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Marta: Today is January 27, 2016, and I am here today in Rochester with Dave Geschwind and 
Rick Hettwer at Southern Minnesota Municipal Power Agency’s (SMMPAs) offices. Why don’t 
we start kinda from the beginning? I know you have both been working together on this project 
for a long time now so it will great to hear you talk about this project together. I know that 
SMMPA joined early on in the process after the Vision Team had started talks to develop their 
goals.  
 
Dave: I’ll take a first shot and you can supplement or correct, Rick. I think we got involved in 
late 2004, as you indicated. They started to come together, and I think they were looking at--they 
meaning the founding fathers that brought the group together originally….they came together 
and started looking at who the other stakeholders in the region, and should they be involved. And 
we were kinda looking at the same thing once we got wind of this effort in the fall of 2004. I 
think we kind of formally became a part in maybe January of 2005.  
 
Marta: So that means that you were involved from the ground, figuring out what the first steps 
needed to be. Recognizing that some policies needed to change--like permitting, but also from 
the technical side, determining what studies needed to be done to identify the need.  
 
Dave: I think one of the things we did was participate in the policy advocacy at the state 
probably a lot more so than the technical studies. Rick can talk to the technical work, but I know 
we had one of our legislative-types that was actively engaged in bringing to bear the public-
municipal side of the business up in St. Paul. I think that was helpful during that process.  
 
Rick: I think the original four had started technical studies, and they brought some prior studies 
that they had worked on... the Red River Study and St. Cloud area...so they were sort of 
resurrecting those studies, and started model-building and stuff like that when we got on board. 
We participated in the technical meetings and provided data and helped them check the models 
for our facilities and stuff like that, but they actually did the study runs.  
 
Marta: What does it mean to an organization with SMMPA to participate in larger studies like 
that. You don’t really have the capabilities yourselves as a smaller group of municipals as a 
larger company like Xcel would have, or GRE even.  
 
Rick: I think they brought a big group of utilities together...different makes, municipals, IOUs, 
coops...and with their various staffs and expertise, you could accomplish a lot. Each one worked 
with their own internal people that had the knowledge. I think it was a good concept as opposed 
to forming an entity on it’s own. You know, you could have formed a Transco or something and 
staffed it, and instead they brought utilities together who worked together and used the staff. It 
helped on cost, made it more manageable.  
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Marta: So maybe if CapX would have gone the TransCo route, it might not have been quite as 
fruitful of a partnership? This is of course, all speculative? 
 
Dave: I think it would have maybe formalized a structure, and whether or not we would have 
had all the entities that were able to be a part of that formal structure, you know...I don’t know, 
that’s a good question. As it turns out with the non-TransCo structure, it certainly worked out to 
enable a lot of us to be able to participate in these projects. Could we have done it in a TransCo? 
Maybe, maybe not.  
 
Marta: Would there have been any reasons why SMMPA couldn’t have joined a Transco--legal 
reasons? 
 
Rick: I know they looked at if you had a TransCo, would you spin off your 100 kV facilities, 
and how would that work. A lot of our stuff was done under bonding--tax exempt bonding--and 
there are issues that way. When they looked at the TransCo they looked at like MISO 
(Midcontinent Independent System Operator) or other entities, mapping out….they add a layer of 
additional cost to the unit. I think the way we did it was more economical, and each entity could 
still save their identity.  
 
Dave: And not have to strip out the transmission assets. Right. I think the financing part of that 
would be a potential big hurdle for us to do a TransCo because this tax-exempt financing that we 
use basically prohibits assets that are financed with tax exempt financing being used for a private 
good. And arguably a TransCo could start to look like a private good, depending on how it’s 
structured, and that would prohibit tax-exempt financing, which would create potentially 
refinancing obligations on our part, which is a complicated mess.  
 
Marta: That sounds like a slippery slope that you wouldn’t want to go down. Since we’re kind 
of in this territory of differences between business structures, as a joint-action agency, how was 
it introducing the CapX project to your members, and how was it received? 
 
Dave: I think it was received pretty well. I think back then we knew that it was very difficult to 
get any generation added to the grid because the transmission system was just so over-taxed. 
Back then we had a lot of members that were interested in adding some local generation because 
maybe their local load grew bigger than the generation that they had installed locally.  
 
We were working with them to create a program where they could add generation to their 
communities and sell the output to us. But in the process of doing that, back in those days, you 
had to get approvals in order to interconnect new generation--you still do--but to get approvals to 
interconnect new generation to the system, and a lot of times those requests for interconnection 
would come back as not being allowed, or being allowed if you upgrade the transmission system 
in Nebraska. I mean, we would start to see…..one of our members would want to add 4 MW of 
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generation, and you might have a transmission constraint in Nebraska that would be identified as 
prohibiting that addition.  
 
So everybody knew that the system was almost broken at that point, so now here is this group of 
utilities that is coming together forming CapX, and I think that the members recognized that, 
“Okay, we all need new transmission in the region, so do we want to be apart of it or do we want 
to watch it happen without us.” And I think the general mood was, “Let’s be apart of this because 
it’s going to benefit not only us, but the whole region. We want to be apart of this broader 
effort.” So they were pretty receptive to the concept.  
 
As you have probably heard from talking to other people, there was a lot of activity that 
happened with CapX before anybody really knew what it was going to look like, and how am I 
going to get cost recovery. Am I going to have an opportunity to invest in certain projects? And 
they were pretty supportive the whole way.  
 
