system application development, 
therefore it is prudent to establish ratepayer value (through conditions and requirements on the 
meters and future applications) now, at the initial cost evaluation stage and while the system 
applications are under development.73  Should the ratepayer value fail to materialize after the meter 
infrastructure is certified or approved for cost recovery, it will be difficult for the Commission and 
stakeholders to determine a course to rectify the situation. Thus, additional process is reasonable and 
reasonable now, prior to any certification or cost recovery decisions.  
 

                                                                 
73 See: https://www.smart-energy.com/industry-sectors/smart-meters/itron-and-xcel-to-build-an-advanced-electrical-grid-
of-the-future/, accessed February 29, 2020. 

https://www.smart-energy.com/industry-sectors/smart-meters/itron-and-xcel-to-build-an-advanced-electrical-grid-of-the-future/
https://www.smart-energy.com/industry-sectors/smart-meters/itron-and-xcel-to-build-an-advanced-electrical-grid-of-the-future/
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In light of the future system envisioned by Xcel, future plans or frameworks need to be established 
prior to the certification of any investments or projects. 
 
In addition to the need to more definitively identify the future costs and benefits of the AGIS Initiative, 
a comprehensive and thorough review and assessment of the prudency of AGIS investment is needed 
due to the fact that the scope of the AGIS investments and the potential resulting system 
transformation is significantly different from traditional utility service as it exists today.   
 
Xcel noted in its filing that it has conducted general surveys and gained information from third-party 
survey data (i.e. Smart Energy Consumer Collaborative and GTM Research, etc.) and gained 
stakeholder input through input on numerous Commission dockets.74  Additionally, Xcel has 
established plans for buy-in from multiple AGIS stakeholders at several stages (pre-deployment and 
deployment) including engagement from customers, community leaders, customer care agents, and 
employees).75  Xcel noted that additional public outreach was likely warranted through the AGIS 
evaluation process, and may not be possible within a six-month certification proceeding:76 
 

The normal procedural schedule for certification under Minn. Stat. § 
216B.2425 would require a determination by June 1, 2020, and under 
normal circumstances, we believe the process leading to certification 
should resemble a resource acquisition proceeding under the 
Commission’s normal notice and comment procedures that could, in the 
Commission’s discretion and depending on the scope of the investment, 
include one or more public hearings. We recognize, however, that the 
schedule in the General Rate Case does not align with that timing. In 
addition, the AGIS initiative includes large investments and is supported by 
a sizeable filing that may require analysis beyond the six-month 
certification timeframe, even if the General Rate Case is withdrawn. Thus, 
we offer to work with the Commission and stakeholders to set an 
appropriate deadline and procedural schedule for consideration of these 
investments. 

 
Due to the scope of technology change, investment, and changing public interface, the Department 
concludes that additional public outreach is necessary and reasonable prior to certification of these 
investments to obtain input from members of the public that will be directly impacted by these 
changes.  The Department believes that a contested case hearing process that involves public input is 
necessary. The scope of the investment (several hundred million dollars) and the capabilities (e.g., the 
ability to communicate with home devices) needs input from the public.  While some customers likely 
want additional services to manage and control their home energy use, questions surround what level 
of input customers should have on those services, to what extent customers who do not want 

                                                                 
74 IDP, Att. M1, Gersack Direct, at 291. 
75 IDP, Att. M1, Gersack Direct, at 283-285, 286-287. 
76 IDP, at 3, 21, 155-156, 259. 
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additional services should be responsible for the costs of the enabling technologies, what protections 
are in place for privacy, who should own and facilitate the use of customer data that has not previously 
been collected or considered necessary for the provision of service, and who will reap the potential 
revenue from the use of that information and access to that information.77  
 

d.) Conclusion 
 
For all of the above reasons, the Department supports referring this matter for a contested case 
hearing.  It is prudent to allow for additional record development, to establish future requirements, 
and to solicit public input.  Referral of the matter in the near term would allow the projects and 
investments to align in parallel with either Xcel’s likely 2020 rate case (expected November 2020) or to 
inform future TCR Rider Petitions.  Referral (and a comprehensive evaluation) would also avoid 
potential redundancy or duplication of efforts, either through an additional evaluation in the 2020 rate 
case or through a second in-depth analysis in the next TCR Rider Petition.  Continuation of this record 
and any record development to date by parties should provide a foundation for a referral. 
 
