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Marta: Today is June 10, 2015 and I am speaking with Michael Noble, CEO of Fresh Energy in 
St. Paul. What I’m really interested in the relationships that were necessary to get a project like 
CapX2020 off the ground, planned, and then executed. I know that Will Kaul approached you 
early on in this process, and I was wondering if you could tell me the story of how you came to 
be working on this project. 
 
Michael: Well, Fresh Energy has been around since 1990, and dramatically increasing our 
investment and reliance on wind power is always been a core focus of our organization. So, at 
least 10 or 15 years before anyone ever thought of CapX, Fresh Energy was focused on building 
out wind energy. The great thing about wind energy is that it’s compatible with a lot of different 
kind of land uses….farming, ranching. The good thing is it's compatible with a lot of different 
land uses, the bad thing is it’s typically windy where the people don’t live, so you have to get the 
power into the market. So, transmission was always part of our DNA, part of who we were.  
 
We have really close allies who argued that if you focused exclusively on local energy and 
distributed energy and neighborhood scale energy, and solar energy, we wouldn’t need 
transmission. We don’t ascribe to that logic because we know that we have to replace the whole 
fossil fuel economy, and that means we need all hands on deck, and wind energy is the lowest 
cost renewable, and has been for a long time. So we were always naturally biased toward 
renewable energy, and by extension, we were naturally biased toward transmission 
infrastructure. 
 
We were a founder of Wind on the Wires (WOW), Fresh Energy and the Energy Foundation and 
the McKnight Foundation and the Izaak Walton League and the Environmental Law and Policy 
Center of the Midwest were the 5 founding organizations that created WOW, whenever that was. 
The organizing idea behind WOW was to have a core staff that had the technical capacity and 
relationships both to the environmental advocacy voices, the clean energy voices, and 
relationships with the wind industry as a common cause. And so, we served on that board of 
directors for 10 or 13 years. So, advocacy for transmission was always part of our core point of 
view. 
 
When CapX was formed, I didn’t know all the actors well because they were typically the senior 
vice presidents for transmission from the various utility corporations. I didn’t know them all, but 
I got to know Will Kaul quite well, not first and foremost through CapX, but through a nonprofit 
that we both served on the board of directors of Climate Generation, a Will Steeger Legacy, and 
we got to know each other quite well through that organization. But, we were already previous 
allied on transmission, and I knew he was a big thinker, and I knew he was the fellow that all the 
different utilities trusted, and I just got to be friends and an admirer of his.  
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Marta: I’m curious about that relationship--between you as an advocacy group, and them as a 
utility. Was it a natural fit? Or were there growing pains? 
 
Michael: We were already allied on the idea that we needed transmission. He saw it from the 
point of view of the electric companies, and I saw it from the point of view of the public interest 
in wind energy. We both had the same basic view that we needed infrastructure to support wind. 
Then we both volunteered for the same nonprofit, and that’s how we got to be friend, but we 
were already allies before we were friends. We’ve had plenty of things we disagreed about, and 
his company and our company have taken adverse positions on a lot of different subjects, but 
you might as well agree on the things you do, and try to see if you can’t get those things done.  
 
Marta: One of the common themes that keeps coming up is trust, and you just said it as well. 
It’s a little different from your end, but in a sense you have to put your trust that the utilities  
 
Michael: We had our niche. Again, I was very closely tied in to WOW, and I had complete and 
total access to all the expert analysis. I absolutely knew there was no way to build $50 billion in 
wind power in the Upper Midwest without $5 billion worth of transmission lines. I knew that. I 
had the analysis, I had the data, and I had access to the most expert people. I didn’t have to 
become expert in it myself, but it allowed me to talk to groups that would argue that we don’t 
need these high voltage power lines. I would say, “That’s not true, we do.” I think I was a useful 
citizen to the transmission planners and the transmission engineers, and the transmission building 
consortium, because I had very good credentials with the environmental advocates. I was seen as 
part of that perspective. And although we position ourselves as energy experts and clean energy 
advocates, the Sierra Clubs of the world trusted us, so we were a good go-to group to give the 
transmission lines the green cred they needed.  
 
We didn’t win every advocate over to our side. We have people we admire who still to this day 
think we shouldn’t do it, and we shouldn’t have high voltage transmission structures across the 
landscape...that it’s too damaging and harmful to the landscape and disruptive to communities. 
We’ve had good friends that have been upset with us, but we think it was the principled thing to 
do. Again, the 17 high voltage MVP (Multi-Value Project) lines that MISO (Midcontinent 
Independent System Operator) approved, it’s about a $5.1 billion dollar investment, that’s about 
10% of the cost of $50 billion dollars’ worth of wind energy that it will provide a road to market 
for, to bring all that energy into population centers. 
 