Marta: Well that makes it easier. Not that any of this was very easy, it was definitely a process. 
But a collaborative process. Working through that uncertainty too, it’s fun to look at the study 
maps and the area maps of the CapX footprint and track the progression from this kind of giant 
blob area, to the identification of the project corridors, to the actual routes.  
 
Rick: Yeah, the broken glass vision.  
 
Marta: Yes, the broken glass and spokes with the ring around the Twin Cities. And in that 
process, figuring out percentages of ownership. Were either of you involved in the poker chip 
exercise? 
 
Rick: We were both there for that.  
 
Marta: Both of you! This is great, I really want to get to understand this day better. I think it was 
a fascinating exercise in that the work had been done to identify what was needed, and now it 
was time to do the tough work of figuring out who would be on what projects and how it would 
be financed. So tell me about that day.  
 
Rick: Yeah, we were talking about this earlier and looking at the (draft of your) report a little bit 
and this concept of this poker chip exercise. We may recall it a little different than what’s 
written, but Dave can correct me if I’m wrong. But we got together, and it the projects were 
identified and we had rough ballpark costs of these various projects. Then we looked at the 
people’s load in those areas who would be paying for it through their loads and through their 
costs. Then they equated that back to, “Okay, you can offset your costs by investments. So here 
are the various projects. Which ones do you want to invest in?” 
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What they did is they put a spreadsheet up, and it had the different members listed on it. And 
there were some members that didn’t go through on it...they had Basin Electric and stuff like 
that...and then they said here are the different projects, here’s what we think are the costs, and 
here’s your load and load growth type stuff. Then they divided it up and people picked in the 
thing.  
 
We actually put in for 20% of the Brookings project and 80% La Crosse, then it went back and 
forth with the different people….what projects they wanted to participate in. Then they tried to 
narrow it down to five participants in each project. They thought that more than five wouldn’t be 
a good idea. So then we ended up 100% on the La Cross project. But the concept of actually 
having poker chips at the meeting….there were no real poker chips at the meeting. [laughter] 
 
Dave: Yeah, I don’t know if you’ve gotten that sense along the way.  
 
Marta: Haha yes, I figured there weren’t physical chips that you put down on the table, although 
maybe that would have helped lighten up the mood in the room that day.  
 
Dave: Well, we didn’t know, walking into that meeting, how it was going to go.  
 
Rick: Yeah, everyone ended up calling it a poker chip exercise, but it was sort of….what line do 
you want to invest in and at what dollar amount. And you could always opt out. The agreements 
were written...we would go through this development stage, but at the end of the day you would 
have to say if you were in or if you were out. So, you could take an off-ramp if you didn’t want 
to invest, or if you couldn’t get your board approval, or if you couldn’t get the financing, or 
whatever….you had an option out. I’m not aware of anybody that opted out though.  
 
Dave: Yeah, nobody opted out based on what they committed to in the poker chip exercise.  
 
Rick: And Basin never was in on it. Initially they were sort of interested in it, but… 
 
Marta: Were they at the poker chip exercise? 
 
Dave and Rick: I can’t recall, I don’t think they were there.  
 
Dave: But that was an interesting meeting in that now for the first time, to continue the card 
analogy, lay their cards on the table and say, “Here are the projects, and I am up for investing in 
X% of that project.” And then once you can see all that for the first time with all of your peers, 
then people could kind of start to maybe put some friendly pressure on others. “...Well, we’ve 
got 6 or 7 potential owners in this project, and that’s maybe more than we want. What if you take 
that percentage and have a little higher investment percentage in this other project so that we can 
limit the number of owners in a line…” ...and that is definitely how that process played out.  
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Marta: Is that what happened to you with the Brookings line? 
 
Dave: That is definitely what happened to us in the Brookings line. That’s why we are in one of 
the CapX lines instead of at least two.  
 
Marta: How has that played out now? What sort of effect did or does that have on SMMPA? 
Would you have rather been involved in 2.  
 
Dave and Rick: [both chuckling] 
 
Rick: We have mixed feelings about Brookings, because we wanted to be in it initially because 
it was a tie-in to the wind from out west from Buffalo Ridge.  
 
Dave: And we have some members that are kind of served in the vicinity of that line, so we 
could point to that line as benefiting some of those members, and some of those members 
potentially having to pay for some of the costs of that line, depending on how cost allocation 
would work.  
 
So, at the time we thought it made sense for us to be a part of that line, but when we did our 
poker chip exercise and everybody put their interest in the lines in front of everybody, I think we 
were the smallest percentage. We were up for...was it 20%? 
 
Rick: 20% in Brookings 
 
Dave: And everybody else was interested in a higher investment percentage in that line, so not 
surprisingly, I think the other potential investors said, “Okay SMMPA, you’re the smallest and 
we have too many on that line. Are you willing to take your virtual poker chips to a different 
project?” And we ultimately said yes.  
 
In retrospect, the cost recovery of that line gets socialized across the whole MISO footprint with 
this MVP (Multi-Value Project) designation, so it would have been nice to have been a part of 
that. But none of us knew that at the time, and that’s just the way it goes.  
 
Marta: And kind of conversely now, the Badger-Coulee line...do I understand this correctly, that 
you are a part investor-owner of that line through your participation in the CapX project.  
 
