September 15, 2021

VIA E-FILING

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 Actions by Electric and Natural Gas Utilities in Light of
the COVID-19 Pandemic Emergency
Docket No. E,G-999/CI-20-375
UTILITY COMMENTS

Dear Mr. Seuffert:

The undersigned utilities (“Utilities”) respectfully file these comments in response to the
September 9, 2021 Notice of Comment Period (“Notice”) issued by the Minnesota Public Utilities
Commission (“Commission”), with an expedited comment closing date of September 15, 2021.
The specific topic for comments is:

Should the Commission approve the request by the MHF A to prohibit utility disconnections
until April 30, 2022, for customers with a pending application for RentHelpMN?

On September 9, 2021, Minnesota Housing filed a letter in the above-referenced docket requesting
a change to the Commission’s May 26, 2021 Order, specifically Order Point 5, which states:

The Commission prohibits disconnections of customers with past due balances who have
a pending application or have been deemed eligible for LIHEAP/EAP assistance for the
duration of the transition period (April 30, 2022).

It is crucial to consider the context under which Order Point 5 was developed, considered, and
ultimately adopted in the Commission’s Order. In these comments, the Utilities discuss both the
Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (“LIHEAP”) and RentHelpMN as the
Commission considers this request by Minnesota Housing.

Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program

LIHEAP is a long-standing energy assistance program that is funded annually through federal
dollars. Utilities and the Department of Commerce, Energy Assistance Program Division
(“Department”) have well-established processes for LIHEAP administration. The Department has
worked closely with utilities before, during, and as part of transition plans to ensure there are
timely LIHEAP provision updates shared and to establish a process through an online software
system called Electronic Household Energy Automated Technology (“eHEAT”) to specifically
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share application statuses. The eHEAT system helps Service Providers and Energy Vendors
manage data and streamline program functions.

A network of Community Action Agencies, Counties, not-for-profit organizations, and tribal
governments are LIHEAP Service Providers. Utilities are considered Energy Vendors. An annual
agreement is established between Service Providers and Energy Vendors to ensure the terms of
sharing confidential customer information are clear. The eHEAT system referenced above
provides transparency regarding LIHEAP and provides a secure platform for sharing customer
utility information as well as LIHEAP status information. While eHEAT has historically been used
primarily to receive payments, return refunds, and provide energy consumption information, this
system infrastructure has been a critical component for meeting the commitments of Order Point
5. Utilities have updated their internal systems and processes to include LIHEAP application
status, which is readily obtained through modified eHEAT exports that can be used to update utility
billing systems or by directly accessing eHEAT. In addition, Service Providers routinely
communicate with utilities in the processing of LIHEAP applications, oftentimes calling to
guarantee funds for those who have arrears balances and may be facing disconnection. Some, but
not all, utilities also offer an agency portal that provides another channel for accessing and sharing
information specific to that utility, including requests to pause collection activity.

Importantly, collaborative outreach efforts between the Department and the Utilities have been
amplified in light of the American Rescue Plan Act, where additional LIHEAP funding was
established. Utilities and the Department meet weekly to discuss LIHEAP funding and overall
application status, planned or anticipated outreach, and utility arrears outlooks as transition plans
have been put in place.

Another important consideration for transition plans was the potential establishment of and/or
referral to utility affordability programs, most of which are based on LIHEAP approval as a
qualification step. As such, it has been a shared priority by Utilities and the Department to
maximize LIHEAP applications to connect customers to not only the direct benefits of LIHEAP,
but also other program resources and protections that may be available, including those outlined
in Order Point 5.

It is with all of these considerations in mind, that Order Point 5 was determined feasible and
effectuated quickly and effectively for LIHEAP.

