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April 15, 2021

Mr. Will Seuffert

Executive Secretary

Minnesota Public Utilities Commission
121 East Seventh Place, Suite 350
St. Paul, MN 55101-2147

RE: In the Matter of an Inquiry into CenterPoint Energy’s Request for Approval of its
Advanced Metering Project
Docket No. G-008/M-21-48

Reply Comments

Dear Mr. Seuffert:

CenterPoint Energy Resources Corp., d/b/a CenterPoint Energy Minnesota Gas (“CenterPoint
Energy” or the “Company”) respectfully submits reply comments to the Comments of the
Minnesota Department of Commerce (“Department”) and the Citizens Utility Board of Minnesota
(“CuB”), filed on March 23, 2021 and March 29, 2021, respectively.

The Company thanks the Department and CUB for their analysis of the Company’s proposal. In
this filing, we respond to the comments filed; clarify the Phase 1 benefits; and withdraw our
request for deferred accounting for the Phase 1 deployment.

Sincerely,
/s/ Amber Lee

Amber Lee
Director, Regulatory Affairs

C: Service List



STATE OF MINNESOTA
BEFORE THE MINNESOTA PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION
121 Seventh Place East, Suite 350
St. Paul, MN 55101-2147

Katie Sieben Chair
Valerie Means Commissioner
Matt Schuerger Commissioner
Joseph Sullivan Commissioner
John Tuma Commissioner
In the Matter of an Inquiry into Docket No. G-008/M-21-48

CenterPoint Energy’s Request for Approval
Of its Advanced Metering Project
REPLY COMMENTS

l. Introduction

CenterPoint Energy Resources Corp., d/b/a CenterPoint Energy Minnesota Gas, (“CenterPoint
Energy” or the “Company”) respectfully submits the following Reply Comments to the Minnesota
Public Utilities Commission (“Commission”) in response to the Comments of the Minnesota
Department of Commerce (“Department”) and the Citizens Utility Board of Minnesota (“CUB”),
filed on March 23, 2021, and March 29, 2021, respectively.

On May 20, 2020, the Commission issued a Notice requiring rate regulated electric and natural
gas utilities to file a list of investments that may assist in Minnesota’s Economic Recovery from
the COVID-19 Pandemic in Docket No. E,G-999/CI-20-492. As that docket progressed, the
Company made several filings describing and refining a set of investments that may assist in
Minnesota’s economic recovery. Among the projects discussed, the Company proposed a
rollout of advanced meters. On December 18, 2020, the Company filed a Petition with several
project proposals for 2021 including a more limited advanced meter project. This docket was
established for consideration of the Company’s advanced meter project proposal."

On March 23, 2021, the Department submitted Comments on the Company’s advanced meter
proposal, recommending that the Commission deny approval of the proposal. The Department
1) questioned why the Company would move forward with the limited 2021 scope before
completing the larger analysis and review that will be necessary to move forward with the full
replacement in Phase 2; 2) recommended that the Commission deny the Company’s request for
deferred accounting, and 3) stated that the Department is “hesitant to recommend approval of
future spending projects without a fuller understanding of the rate impact of the polar vortex.”

' In the Matter of an Inquiry into CenterPoint Energy’s Request for Approval of Its Advanced Metering
Project, Docket No. GO08/M-21-48, Notice of Comment Period (Jan. 15, 2021).
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On March 29, 2021, CUB filed Comments also recommending denial of the limited scope 2021
proposal. Like the Department, CUB indicated they preferred to begin with an evaluation of the
full Phase 2 proposal, rather than moving forward in 2021 with a more limited scope. CUB also
referenced the February gas price spike as justification not to proceed with the proposed scope
of work, questioned the magnitude of safety and other benefits of the advanced meters,
particularly without also deploying an advanced communications system, and recommended the
Commission deny the Company’s request for deferred accounting.

In this filing, the Company responds to the comments received and

1) provides an update on its Phase 1 and Phase 2 advanced meter deployment plans and
includes an updated cost estimate for Phase 1 and a description of the Phase 1 benéefits,
and

2) withdraws our request for deferred accounting.

Attached to this filing as Exhibit 1 to this filing is an updated response to CUB’s Information
Request No. 2.

Il Phase 1 Meter Deployment and Benefits

The Company expects to install 15,200 advanced meters in 2021 with an incremental cost of
approximately $1.2 million. The expected annual impact of this project to a residential customer
with average usage is $0.10 in 2022.2 The number of meters for deployment in Phase 1 have
been reduced to ensure that we utilize the remaining stock of meters before transitioning to the
new meters going forward. Due to fewer meters planned to be installed, the total incremental
costs of Phase 1 has also been reduced from the previously projected $1.5 million to $1.2
million.® CenterPoint Energy intends to begin installing the Intelis residential meters in 2021 and
continue using the Intelis meters for all new residential service and to replace damaged,
obsolete, or failed residential meters going forward.