Rick: Yeah, that’s exactly right.  
 
Marta: So, it’s not the same apples-to-apples benefit that you could have seen from the 
Brookings project, but there is some, and wouldn’t have been possible without being involved in 
the La Crosse project.  
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Rick: We would have probably had a less percentage in Briggs to north Madison because our 
investment in La Crosse would have been less, but yeah.  
 
Dave: Yeah, the numbers probably wouldn’t be exactly the same, but you’re right. Because we 
had a larger investment in the La Crosse project because we didn’t have money in the Brookings 
line, then we have a larger investment opportunity in the Badger-Coulee project because of that. 
So you never know how those things are going to work out.  
 
Marta: You mentioned wind from Buffalo Ridge. Does not being involved in the Brookings 
project restrict your access to wind? 
 
Rick: I don’t think it restricts us at all. Being an owner of that line doesn’t guarantee you greater 
access or less access to the wind resources. The ownership and the ability to use the system are 
separate.  
 
Dave: Yes, all the transmission access rights are under MISOs tariff, and anybody can 
participate in that process.  
 
Marta: Now we are kind of in the area of generation mix and Renewable Energy Standards. You 
currently have 12% coming from renewables or carbon free sources. Does the CapX project 
allow you access to more renewables? 
 
Rick: Well, it gives us access to more. There’s a lot more wind development out in South 
Dakota and North Dakota. Most of our wind stuff, right now we get right down here by 
Dexter...a little over 100MW there from wind, and then eventually there will be some solar stuff. 
With the better system, it gives you access to more renewables outside your area, potentially, if 
you wanna get into it. Wisconsin, you know, they’ve come over this direction to get renewables, 
and so it gives the state of Wisconsin access to renewables, too. If you can’t build over there.  
 
Dave: It’s generally better access, as you know from talking to other utilities, we all have the 
renewable energy obligation to invest in those percentages that increase over time. And this, 
kinda back in the day as well, knowing that it was coming, the thought of trying to make these 
major investments in renewables with the transmission system the way that it was, you could see 
problems coming down the road. Having these CapX facilities has helped our ability to invest in 
wind.  
 
Rick mentioned we have this 100 MW wind farm that’s kinda between Rochester and Austin on 
the interstate. Well, when that first was developed, that was a very transmission restrained area, 
so the market prices would, in many cases, go negative because you couldn’t get the wind out. 
And there would be times when the output would have to be curtailed because there was too 
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much, so just having greater transmission assets in the state and the region, I think, has helped 
everybody be able to assume--for the future investments, and know--for the past ones, that we 
can install the renewable resources to meet the obligations.  
 
Marta: I’m sure you are well on your way and have your plan, so what is the path to reaching 
that 25% for you? 
 
Dave: Well we’ve been banking renewable credits for a while, so we have been over-complying 
for years, banking credits, so we think we are good through about 2020 or 2021, just looking at 
the Renewable Energy Standards. So, probably in the near future we’ll start looking at what our 
next best alternative will be to meet that 2020 to 2021 obligation. So right now we’re just kinda 
sitting tight with what we have. We’re looking at solar in addition to the renewables that we 
already have on the system. But, the solar expansion will probably still pale in comparison to 
what we’re looking at for future wind.  
 
Marta: I’m going to jump around a little bit as I’m looking at my notes here. This CapX project 
is adding a considerable amount of high-voltage lines, but the system that you operate and 
control has quite the mix of high-voltage and lower-voltage lines. Have you had to build--and I 
know that there are some smaller kV lines designed into the CapX lines--have you had to add 
separate additional lower-voltage lines? 
 
Rick: We had to do some improvements at our Byron substation, which is a 345-161 kV 
substation that we had to do some improvements on that substation for the CapX project. Other 
than that, there were no underlying system improvements because of the high-voltage system we 
build.  
 
Dave: And I think that’s accurate even when you look at other members that we serve that aren’t 
near that La Crosse project. I’m not aware that there were secondary expansion needs in our 
other city locations.  
 
Rick: No. Some of the other participants in CapX had other line improvements though.  
 
Dave: We’re a little bit unique. I don’t know how much you know about the overall agency 
structure. We’re probably not dissimilar to a GRE or a MRES….well, we’re similar in structure 
to a MRES...we have our 18 member municipals, and they more or less look like little island, 
served by the transmission system of whoever is around them. So we have members who are 
served from GRE transmission, Xcel transmission, Dairyland transmission, SMMPA 
transmission--just depends on which city you’re talking about and where they are located.  
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Marta: So, you’ve had relationships, clearly, with these other utilities that you’re working with 
now in CapX2020. Did that make it easier to get on board with the project and to work with 
them? 
 
Dave: I think so. You can express your opinion too, Rick, but we’ve invested in transmission 
assets...had invested in transmission assets long before CapX came around, so we have facilities 
scattered near those 18 cities that I mentioned, and those facilities are located in the transmission 
regions or zones of those other transmission owners. So, we’ve kinda figured out how to co-
invest with them prior to CapX coming together. Hopefully from their perspective it was a 
logical extension to get us involved in CapX as well.  
 
Rick: We have shared transmission agreements with a number of other utilities in the area way 
back in the early 80’s. So we’ve worked with them on the transmission side and at Sherco 3 
we’re in there with Xcel. We’ve had working relationships with these same entities. Some of 
them like Minnkota and maybe Otter Tail Power, some of them that we didn’t have that contract 
relationship in the past. 
 