No one really lives in Vermillion, South Dakota...I mean, people live there, but 3 million 
Chicagoans don’t live there. So, the road to market was the metaphor we use in transmission 
lines. Just like the farmer needs the road to market for his goods, the wind farmer needs a road to 
market for their electrons. That’s been a core principle for almost 15 years. More than that. 
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Marta: So you’ve been around with Fresh Energy for 20 years, you’ve been in the energy 
industry for a while. One thing I’m curious about that I’ve been finding through research is that 
we go on this 30 year cycle of build out, then the need is met, and here we are again in the midst 
of a buildout. I’m wondering if that is something you’ve noticed? Or, an alternative question is, 
what makes now the right time for a big buildout? 
 
Michael: Well, first of all on this 30 year cycle argument, our careers don’t extend much beyond 
30 years, so it’s hard to see 60 years or 50 years or 90 years, so I’m not sure if I ascribe to that 
argument or not. For me, always has been that the largest single focused problem in an electricity 
sector that gets the carbon out. It’s core principle to who we are and why we exist, and I like to 
think it’s not an advocacy position, it’s just the world we live in. It’s the plain physics of the 
matter, that if we don’t stop dumping CO2 in the atmosphere, the world will not be recognizable 
for our children and our grandchildren.  
 
So, the investment required is massive to replace all the old with all the new, and a sustained and 
orderly transition is a phrase I’ve been using since about 1992...it can’t be a rapid radical change, 
but it has to be sustained and orderly transition away from the old to the new. When we started 
this work, you mentioned Will Kaul and GRE...the firm that pays his paycheck is GRE, the 
generation transmission coop for most of the rural electric coops, and I think they were well over 
90% coal, 95% coal 15 years ago. I think today they are still over 70% if I’m not mistaken. They 
have a huge problem to create a sustained and orderly transition away from the old.  
 
To me, there’s really an unlimited appetite for capital investment in innovation and change and 
new technology. It’s not just a few billion dollars, it’s a complete overhaul. The olive branch I 
always offer to my friends in the electric sector is they should run the whole damn energy 
economy. They should run our cars and busses and trains, and heat our homes and heat our 
water, and get all the fossil fuels out of the economy...we’d be running an all-electric economy. I 
think that’s a pretty good tradeoff...that they get the whole energy industry if they get all the 
carbon out. Pretty straightforward transaction as far as I’m concerned. 
 
Marta: How is that received? 
 
Michael: I think people are glad to hear me talk about an all-electric-economy. Why would 
utilities not be excited? A third of the energy goes through our carburetor. Why not get that 
energy into the electric system...get the cars and the batteries a part of the electric grid. That 
should be a pretty welcomed idea to a utility executive who is worried about energy efficiency 
and solar power eroding their core business. We’re offering them a different core business--to 
run the transportation economy, or run the busses, run the cars, run the trains, and clean 
electricity is really the only way we can power an economy without producing carbon emissions.  
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Marta: You’ve mentioned some of these environmental groups that you have worked as the go-
between between them and utilities. You mentioned the Sierra Club, and in St. Cloud you 
mentioned the NRDC (Natural Resource Defense Council). How do you deal with ….well, 
you’ve already started to touch on this, on how we really do need transmission to support clean 
energy.  
 
Michael: I think the question you’re getting at is that all these groups are all different. They all 
have their own board of directors, they have their own CEO’s, they have their own professional 
staff, they all have their own theory of change, and they all have their own worldviews. A lot of 
the public just lumps these groups together in a big mush, but they are different. Some of them 
are much more market-oriented, some are more policy oriented, some are more grassroots 
oriented, some of them are more ideological. It’s hard for the outsider to see the differences in 
the groups.  
 
I’ll mention one group that I admire quite a bit, and I mention them because I know they are 
opposed to our position on transmission. The Institute for Local Self Reliance is a very well 
regarded group, and yet their core program and area has been thought of as energy self-reliant 
states, that Minnesota could generate all the energy needed in Minnesota, why would we need to 
rely on South Dakota or North Dakota...or why would we export energy from Iowa to Illinois. 
We just really don’t agree with that logic. We admire them, they write a lot of compelling 
analysis, and we’ve found common ground with them on 10 different issues, but on this issue 
they have been our critic, and we have been their critic. Again, they are not just a homogenous 
group of ideas all clustered around the same point of view, but differences that are nuanced.  
 