The Company also withdraws its request for deferred accounting with respect to this project.
Instead, CenterPoint Energy requests that the Commission approve the Phase 1 advanced
meter project as consistent with the Commission’s request for proposals that could assist with
economic recovery in the May 22, 2020, Order in Docket No. E,G-999/CI-20-425 and find that
the acceleration of this project should not be a basis for any disallowance of cost recovery in the
future. The Company intends to move forward with Phase 1 activities beginning in 2021 and the
costs will be included in the next general rate case filing. In that proceeding, interested parties

2 The timing and details of these rate impacts will depend on the timing of when CenterPoint Energy files
its next general rate case.

3 Updated cost estimates were also used in the current projections. The difference in the per meter cost
from CenterPoint Energy’s December 18, 2020 filing is due to the lower number of meters planned for
implementation.
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and the Commission will have an opportunity to evaluate the reasonableness and prudence of
the costs.

Below, the Company clarifies the benefits that will occur immediately with the installation of
these meters in Phase 1. As CUB rightly points out, there are additional benefits that can be
realized if the meters are connected to a communication network, but the benefits listed below
will occur upon the installation of these meters without a communication network.

a. Benefits of Phase 1 Deployment

i. Safety Benefits

The proposed Itron Intelis meters have three major safety features that will provide benefits
upon Phase 1 deployment and allow the Company to change how it will respond to leaks and
other events and issues that require meters to be shut off.

1) Automatic Shutoff — High Gas Flow: The Intelis meter features a built-in high flow
alarm that identifies potentially dangerous conditions such as open fuel lines,
automatically triggering shutoff.

2) Automatic Shutoff — High Temperature: The meter incorporates a temperature
sensor that automatically triggers shutoff.

3) Remote Shutoff — These meters can be remotely shut off using current radio
technology from within 1,000 feet of the meter.

Table 1 below identifies specific situations in which these features would increase safety for
customers, Company field personnel, and the communities we serve.

Table 1. Scenarios of Enhanced Safety

Scenario Benefit of Advanced Meters

The meter will automatically shut off gas to
the home in the case of high gas flows.

1) Major gas leak inside a customer In cases where the automatic shutoff is not
premise due to damaged/severed triggered (based on the flow of the gas), a
customer-owned natural gas piping technician can shut off the flow of gas from a

safe distance using the meter’s remote
shutoff capability.

The meter will automatically shut off gas flow

_ to the home if it senses high temperatures
2) Afire near the meter such as during a fire.
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Scenario Benefit of Advanced Meters
The flow of gas can be shut off by a
3) A fire that is not in the immediate technician from a safe distance due to the
vicinity of the meter remote shutoff capability.

The Company can shut off meters by vehicle
drive-by, rather than having personnel visit
each meter, meaning that the Company will
be able to stop the flow of gas to the area
and respond to the emergency situation more
quickly.

4) A safety or operational issue that
requires CenterPoint Energy to shut
off gas flow to more than one meter
(e.g., because of construction error,
fire, explosion, or other threat)

There is also a safety benefit in that the Itron Intelis meters are approximately 70 percent lighter
than the residential meters the Company has previously installed. As a result of the lighter
weight and smaller size, there is a lower risk of injury to technicians and warehouse personnel
from handling, moving, and installing these meters.

In their Comments, CUB questions the value of the Intelis meter's remote shutoff capability
based on their review of Company data regarding leaks requiring dispatch of CenterPoint
Energy personnel.* While it is CenterPoint Energy’s practice to dispatch a technician to
investigate leak calls or leaks detected through the Company’s proactive monitoring program,
the Intelis meter’s automatic shut-off feature can respond more quickly to certain types of inside
leaks and fires, | In other scenarios, CenterPoint Energy personnel can shut off the meter from
a safe distance rather than being required to shut off gas at the meter. These additional
response capabilities reduce the risks to our employees, customers, and communities,
especially when the meter is located within the home.

ii. Other Phase 1 Benefits

4 CUB Comments at 2-3 (stating that only about 10 percent of yearly gas leaks have led to manual
shutoffs). CenterPoint Energy clarifies that the Company dispatches personnel to all leaks that are
identified. The data included in the Table on page 3 of CUB’s comments, which were taken from
CenterPoint Energy’s responses to CUB’s Information Request Nos. 7 and 12, reflect the number of third-
party damage related incidents that require dispatch to a home or business, and so would not include
dispatch to any leaks that are not in a home or business or dispatches unrelated to third-party damage.
The data referenced by CUB includes leaks that do not occur inside a home or business and therefore
would not involve the manual shutoff of a customer meter. CenterPoint Energy clarifies that we do not
separately track other instances where we send someone to a home or a business.