It helped having these prior relationships and agreements in place with them, and working with 
them on the transmission side since the early 80’s.  
 
Dave: Yeah, they were familiar with us, hopefully viewed us as a partner worth having, and we 
tried to conduct ourselves that way when we involved ourselves in CapX. We recognized that in 
the big scheme of the overall transmission need, we’re a relatively small player. I think we tried 
to act accordingly and not become the tail trying to wag the dog on some of these agreements 
and CapX strategy in general.  
 
Marta: Let’s talk about the agreements for a little bit. Tell me about the process….I know you 
had you and your lawyer, and they had theirs, working together to hash them out. How was it 
coming to the agreement of what the governance structure would look like, and how voting 
would work--things like that.  
 
Rick: Well, initially there was the Participation Agreements structure where they had like all 11 
utilities involved, which was really challenging, I think. Just attending those meetings...you have 
11 utilities there with different backgrounds, and some of them had prior disagreements and 
ongoing feuds between utilities history-wise. And then they all bring their lawyers along and 
have a discussion about putting an agreement in place...to work together...I think it was quite 
challenging and an interesting process.  
 
Once we got through the Participation Agreements for the CapX organization, then we went 
through the Project Development Agreements, and we tried to come up with a generic 
Development Agreement that each of the sub-projects could come off of. That, again, was 
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challenging with 11 participants. Towards the end we broke up into our sub-groups because it 
was getting...you start getting down to more detail of the group and the structure of the group and 
how they get along. So then they broke down into the sub-groups, and it seemed to go on 
forever. Then some people brought TWO lawyers to the meeting, and three people...yeah, it was 
quite an interesting process to go through, but I think we worked it all out and it came together.  
 
In our particular case, we have a voting structure...there’s an A, B, C voting structure. In our 
particular project, Xcel is like 64% of the project. So, we tried to structure it where…..well, they 
are paying 64% of the costs, and it sort of relates back to our members….we have 18 members 
and we have Rochester with like 41% or something….the person paying most of the money 
wants more input, but we didn’t want them to really control it, so we classified votes as A, B, or 
C, where A is majority, weigh-wise, plus 2 people. Then B is majority and 3 people, and C was 
everybody had to agree. And Xcel didn’t want it so the other 4 could gang up on them and out-
vote them.  
 
Then after we got that structure together, we put a matrix together with different items and what 
vote level it required. So, this vote has A, this requires a C, this requires a B, and so on. We tried 
to classify everything into an A, B, or C so down the road if an issue comes up you can say, 
“This requires a C vote,” or “this requires an A vote,” and then you vote accordingly.  
 
It was quite a challenge. I think we spent most of our time on voting and if someone when 
bankrupt during the construction process, what would happen? For the life of me, I kept thinking, 
“who of us five are going to go bankrupt during this process?” We spent meeting after meeting 
talking about if somebody goes bankrupt during the construction process and can’t pay their bill, 
what’s going to happen? Thank goodness it’s all going to be done here this fall and nobody went 
bankrupt. 
 
Dave: Yeah 
 
Marta: Right? 
 
Rick: That, and the voting structure. The voting structure was real important, and I can see that 
because these agreements are going to be in place for forever. These facilities, you know, 50 plus 
years, and people down the road are going to want to do stuff, and there’s going to be different 
people and they may not get along. So then, how do we vote and how do we resolve it...so I 
mean, I think the voting structure is important. I think we’ve learned, too, over our own SMMPA 
agreements. 
 
Dave: Yeah, the Power Sales Contract and how voting structure 
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Rick: How they developed that weighted vote...that’s important. You don’t really….until an 
issue comes up down the road, then voting is important.  
 
Dave: Yeah, when the next round of capital is needed to add a second circuit or do something to 
maintain that line, that’s when probably these voting procedures might be trotted out and tested 
for the first time. You might have different appetites for investing in the second circuit. The 
second circuit might be the best example. Maybe some of the current participants aren’t going to 
want to be a part of that, maybe others will be. So, I don’t think we’ve seen the test yet of the 
governance structure of the documents.  
 
Rick: I think our first test coming up is gonna be people who want to interconnect to the 
facilities, which is already come up, and how the interconnection process is going to work, and 
who owns what during the interconnection process. Stuff like that. There’s requests in already to 
do some of that, and they are trying to work through them. What’s nice about it is that they still 
sort of have the Vision Team/CapX group, so...if it’s the Brookings project or the Fargo project, 
if an issue comes up there, and they’re addressing them through the agreements, you know. They 
involve the other agreement people from the other projects. So they say, “here’s the issue, how 
would you solve it?” They don’t want to set precedents among the different group, so they are 
working other on issues like that, which is good.  
 
Dave: Is it accurate to say, and I probably don’t know the answer to this, that maybe the whole 
development of the agreements and that whole time consuming process is probably a part of the 
process that participants aren’t eager to repeat. So, for example, we’re looking at the whole 
Badger-Coulee participation arrangements, people didn’t immediately turn to the CapX 
documents as the template for how that was going to work, because I think there were some 
things that folks maybe didn’t want to have to go through again and repeat that whole time 
consuming process.   
 