Some groups are trying to manage their nuances. Maybe their management and leadership thinks 
we need high voltage transmission to service wind power, and the grassroots has pockets here 
and there who are fighting power lines, so there are tensions across these organizations that are 
legitimate, and are grounded in values, and we respect all of those different points of views.  
 
Marta: That sounds you might be talking about the Sierra Club 
 
Michael: I’ll give you a specific example. One of the groups I admire the most in the world is an 
agriculture policy group called the land stewardship project, and they were organizing opposition 
to CapX around the Minor farm in New Prague. I know if I owned the Minor farm in New 
Prague I wouldn’t want a transmission line going right by the corner of my farm. I wouldn’t want 
to see it, I wouldn’t want to put up with it. I wouldn’t want to change the landscape of my 
spectacular organic dairy farm. But the campaign they built was that this was going to somehow 
be bad for the cows, or somehow bad for the organic milk. We house an independent journalism 
operation at Fresh Energy called Midwest Energy News, and unbeknownst to me, reporters were 
looking into the debate over this. They published a long article that didn’t disagree with the 

http://www.ilsr.org/initiatives/energy/
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Minors desire not to live by the power line and supported their right to have their farm be bought 
by the power company. But, in this article we wrote that there was no basis to argue that it would 
hurt milk production or the quality of the milk, or hurt the cows, or the organic farm...and we had 
our friends really angry with us because they were building this grassroots campaign against the 
power line around the argument that it would be bad for organic milk. And i was with the CEO 
of the Land Stewardship the day that story came out...we were with each other and he got a call 
from his communications staff, who had just talked to our communications staff, and I just had to 
say that the chips fall where they fall. Then they came to us later and said, “you know what could 
help this strained relationship with us is if you work with us and defend the Buy the Farm 
legislation at the state legislature.” They were going to try and strengthen it that year, basically 
requiring that people who don’t want to live next to these powerful lines that the power company 
will actually buy the farm. But the Minors wanted them to not only buy the farm, but also buy all 
the farm equipment, and all the expensive dairy equipment….so they went and they strengthened 
the law. I don’t think that CapX was happy with us, but we supported that. We weren’t opposed 
to farmers, we just thought the power line was necessary. It’s hard sometimes to thread the 
needle through these difficult issues. 
 
Marta: That’s interesting, I hadn’t heard about the strengthening of the law.  
 
Michael: You could talk to Bobby King or Mark Schultz or George Booty and Land 
Stewardship to tell you exactly what they did. But they amended the MN Buy the Farm law to 
make it stronger because the Minors felt strongly that the law didn’t protect their economic 
interests, and paying them for the land wasn’t adequate to offset the considerable investment 
they’d made in equipment, and this expensive high quality industry that they built right there at 
that location.  
 
Marta: From what I understand of the case, and farming in general, to set up an organic farm 
you need a few years before it’s certified organic, so it’s not quite as simple as buy the farm and 
move the farm.  
 
Michael: I guess the sad thing is that the Minor’s are going to close Cedar Summit Farm and go 
out of business. They are beloved. The quality of the products is legendary.  
 
Marta: I spoke with a lawyer that represents a lot of landowners and commercial businesses. He 
was telling me a story about how his senior partners were the one who were around for the past 
build-out in the 70’s, but this was before buy the farm. So many things have changed since then 
that he sat down with CapX lawyers, and went through it piece by piece to figure out how the 
law was going to be applied. How unique is this to the CapX projects? This collaboration? This 
working it out? 
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Michael: Well, I don’t know how much the people who are going to read your paper remember 
their American history, but the power lines from the 70’s was the single most contentious issue 
of all the issues that Governor Rudy Perpich faced. This was the single more bitter issue--the 
siting of the power line from Coal Creek station to Elk River...maybe, I’m not exactly sure where 
it went from and to, but the high voltage DC line that went all the way across the Minnesota 
landscape. There’s a book that Paul Wellstone wrote about this power line, the first battle in 
America's energy war, talking about the grassroots farm interests that opposed that power line, 
and teaming up with conservationists and environmental advocates.  
 
I guess I have to tip my hat that as difficult as siting and building this CapX line was, there 
weren’t people in the middle of the night tipping over transmission towers...unbolting them and 
pushing them over in the night, which is what happened during the 70’s. Maybe that is why you 
are interested in this story, comparing the 70’s to the getting-it-done collegiality of the 2010. But, 
some of those old-timers are still around, I bet you could find them.  
 