Mr. Will Seuffert

Docket No. G-008/M-21-48
April 15, 2021

Page 5

In addition to the safety benefits, Phase 1 deployment yields other benefits, as summarized in
Table 2.

Table 2. Other Operational Benefits of Phase 1 Deployment

Benefit Value

Reduced methane emissions due to meters
automatically shutting off in response to a

. , gas leak.
Environmental Benefits ) o _
Environmental benefits in transporting the

meters due to smaller size and lower weight
as compared to traditional meters.®

State-of-the art ultrasonic metrology allows
Measurement Accuracy for enhanced measurement accuracy and
reduced unaccounted-for gas.

Reduced service interruption duration due to
Improved Reliability reduced time and effort needed to shut off a
meter.

Alerts from the meter can notify the Company
Notification of Meter Issues to issues with the meter including those
caused by meter tampering.®

CUB contends that the advanced meter project “does not meet the goals or conditions the
Commission established when opening the Economic Recovery Docket.”” For instance, CUB
suggests that beginning to install advanced meters in the ordinary course of business may
exacerbate existing inequalities as new meters will be installed disproportionately in newer
homes. CenterPoint Energy clarifies that, in fact, we replace approximately twice as many
meters per year as we install new ones.? Because the meters being replaced are nearing the
end of their useful life, more replacements will be installed in older homes.

5 In addition to being approximately 70 percent lighter than a traditional residential meter, 144 Itron Intelis
meters can be shipped on a single pallet. Approximately 40 traditional residential meters fit onto one
pallet. This difference in size will result in cost savings and a lower carbon footprint for transportation and
warehousing.

6 With an advanced communications system, it would be possible to receive these alerts in real time.
However, without the advanced communications system the Company can receive these alerts when a
drive by meter reading is conducted and can use the information to plan meter inspections and repairs.

7 CUB comments at 5.

8 CUB Comments at 3. CUB bases this concern on the Company’s response to CUB’s second Information
Request which provided historical numbers for meter replacements and new meter installations. The
Company realized in preparing these Reply Comments that it had made an error in that Information
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The Company has outlined above and in previous filings how the Phase 1 deployment will
address the parameters established by the Commission. First and foremost, the benefits of
these automatic safety features of these meters cannot be understated. The Company believes
it is prudent to deploy this technology to enhance safety for our customers, employees, and
communities. Because the meters incorporate built-in high flow and temperature sensors, along
with integrated shutoff valves, they are able to detect potentially dangerous conditions such as
open fuel lines or fires and automatically trigger shutoff. As a result, methane emissions can
also be avoided. Additionally, the lighter weight and smaller size of the meters will result in
reduced carbon emissions arising from the transportation of the meters themselves. Further,
Itron has a substantial Minnesota workforce that will be supported by CenterPoint Energy’s
purchase of Itron Intelis meters. For all of these reasons the Company believes our Phase 1
deployment furthers the Commission’s objectives articulated in this economic recovery docket.

b. Benefits of Advanced Meters that Require an Advanced Communications
System

In addition to the immediate benefits of installing individual meters, other benefits could result if
the meters are connected to a communication network, and CUB was correct to point out that
there are several advantages of the advanced meters that would be available only in
conjunction with an advanced communications system. Some additional features of the meters
that would be enabled by advanced communications infrastructure are as follows:

o Potential future integration with on-premise methane detection devices that will allow
meter to shut off if methane is detected.

e Shutoff capability from a distant central location.®

e Ability to receive alerts from the meter at a distant central location.

e Meter reading from a distant central location.

In addition, although some benefits of the meters will not be achieved except with installation of
advanced communications infrastructure, the future potential of this technology is relevant to the
decision of whether to continue to install old style meters in 2021. For example, advanced

Request response. A revised response to CUB’s Information Request No. 2 is attached to these Reply
Comments as Exhibit 1.