Rick: I think so. I think, well at the end of the day it turned out good and everything is in place. I 
think it took so long to get these agreements in place and you think, “Well, they are in place 
we’ll just use them again.” But there are some utilities that said “the governance structure is not 
the one we want to go forward with.” Because we have these management committee meetings 
and we’ve got to vote on stuff, and some ongoing stuff. 
 
It’s like agreements at Sherco with Xcel, and you’ve got a management group, an operating 
group. If you want to do improvements and budgeting it….it’s ongoing, forever. These things 
will be around forever. [Laughing] Unless someone tears them down, but I mean, they will be 
there 50, 60 years from now, and these agreements will be there.  
 
Dave: Long past the careers of those of us who were involved in setting it up.  
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Marta: Right, right. In hindsight, do you think you could have done things differently? Or 
maybe, for the Cap projects, they needed to be like this? 
 
Rick: Probably not the same structure. They talk about [CapX] group 2 projects, and there were 
some additional projects in North Dakota, you know, the Brookings-Big Stone, out in that area 
that sort of went off of this, but I think the agreements might be a little different.  
 
I guess a way to have avoided all this would have maybe been the TransCo concept, but I think it 
worked out okay. It probably took longer to achieve the agreements because, you get 11 different 
people in a room with their own interests and lawyers….it doesn’t go fast. [laughing] 
 
Dave: I think that’s the part of the process that people would do differently with the benefit of 
hindsight. I think that had the potential….it started to look like things were maybe getting 
bogged down. I wasn’t as involved with it as Rick, but that was just really a slow grind with a lot 
of expense associated with developing those agreements.  
 
From SMPPAs perspective, and it was probably through that process that we kinda stepped back 
and said, “Okay look, we are 13% investors. We are not going to try to dominate those 
conversations.” And that’s part what I meant when I said we were trying to be a good partner 
with that. We recognized that as a 13% investor in this project, let’s not try to get everything that 
we want and make it more difficult than it was already turning out to be. It worked out, but that’s 
the part of the process I think there’s probably not an appetite to repeat.  
 
Marta: And I’m sure there are tradeoffs to whichever process that is selected.  
 
Dave: Everybody’s trying to protect their interests, and when you get the attorneys in the room, 
particularly if everybody brings their own attorneys….their attorneys are hired to represent their 
respective interests. And that doesn’t lend itself to getting things done quickly and effectively.  
 
That’s probably...I think we were all so impressed with how, as Rick said and as we all used to 
say with CapX, this “faith-based” group of utilities that really was just business people and the 
transmission people coming together to recognize, “We’ve got this big, giant need out there. 
How are we going to tackle this problem? It’s bigger than what any one of us--even Xcel--can 
handle on our own. So if we’re going to solve this, we’re going to have to do it together.”  
 
We got so far down the path with that approach, and it worked well, and I think we all 
recognized that, okay, when we are all going to show up with our millions and millions of dollars 
of investment, you can’t do that based on faith. At some point that has to be turned into 
agreements that are going to define how these relationships are going to be structured. Because 
these projects, and the agreements are going to outlive all of us, many of us. So, it’s just when 
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we finally got to that, “okay, now it’s time to start drafting agreements with lawyers in the 
rooms,” it was a big slow-down compared to what we had experienced up until that point.  
 
Inevitable? Probably. Something anybody wants to go through again? Probably not.  
 
Marta: Alright, let’s get out of the land of agreements and stop getting bogged down by that. 
[chuckles] 
 
Dave: No problem.  
 
Marta: And move over to permitting, public engagement, and construction.  
 
Dave: Back to Rick! Haha. 
 
Marta: Alright Rick, so you’re kind of in the thick of it now with construction, right? 
 
Rick: Yeah, we have monthly meetings, as far as our La Crosse group and the management 
committee. We go over the budget, construction, and activities and safety and all that stuff.  
 
During the initial permitting and routing process--we participated in a meeting here out by the 
airport. And there was, I don’t know, about 250 people there. We had our need for the project, 
and our load forecasts and that stuff, which helped justify the need...but just on the load basis-
wise, we weren’t real active. GRE and Xcel did the filing of the Certificate of Need, so we 
helped by providing data for the filing and need for the project. And then the routing, we weren’t 
really active in the routing. But we were there as a small player. 
 
Dave: I’d say, as a small player, thank goodness that they were able to do that, and that CapX 
was able to devote the resources to it. I was extremely impressed, kind of from the outside 
looking in on that part of the process, I was impressed with the efforts of outreach, 
communications, all of the things that the CapX project leaders...from a communications 
perspective, and then the technical project perspective, everything that they did to try and inform 
the public, minimize opposition, work with the landowners….I think that was almost a template 
of how to do it in the future for these large projects.  
 
And I think they were trying to avoid some of the problems from the past in the 70’s with the 
opposition to the projects back then. It’s not like there was no opposition; you’re not going to 
build projects like this and get 100% support from all of the landowners...But, boy I tell ya, from 
the outside looking in on that process, I think it’s been very successful in terms of minimizing 
opposition and gaining support along the way.  
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Rick: They had these open meetings that had landowners and the people it impacted there at the 
meetings. So if they said, “We have these proposed corridors here, here, and here.” And you’ve 
got a landowner coming up who says, “you’ve got to watch out for this area” and he would 
explain stuff. It was getting their input on the proposed corridors that really helped, from a 
landowner's aspect of it.  
 
Marta: A lot of people from the CapX group have mentioned that it really was a pooling of best 
practices from everybody.  
 