Referral of this matter should include information and review of Xcel’s Incremental System Investment 
Initiative and the Company’s plans for increased distribution system spending as it relates to the 
overall initiative of Xcel to improve its customer experience. 
 

3. Advanced Planning Tool 

Xcel is also seeking certification of an Advanced Planning Tool estimated to cost $4 million dollars for 
the NSPM jurisdiction.78  The proposed implementation is already underway and is proposed to be 
included for use in the 2021 planning cycle: 

 
Figure 2: Xcel’s Planned APT Implementation Timeline79  

 
 
 

                                                                 
77 Some of these issues are still under appeal at the Minnesota Court of Appeals. 
78 IDP, at 12, 17.  
79 IDP, at 252. 
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The Department takes no position on whether to certify the APT at this initial comment stage.  While 
the APT seems like a useful tool and has the potential to advance several of the State’s policies and 
Commission’s requirements, and will likely significantly improve Xcel’s planning abilities, the tool 
currently described is conceptual and not a discrete project or investment (as of the time of the filing 
the vendor and ultimate tool provider was not yet under contract).  The conceptual nature of the tool, 
the Department’s concerns generally with certification (scope ambiguity, cost increases), and general 
lack of ratepayer protections, combined with the lack of need to incent Xcel to proceed with the APT, 
makes certification appear unnecessary. 
 
If the Commission chooses to certify the APT, the Department recommends that the Commission 
limit cost recovery to a hard cost cap of $4 million and the Commission detail in its order the specific 
scope and functionality expected from the APT (potentially, as detailed in Xcel’s filing). 
(Recommendation 5) 
 
III. DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The Department appreciates the opportunity to comment on Xcel Energy’s 2019 IDP and certification 
request and looks forward to the review of other stakeholder comments.  The Department makes the 
following, initial recommendations: 
 

 The Department recommends that the Commission accept Xcel Energy’s 2019 IDP compliance 
with reporting requirements. (Recommendation 1) 

 
 The Department recommends that the Commission require Xcel to file its next IDP no later than 

November 1, 2021 and move from an annual to biennial IDP filing going forward, but to file an 
annual update of the following IDP requirements and provide the following information: 

 
• Baseline Financial Data, IDP Requirements 3.A.26-30; and 
• Non-Wires (Non-Traditional) Alternatives Analysis, IDP Requirements E.1-2. 

(Recommendation 2) 
 
 The Department recommends that the Commission refer the AGIS Initiative certification 

request to the OAH for a contested case hearing for further record development on the scope 
of the AGIS investments (AMI, FAN, FLISR, IVVO) to provide clarity on, at a minimum: 

• available system services and functions and when available; 
• clearly identified costs; 
• clearly identified benefits (including third party services in which revenues should 

included to offset costs or reduce rates);  
• plans for when customer and system value will be established as well as what those 

plans should consider; 
• pricing of system services and function (to allow for known and upfront ratepayer 

options for all levels of service) and impact on non-participant ratepayers; 
• plans for system roll-out (e.g., businesses classes first, then residential). 

(Recommendation 3)  
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 If the Commission certifies all or a portion of the AGIS Initiative, inclusive of the costs as 

represented by Xcel in its certification request, the Department recommends strong cost caps 
and clear descriptions of what is certified to protect ratepayers from cost exceedances, 
changing project descriptions, and in the event that the capabilities, functionalities, and 
benefits that Xcel represented in the certification request do not materialize.  The Department 
also recommends that any certification should be conditioned on a presumption that all 
revenues from the AGIS Initiative belong to ratepayers unless otherwise approved by the 
Commission.  (Recommendation 4)  
 

 If the Commission chooses to certify the APT, the Department recommends that the 
Commission limit cost recovery to a hard cost cap of $4 million and the Commission detail in its 
order the specific scope and functionality expected from the APT (potentially, as detailed in 
Xcel’s filing). (Recommendation 5) 
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