9 Under Minn. R. 7820.2500, Service may be disconnected only in conjunction with a personal visit by a
representative of the utility to the address where the service is rendered and an attempt to make personal
contact with the customer at the address. Under Minn. R. 7820.1100, service may be disconnected
without notice in the event of unauthorized use, tampering, or a hazardous situation. CUB noted that they
have concerns about the possibility of remotely shutting off customers for non-payment. An advanced
communications system would make it technically possible to remotely disconnect a customer for
nonpayment from a central location. The Company understands CUB’s concerns and notes that even if
we continue to use an in-person visit before disconnections, remote disconnections from a central
location could reduce costs for disconnection, assuming we did not need to send an experienced field
technician to conduct the in-person outreach for collection. The Company will quantify the potential cost
savings for remote disconnection in our full business case for Phase 2 and looks forward to additional
discussion on this topic.
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meters coupled with an advanced communications infrastructure would enable conservation
and demand response programs that are currently out of reach for the Company. While
CenterPoint Energy will not realize such benefits in 2021, we are in a better position to
eventually realize those benefits if we install these advanced meters now, in the ordinary course
of replacing meters, rather than continuing to install older technology.

M. Phase 2 Planning

The Department suggests that further analysis, including an evaluation of alternatives, should
be completed and presented before Phase 2 of the advanced meter project moves forward.
CenterPoint Energy agrees that such detailed analysis and evaluation is necessary before
proceeding with Phase 2 and intends to provide additional details and discussion regarding a
proposed plan, costs, and alternatives. CenterPoint Energy will explore the cost and benefits of
possible implementation of an advanced communication system as part of Phase 2 and will
provide additional details regarding that evaluation and available alternatives in a future filing.

Iv. Conclusion

As discussed above and consistent with objectives the Commission identified in its May 20,
2020, Notice in Docket No. E,G999/CI-20-492, Phase 1 of the advanced meter project provides
important utility system benefits in the form of increased safety. These safety benefits are
significant. Other system benefits include state-of-the-art meter accuracy, notification of
tampering and other meter problems, and reductions in carbon and methane emissions.

The Company appreciates the opportunity to respond to the Comments of the Department and
CUB. As discussed above, the Company respectfully requests that the Commission find that
the Phase 1 advanced meter project is consistent with the Commission’s request for proposals
that could assist with economic recovery in the May 22, 2020 Order in Docket No. E,G999/CI-
20-425 and that deployment of this project in 2021 should not be a basis for any disallowance of
cost recovery.
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State of Minnesota
Citizens Utility Board of Minnesota

Utility Information Request

Docket Number: G-008/M-21-48 - Advanced Metering
Requested From: CenterPoint Energy Minnesota Gas

Date of Request: 2/26/2021
Response Due: 3/12/2021

Analyst Requesting Information: Brian Edstrom
Type of Inquiry: Other

If you feel your responses are trade secret or privileged, please indicate this on your
response.

Request No.
cuBO02-S

For each of the past five years (2015-2020), please identify:

a. the number of damaged, obsolete, or failed meters that CenterPoint has
replaced within its Minnesota service territory by customer class; and

b. the number of new meters that CenterPoint has installed within its
Minnesota service territory by customer class.

Response:

a. The number of damaged, obsolete, or failed meters the Company replaced
are included in Table 1.

Table 1
Year|Residential|Commercial
2020 10,995 836
2019 9,426 923
2018 8,964 1,037
2017 10,020 1,479
2016 7,489 1,584
2015 8,144 1,650

b. The number of new meters installed by the Company are included in

Table 2.

Table 2

Year|ResidentiallCommercial

2020 14,484 2,073

2019 16,624 2,243
Response By: Seth DeMerritt

Title: Manager, Regulatory Affairs
Department: Mng Smr Reg Svc Rev Re
Telephone: 612-321-4423

Page 1 of 2
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2018 17,940 2,159
2017 20,723 2,320
2016 25,487 2,272
2015 24,639 2,328

Supplemented 4/13/21:

The Company discovered an error in its original response to CUB
Information Request No. 2. Below is the corrected information.

a. The number of damaged, obsolete, or failed meters the Company
replaced are included in Table 1 below.

Table 1

Year|Residential[Commercial
2020 14,484 2,073
2019 16,624 2,243
2018 17,940 2,159
2017 20,723 2,320
2016 25,487 2,272
2015 24,639 2,328

b. The number of new meters installed by the Company are included in

Table 2 below.

Table 2
Year|Residential[Commercial
2020 10,995 836
2019 9,426 923
2018 8,964 1,037
2017 10,020 1,479
2016 7,489 1,584
2015 8,144 1,650

Response By: Seth DeMerritt

Title: Manager, Regulatory Affairs

Department: Mng Smr Reg Svc Rev Re Page 2 of 2
Telephone: 612-321-4423
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