Rick: Lessons learned from the past.  
 
Dave: I would agree with that.  
 
Rick: Open communication, and involving the landowners I think is important, yeah. Get their 
buy-in.  
 
Marta: Some people from Xcel mentioned that the mix or diversity of the CapX group also 
helped with the outreach process. So it wasn’t just Xcel or GRE coming through and saying we 
need these lines and we’re going through your neighborhood. Can you speak to how the project 
impacted your members in that regard? Knowing that it wasn’t just the IOUs wanting new lines? 
 
Rick: I think through the routing process, I think two of our members...New Prague and 
Redwood Falls were at some of that Brookings stuff. They would have meetings in towns there, 
and the utilities were then aware of what was going on. It may have helped a little bit. I think 
from the coop aspect, like Dairyland or GRE with the coops, which their co-op members serve 
rural areas with farmers and all that, they had probably more influence on that with the farmers 
and landowners through the co-op process.  
 
Dave: I don’t think, because we serve the municipals, these transmission lines are not typically 
going through town, so we didn’t have very many, if any, of our members customers that had 
property where a line would need to cross, or a pole would be located. But I think, we would 
certainly get input from our member communities close to these lines about just the buzz in the 
community associated with where this line was going to go, and if there is choices. So I think, 
for our members, knowing that the agency, which is basically made up of those members, 
knowing that the agency is going to participate in these project and CapX in general, I think they 
knew that we needed to support those projects. And hopefully when the chance came up, if they 
had constituents that were asking about it, they gave a positive message to those constituents on 
the need for CapX and why we are all doing this.  
 
I think it definitely helped that it wasn’t just one utility. Xcel, or you know pick your utility. If 
we’re all coming together and talking about this need and investing in these projects, then I think 
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it did demonstrate that this isn’t just one utility trying to throw their weight around, this is 
everybody in the state coming--or most everybody in the state coming together--to try to address 
this need. It couldn’t have done anything but help.  
 
Marta: Let’s talk a little bit about the construction process. Even though you weren’t a project 
manager, what was your involvement? 
 
Rick: Well, Xcel is the project manager for the La Crosse project that we’re involved in, but like 
I said, we have monthly meetings, we go over the budget...what was spent, what has been 
completed, what the schedule is on upcoming things, and then safety too. Safety has come to the 
forefront off of the incidents on the Brookings project. They brought in safety people, and there 
is a safety report each month. It’s the number one thing, is safety. Hopefully we finish ours with 
a safe project, I think that’s key.  
 
Dave: Probably another collection of best practices.  
 
Rick: Yeah, they brought in all their contractors and I think quarterly they have a safety meeting 
with all the contractors...they come in and they bought them breakfast or lunch or something and 
discuss safety. Nobody wants anybody hurt. It’s been a real key thing after the Brookings 
incidents.  
 
Dave: When it comes to day-to-day construction decisions, we’re not apart of those.  
 
Rick: When we have a management committee meeting, we have to vote on any contract or 
expenditures over a half million dollars, or….Grant Stevensen is the project manager with Xcel, 
he’s great. He keeps us informed and lets us know if there are landowner issues, and he’s a good 
project manager. He’ll be working on the Badger-Coulee as well, so we’ll be working with him 
in the future.  
 
Xcel has done a great job on the management of the project and keeping us informed. They may 
not...I don’t know if they like or not having to come back to us, to the committee and getting 
approval. We’ve always approved just about everything. Usually it’s always consensus. They 
come in with what they think needs to be done with a recommendation, and usually we’re all on 
board.  
 
Marta: What have been some of the challenges that you’ve seen through this process of getting 
the La Crosse line built? 
 
Rick: What are some of the challenges? Well, the big challenge was the river crossing. 
Dairyland was involved in the project, and they are RUS funded, so they had to do a federal EIS. 
And then the RUS, the process of getting approval and getting the EIS approval on a timely 
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manner. With their staffing shortage they have, it was not the fastest. It was a challenge from that 
aspect. 
 
And then the river crossing with the Fish and Wildlife, and how to cross the river. The river 
crossing was a big challenge. I’d say the two biggest was the federal EIS and crossing the river. 
Permitting wise, it was a challenge. 
 
And the landowners. We do have a number of Buy the Farm cases. The section between 
Hampton and North Rochester will probably have the most Buy the Farm’s. It’s along Highway 
52 and people that don’t want to live along the highway anymore maybe, I don’t know, might 
use it. But there is probably going to be a number of them there. On the rest of the project it was 
pretty low.  
 
Dave: There is still one property out there that’s got a “No CapX” sign that you drive by.  
 
Marta: On 52? 
 
Dave: I think so. 
 
Rick: And then there is one that says “No Zip Rail” 
 
Dave: Yeah, that was gonna go along 52 as well.  
 
Marta: I was thinking about that as I was coming down today. The idea of Buy the Farm with 
the added prospect of the Zip Rail. Maybe a couple poles are okay, but add on top of that a Zip 
Rail and maybe someone might be more likely to try and use Buy the Farm. 
 
Dave: Yeah, that would change your farm.  
 
Marta: Right. And Buy the Farm probably doesn’t apply to the Zip Rail.  
 