Minnesota Housing RentHelpMN

While the Utilities appreciate that RentHelpMN is a potential resource for customers and do not
question the need, merits or benefits of the program, there are many program and administrative
details that are not well-known or established, making its inclusion in Order Point 5 difficult. For
example, the Utilities are unclear about how the RentHelpMN program may work in conjunction
with LIHEAP, the timeline or process for making awards, and how the amount of the awards are
determined. There has also been customer confusion regarding the RentHelpMN program, with
inconsistent information shared with customers and utilities about the process and steps customers
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should take to access resources or receive updates. Utilities are deeply concerned that this
confusion could lead to unintended consequences as it relates to LIHEAP applications and the
complementary programs described earlier in these comments, as well as the protections provided
for in Order Point 5 specific to LIHEAP. To date, there has been limited sharing of information
with utilities by Minnesota Housing regarding RentHelpMN and how the overall process works or
where collaboration opportunities may exist with Minnesota Housing, field partners, or both. It
appears there is no established system that utilities can directly access to securely extract
RentHelpMN information, view payment details, or determine general application status. This is
in sharp contrast to the processes, communication, and systems in place for LIHEAP. Further, the
Utilities understand that the primary focus for this program is those with past due rent, not past
due utilities, though it appears there are multiple phases anticipated.

For these reasons, the Utilities respectfully request Minnesota Housing provide further information
regarding details about RentHelpMN, how they anticipate updates regarding application status will
be shared, and if there is a secure, automated method by which RentHelpMN can share other
important details such as anticipated award amount, specifically how much would be available
beyond rental assistance to help recipients with energy bills, and timing of the payment. Absent
these details and assurances that RentHelpMN could provide similar transparency to that which is
afforded by LIHEAP, the Utilities are challenged to support a modification to Order Point 5 of the
Commission’s May 26, 2021 Order. Alternatively, the Utilities would gladly work with Minnesota
Housing to establish a process for considering RentHelpMN as part of payment plans for customers
in order to provide a similar protection; however, the Utilities do not believe the infrastructure or
processes are in place to effectively adopt the request as filed and effectively honor expanded
commitments to Order Point 5 for RentHelpMN.

/s/ Amber Lee /s/ Richard F. Stasik
Director, Regulatory Affairs Director State Regulatory Affairs
CenterPoint Energy Minnesota Gas Minnesota Energy Resources Corporation
/s/ Kristine Anderson /s/ David R. Moeller
Corporate Attorney Senior Attorney & Director of Regulatory
Greater Minnesota Gas, Inc. Compliance
Minnesota Power
/s/ Bridget Dockter
Manager, Policy and Outreach /s/ Matthew Olsen
Xcel Energy Manager, Regulatory Proceedings &
Compliance
/s/ Travis R. Jacobson Otter Tail Power Company

Director of Regulatory Affairs
Great Plains Natural Gas Co.

cc: Service Lists
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Tiana Heger of the City of Duluth, County of St. Louis, State of Minnesota, says
that on the 15" day of September, 2021, she served the Joint Utility Comments in
E,G-999/CI-20-375 on the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission and the Energy
Resources Division of the Minnesota Department of Commerce via electronic filing. The

persons on E-Docket’s Official Service List for this Docket were served as requested.

Tiana Heger
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Kristine Anderson kanderson@greatermngas. | Greater Minnesota Gas, 1900 Cardinal Lane Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
com Inc.& Greater MN PO Box 798 Service List
Transmission, LLC Faribault,
MN
55021
Gabiriel Chan gabechan@umn.edu University of Minnesota 130 Hubert H. Humphrey Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Center Service List
301 19th Ave S
Minneapolis,
Minnesota
55455
Christopher Clark Christopher.B.Clark@xcele |Xcel Energy 414 Nicollet Mall Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
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Minneapolis,
MN
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St. Paul,
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101 Service List
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Bruce Gerhardson bgerhardson@otpco.com |Otter Tail Power Company |PO Box 496 Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
215 S Cascade St Service List
Fergus Falls,
MN
565380496
Bill Grant billgrant@minncap.org Minnesota Community MCIT Building Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Action Partnership 100 Empire Dr Ste 202 Service List
St. Paul,
MN
55103
Meghan K Hassett mhassett@ucsusa.org Union of Concerned 1 N Lasalle Ave Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official