Marta: Yes, and the people who I have been talking to from Xcel and GRE and from the project 
management side have stressed that they have learned from that history and are doing thing 
differently. One of them cited a project build out in VA where the utility threatened their 
customers, saying that if the project didn’t go forward, that people would lose power, and that 
didn’t go over well.  
 
Michael: It is a very difficult issue because it’s an issue of property rights, an issue of your 
landscape, an issue of the value of your home and where you live, and from horizon to horizon, 
this power line changes the place you live, and I don’t think any of us should be cavalier or cold 
about how difficult that was. I gave a talk, I think it was last year at the 25th annual gathering of 
the Midwest Renewable Energy Alliance in Custer, Wisconsin, and they were celebrating the 
people who founded the celebration 25 years earlier. I gave my little powerpoint about solar and 
wind, and I just stopped on one slide, and I talked about the 17 lines that MISO was building, 
and said, “I know this isn’t popular” because that was the place where the La Crosse-Madison 
line, which is one of the most controversial lines, and people came up to me afterwards and said 
they liked everything you said in your talk, but I sure don’t agree with you on that. Then there 
was the president of Organic Valley, and I said “I am willing to come down to Organic Valley, to 
your headquarters here in Viroqua, and meet with organic farmers.” and he said “you wouldn’t 
be very well received. People will be happy to listen to you, but people don't agree. This land is 
too special, these valleys are too pristine. There is no good route from here to there that wouldn't 
harm somebody.”  
 
I think these are very difficult issues, and the trick I think is to run them along highways, or run 
them along the freeway if possible, or find ways to not go kitty-corner from farm to farm, but go 
around people's land where possible. I hear conversations now about people asking if it’s 
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possible to put them underground, and the short answer has always been no, that’s not cost 
effective. But now I hear of advances in technology and innovation might make it possible to run 
them alongside railroads, where you just put a trencher in, put a trench, and lay the cable right 
alongside the rail. Maybe that’ll be the next generation of power lines--that they will run along 
the nation’s railroads.  
 
I believe in a big national interconnected electric grid that runs on renewable energy and clean 
energy, and low carbon solutions, and that means we have to have an interconnected electric grid 
that gets power from A to B. And I think the distributed vision is a really powerful and important 
vision, and it’s a piece of the pie, not the whole pie.  
 
Marta: How do you manage these two competing ideas? 
 
Michael: I argue that they are not competing ideas. I say that they are categorically not in 
competition, that we need absolutely all of the distributed generation and local power and 
cogeneration and rooftop solar and community solar...we need all of it that we can possibly get 
our hand on, and we need all of the large-scale wind farms we can possibly get our hands on. 
Then once we have the most that we can reasonably do, where are we going to get the other 
1/3rd? We need to get a zero carbon or very low carbon electric system, nationwide, and it is a 
wicked big problem….it’s like changing all the parts out on an airplane while you’re flying, 
that’s how complicated the problem is.  
 
An analyst from Rocky Mountain Institute gave the analogy, and described what a wicked 
problem is: it’s not like you go from A to B to C. You can go to A, then maybe F...that might 
work….but it’s not a linear problem, and it’s not one where you can take a step and then evaluate 
it. It’s not one where you absolutely know that if you do this thing that this will be the outcome. 
We are essentially overhauling the entire electric infrastructure for the country, but I always that 
that America has the resources and the wealth and engineering and capacity to solve hard 
problems, and once we decide we want to run the economy without carbon that that’s the 
problem we’re going to solve. I don’t have any doubt in my mind that we can solve that problem. 
But electricity transmission is part of the solution.  
 
Marta: What else can we do from a policy perspective to strengthen this? Recognizing that there 
are many levels to do this on...the state level, MISO level, federal level.  
 
Michael: I’ll throw out a radical idea, and radical not as in crazy or lefty, but radical as in really 
getting at the root of the problem. You know, radical in the Latin form is “at the root”. I heard 
one very sober smart and very senior transmission professional say, “why doesn’t the federal 
government just buy the whole damn thing? Just nationalize the whole electric transmission 
infrastructure. After all, it’s only 8 or 9% of the entire cost of America’s electricity system.” It’s 
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a very modest fraction of the whole pie. And people ask why would you do that? Well, because 
you would then operate it in the public interest, instead of operate in the interest of these various 
consortiums of electric utilities.  
 