Rick: Yeah, I don’t know how they get their land rights. To bring it back to something early on 
in the stage, we met with Olmsted County at one of their County Board meetings, and they 
talked about the CapX project coming and all that stuff, and there was somebody there...I can’t 
remember who he was, but he was suggesting that the CapX line and rail use the same corridor, 
and we were thinking, “Let’s see...a transmission line next to a railroad corridor..” and he 
thought the CapX group ought to buy the land rights for the corridor for the rail.  
 
Dave: Oh really? Oh my goodness.  
 
Rick: And we were going, “What?” because this was thrown out at a County Board meeting.  
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Dave: That would be a multi-year setback.  
 
Rick: We were going “Oooh wait a minute…” But that never went anywhere, thank goodness. 
But one of the routes is along 52. Last night's paper looked like maybe the funding was running 
out for the Zip Rail and it might die, I don’t know.  
 
Marta: Yeah, I feel like it probably goes back and forth, depending on the month lately.  
 
Rick: Yeah, if they get funding or not.  
 
Marta: Interesting. There’s always more at play with these big infrastructure projects than one 
might think.  
 
Dave: If you’re the guy that has his farm or property impacted through condemnation 
proceeding, you can certainly understand why people don’t like it. We tried to use it, even for 
SMPPA, we try to use condemnation just as infrequently as absolutely necessary just because we 
understand...you know, who wants to have a project shoved down their throat through that 
process.  
 
And I think thats, you know, that CapX took a very similar approach. Trying to avoid that if at 
all possible. Some cases you’ve just get landowners that it’s not about money, it’s the principle 
of, “No, I don’t want that line anywhere near me and I’m not going to accept whatever payment 
you’re going to offer.” and then you have to go down that path.  
 
Marta: But you experienced that more from the periphery, right? 
 
Dave: Yeah, I think that’s accurate to say.  
 
Marta: Well, we are getting close to the end of our hour. I’ve asked you about a lot of the things 
I am curious about, but I’m wondering what I haven’t asked you about yet that you think is 
important that I know? 
 
Dave: I think from SMMPAs overall perspective, we are extremely happy to be a part of the 
CapX effort. I think that in a way, without being too corny, it’s kinda like this joint-action that is 
the foundation for our organization, where we have 18 cities that came together to tackle some 
generation and transmission issues that were bigger than any of those individual utilities could 
handle on their own. That’s kinda how we were formed.  
 
I think CapX is a lot the same way, in that these projects were too big for any individual utility or 
even a couple of utilities to handle. There were some people who were fortunately visionary 
enough to say, “Let’s get everybody together and see if we can tackle this.” And through this 
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interesting process over the last decade, we actually came together, and there is transmission 
being built to solve these problems.  
 
I think as I talk to peers of ours around the country, we’re somewhat unique among our peers in 
this Upper Midwest region, with our ability to work together to do that. I think from SMMPAs 
perspective we are happy and feel fortunate to be a part of that process.  
 
Marta: From other joint-action agencies.  
 
Dave: And municipal utilities, just individual municipal utilities. If you go to other parts of the 
country, this sort of cooperation does not exist. Almost the opposite, where you have large IOUs 
that maybe control most of the transmission in an area, they are trying to keep others from 
investing in the system. They aren’t looking for co-ownership. They want to own all of the 
transmission so that, well, whatever their business purposes are. And that’s not the environment 
that we have up here, and I think that’s a good thing.  
 
Marta: Thanks for bring that up. I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and as a policy student, I’m 
of course very interested on the broader implications of what policies and regulations have to 
getting people to work together to address system needs. And I have been wondering if for this 
project it was a combination of the right people, right place, and right time that enabled this 
project to be so successful, or could it be replicated somewhere else in the country? Is it really 
the “Minnesota Nice” that we’ve got going on up here that enables people to be so collaborative? 
 
Dave: That’s a good question.  
 
Rick: I think it was probably the right people at the right time because the companies have been 
there forever, and over time people leave and new people come in, and a lot of it has to do with 
the culture and what the organization wants to do or to. It could change with people changing, so 
probably the right people at the right time, and the right mindset.  
 
Dave: I think you probably have to have a collaborative mentality.  
 
Rick: I think it has to come from the top. Even through the CapX process, we had a number of 
these CEO meetings, and the CEOs of all the companies got together and they talked. You had to 
have the buy-in from the top. They had these meetings and they were all buying into this.  
 
Like Dave said, in other parts of the country here, IOUs and municipals or joint-action agencies 
or co-ops, they have been feuding forever, and they don’t just get along. So I don’t know, it 
almost has to come from policy, from like the federal government. Like the joint planning 
process--everybody has to joint plan and do stuff together. In MISO they’ve opened up the 
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bidding process to bid on building projects, so they are trying to give people opportunities to do 
this stuff, but it’s coming from the federal government. (laughing) 
 
Marta: Yeah, from the FERC orders.  
 
Rick: Not local utilities trying to open up.  
 
Marta: I guess what I’m hearing is that the opportunity is there.  
 
Dave: I think up here, in the Upper Midwest, and I don’t know if I have a good answer for your 
question either, because there is probably a lot of people that, if it was easy to figure out, it 
would be implemented. But, this idea that if you’re going to be a user of the transmission 
system--and this is one thing that municipal or small utilities have fought for in other parts of the 
country--but if you’re going to be a user of the system, at least as a wholesale customer, you 
ought to have the ability to invest in that system.  
 