Scientists

CHICAGO,
IL
60602

Service List
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Adam Heinen aheinen@dakotaelectric.co | Dakota Electric Association |4300 220th St W Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
m Service List
Farmington,
MN
55024
Travis Jacobson travis.jacobson@mdu.com |Great Plains Natural Gas  |400 N 4th St Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Company Service List
Bismarck,
ND
58501
Jack Kegel jkegel@mmua.org MMUA 3025 Harbor Lane N Suite |Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
400 Service List
Plymouth,
MN
55447-5142
Collin Kremeier ckremeier@otpco.com Otter Tail Power Company |PO Box 496 Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Service List
Fergus Falls,
MN
56538-0496
Allen Krug allen.krug@xcelenergy.co |Xcel Energy 414 Nicollet Mall-7th fl Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
m Service List
Minneapolis,
MN
55401
Amber Lee Amber.Lee@centerpointen |CenterPoint Energy 505 Nicollet Mall Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
ergy.com Service List
Minneapolis,
MN
55402
Annie Levenson Falk annielf@cubminnesota.org | Citizens Utility Board of 332 Minnesota Street, Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Minnesota Suite W1360 Service List
St. Paul,
MN
55101
Pam Marshall pam@energycents.org Energy CENTS Coalition 823 7th StE Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Service List
St. Paul,
MN
55106
Maria McCoy maria@ilsr.org Institute for Local Self- 2720 E 22nd St. Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official

Reliance

Minneapolis,
MN
55406

Service List
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Joseph Meyer joseph.meyer@ag.state.mn | Office of the Attorney Bremer Tower, Suite 1400 |Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
.us General-RUD 445 Minnesota Street Service List
St Paul,
MN
55101-2131
Gregory C. Miller gmiller@dakotaelectric.com | Dakota Electric Association |4300 220th Street West Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Service List
Farmington,
MN
55024
Darrick Moe darrick@mrea.org Minnesota Rural Electric 11640 73rd Ave N Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Association Service List
Maple Grove,
MN
55369
David Moeller dmoeller@allete.com Minnesota Power 30 W Superior St Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Service List
Duluth,
MN
558022093
Audrey Partridge apartridge@mncee.org Center for Energy and 212 3rd Ave. N. Suite 560 |Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Environment Service List
Minneapolis,
Minnesota
55401
Ben Passer Passer@fresh-energy.org |Fresh Energy 408 St. Peter Street Ste Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
220 Service List
Saint Paul,
MN
55102
Jennifer Peterson jipeterson@mnpower.com |Minnesota Power 30 West Superior Street Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Service List
Duluth,
MN
55802
Kevin Pranis kpranis@liunagroc.com Laborers' District Council of |81 E Little Canada Road Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
MN and ND Service List
St. Paul,
Minnesota
55117
Generic Notice Residential Utilities Division |residential.utiliies@ag.stat |Office of the Attorney 1400 BRM Tower Electronic Service Yes OFF_SL_20-375_Official
e.mn.us General-RUD 445 Minnesota St Service List
St. Paul,
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551012131
Delaney Russell mdelaneyrussell@gmail.co |Just Solar Coalition 4407 E Lake Street Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official

m

Minneapolis,
MN
55407

Service List
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Garret Senger garret.senger@mdu.com [Great Plains Natural Gas | 705 West Fir Ave Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Company PO Box 176 Service List
Fergus Falls,
MN
56538-0176
will Seuffert Will.Seuffert@state.mn.us [ Public Utilities Commission [121 7th Pl E Ste 350 Electronic Service Yes OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Service List
Saint Paul,
MN
55101
Richard Stasik richard.stasik@wecenergyg | Minnesota Energy 231 West Michigan St - Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
roup.com Resources Corporation P321 Service List
(HOLDING)
Milwaukee,
Wi
53203
Kristin Stastny kstastny@taftlaw.com Taft Stettinius & Hollister 2200 IDS Center Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
LLP 80 South 8th St Service List
Minneapolis,
MN
55402
Lynnette Sweet Regulatory.records@xcele |Xcel Energy 414 Nicollet Mall FL 7 Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
nergy.com Service List
Minneapolis,
MN
554011993
Jenny Unknown jenny@mrea.org Minnesota Rural Electric 11640 73rd Ave N Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
Association Service List
Maple Grove,
MN
55369
Laurie Williams laurie.williams@sierraclub. |Sierra Club Environmental Law Electronic Service No OFF_SL_20-375_Official
org Program Service List
1536 Wynkoop St Ste P00
Denver,
CcO

80202
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