I think that’s where some of the frustration is down south and in other parts of the country, where 
these municipal utilities, and maybe co-ops, they are users of the system because they are 
relatively small compared to maybe the big transmission owner that surrounds them, so they are 
using that system, and they have to pay-through the transmission charges-to use the system, but 
as expansion opportunities arise within those transmission grids, in those cases, they are really 
not given an opportunity to invest in something that looks like a pro rata level of investment that 
matches their pro rata level of usage on the system.  
 
Up here, I think everyone is more open to looking at investment opportunities for the smaller 
guys that allows us to invest so that we can try to match our usage and our investment 
opportunities. I think it probably does get, like Rick said, some of it’s the people involved. All it 
takes is somebody at the top of a big organization that says, “Well this isn’t the way we’re going 
to do it,” and things change. Or even for the small systems like us, all it takes is the wrong 
approach with the small guy that’s going to make life more difficult than we’re worth to the big 
guys, and the investment opportunities are going to dry up.  
 
So, has Minnesota Nice got something to do with it? Maybe a little bit. I think the wrong 
personalities can change all of this.  
 
Rick: I think in this Group 1 type projects for CapX, I think it was Xcel...maybe they realized it 
was a big undertaking on their own money-wise, and even permitting-wise...approval, need, and 
everything that they needed. They had more people involved in the project, which helped. IOUs 
look at rate of return on investments, so they are looking out for their stockholders, but then it 
also goes back to the ratepayers, so they’ve got to balance that. It was a big undertaking, so that 
helped. You know, 11 participants involved. We’ll see in Group 2 projects, or down the road, 
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how things progress….maybe everyone will be fighting over regional projects. We still do 
projects that serve our members for reliability and Xcel does theirs in the cities, but regional type 
projects that have different cost recovery methods, people are really trying to get to the point 
where they are open up for bidding.  
 
Dave: Because everybody wants to invest in transmission projects, right? I think, just thinking 
back to your question, I think our system was so over-taxed that everybody figured out through 
the planning studies that no individual line is going to solve the problem. I think if you just have 
small, incremental transmission investments it’s probably easier for the incumbent area utility in 
that area to just take on that project on their own, and joint investment opportunities aren’t there 
when these projects come up on a piecemeal basis, because any of us can handle small, 
individual projects. But because the system was probably as overtaxed as it was, and the solution 
identified a lot of fixes, then it probably also helped with the collaborative process just because it 
was even more apparent that probably nobody could handle this on their own.  
 
Marta: Yeah, I think that’s a really good point. In an earlier interview coined the word 
“coopetition”, which I think is pretty fitting for this project. You are cooperating with each other, 
but you’ve still got your own interests to look out for.  
 
Dave: Haha yeah, and we have our own issues dealing with these other utilities, so we don’t 
always see eye-to-eye on everything, no doubt about that.  
 
Marta: But also the group isn’t claiming to, which is also important. You were able to align 
your goals for this project while maintaining your own autonomy.  
 
Dave: Right, we still have our separate identities, and everybody is very careful to make sure 
that the separate identities maintain and are preserved.  
 
Rick: Yeah, they’re there. I know Dave talked on a SMMPA level; on a personal level I was 
really glad I had the opportunity to participate in this. When it started back in 04, and it’s 2016 
now. There’s a lot going on. Relationships. And being part of the build-out. They talk about the 
last buildouts were planned in the 60’s and done in the early 70’s, and you don’t know when the 
next one is going to be done. This is a big build-out for the region, and to be part of it--to live 
through it--haha.  
 
Dave: Good point. It’s a career defining project.  
 
Rick: Yeah, we survived it. With all the good, bad, and ugly that went with it. It was interesting.  
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Dave: It’s a chance to get exposure to a lot of very sharp, very talented people at these various 
organizations that you might not otherwise have any exposure to if it weren’t for a project like 
CapX.  
 
Rick:  A lot of learning. Now we’re entering this CapX operation phase now, it goes into 
operation and now you’ve got a budget to operate and maintain it. And going forward, dealing 
with interconnections or capital improvements, so it’s just another stage going on from here.  
 
Marta: Moving outside of transmission, do you think these relationships help other aspects of 
the work that you’ll do moving forward? 
 
Dave: You know it probably depends on the specific opportunities, but it certainly can’t hurt 
because we’ve obviously shown each other that we can work together on large projects. As Rick 
mentioned earlier, we are already participating with Xcel in our largest generating unit, so we’re 
no stranger to jointly owned projects. But to the extent that we have individual opportunities 
come up, I think it can only help that we are all working together in CapX.  
 
Marta: I guess time will tell! The great thing about this is that it’s always interesting.  
 
Dave: Well you know the utility business is changing, as distributed generation and smaller 
projects seem to be much more of the norm than big large-scale--at least in generation--projects. 
So, I’m not sure how many opportunities there are going to be down the road for joint 
participation in large-scale generation projects like Sherco 3 that we have with Xcel. If we’re 
building small gas-fired generation plants, or certainly solar facilities, I’m not sure you need the 
joint ownership that you might if you’re trying to do a big, standard technology commercial 
facility. So, we’ll see.   
 
Marta: Well, that’s all I have for you. Thank you! 
 
Rick: Hopefully you can eek out a few seconds of usable video.  
 
Marta: Oh yeah, there’s a lot of good stuff in here. I’ve learned a lot, and it was really great to 
hear about this project from your perspective. Thank you for your time today.  
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