Well why would you create a public asset out of current private assets? Well, these are mostly 
owned by regulated monopolies, they are sort of quasi-governmental anyway. And, people often 
compare it to the interstate highway system. Imagine if the interstate highway system was owned 
by consortiums of various trucking companies. That wouldn’t make any sense, the interstate 
highway system is owned by the public. What if the entire transmission infrastructure in America 
was owned by the American taxpayer? Would they run it better? Would they run it worse? I 
don’t know, but it’s at least worth having the conversation. It’s the backbone of the electric grid. 
What more high importance national security thing could there be, than the backbone of 
America’s electric grid? 
 
Now, some people would argue, god help us the federal government can’t do that more 
efficiently. Well, that’s an argument to be made. But the other is why should there be a profit 
motive? Why not just run it in the public interest? Just run it like a big nonprofit.  
 
Marta: I have the same questions as well, but my immediate thought is about state sovereignty. 
One person I spoke with suggested an opposing radical idea, which was to take all of it way from 
the feds, and give all the power to the states. How do you convince the states to do that? 
 
Michael: Now we’re talking about the routing and approval and permitting of transmission. It is 
sort of preposterous if 5 states are involved, that each of them get their own decision making 
process. So if the middle state decides to locate it in a random spot, the wires don’t line up. It’s a 
one unified project that’s a multi-state investment. It works now that people go and get approval 
state by state by state, but sometimes it doesn’t work. One thing that’s ridiculous is how long it 
takes. I suppose my transmission opponent friends and allies would say it’s a good thing it takes 
so long, because there are all of these different opportunities to slow it up and stop it, but we’re 
building transmission lines now that were planned over a decade ago. Where’s the next tranche 
of $5 billion worth of transmission? Are we going to wait a decade for that? See my impatiens 
with this system?  
 
Now, of course again, having a federal ownership might make it more bureaucratic, more slow. I 
don’t necessarily know it would solve anything, but it’s very difficult to take 10 years every time 
you want to add $50 billion in wind power. That’s a long time.  
 
Marta: Do you think that by setting up organizations like MISO, and other regional RTO’s 
(Regional Transmission Organizations), that it's helping these problems? We’ve got FERC 
(Federal Energy Regulatory Commission) Order 1000 that tells regions to play nice and plan 
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together, but even so, we’ve got this ISO’s that operate in different system, different markets. 
I’m curious about how hard it is to get the different ISO’s to plan together.  
 
Michael: Well the interesting thing happens at the seams. The interesting things happens at the 
intersections between the various ISOs. What goes on inside the ISOs is fairly well understood, 
but if you want to move power from one ISO to another ISO that’s a more interesting problem.  
 
CapX was well done. It involved all the electric utilities in MN, or almost all of them. It was well 
managed and well capitalized and well planned. There was huge public support in MN for wind 
power. We had a big huge additional life of wind power required by law, which made the 
certificate of need question obvious. It was needed--there was no way to meet the wind 
obligation without the law.  
 
So the voices that were saying, “This is unnecessary, this is unneeded” were a little muted. There 
are still voices that say that these are not being built to meet Minnesota’s need, it’s being built to 
connect to a regional grid to support Wisconsin or Illinois needs. Those arguments are legitimate 
arguments, I suppose, but they didn’t prevail.  
 
So, I don’t have any magic ideas on ISO reform. I know that the parts of the country that don’t 
have ISOs yet are further behind rather than further ahead. My friends in the Rocky Mountains 
and other parts of the country that haven’t got ISOs are seeing the power of regional planning, 
and can take into account these public policy priorities, like “Ye shall have 25% renewable 
energy in the next decade.” That was a big driver to CapX.  
 
Marta: How do you think the Clean Power Plan is going to affect things? 
 
Michael: Well, the Clean Power Plan is kind of the main menu item now of cutting carbon from 
the electric utilities sector...regulating carbon pollution from existing coal plants is sort of on the 
menu. But, we’ll see if the bar is high enough that it will drive new transmission infrastructure. It 
could be that the bar is low enough that renewable energy that is in the pipeline, and energy 
efficiency that’s in the pipeline, and potential to run existing gas infrastructure more….it will be 
a an easy, low bar to meet. Minnesotans are taking the argument that MN should be the national 
leader on the CPP and show the world how cost effectively and efficiently we can knock carbon 
out of our system. I hope that we will significantly surpass whatever goal the EPA sets for MN. 
I’m counting on Governor Dayton and Commissioner John Linc Stine (MPCA), and people like 
CEO Ben Falk and David Segu and the CEO from MN Power...I’m counting on those people to 
step up and say that this is the Minnesotan way. We know how to cut carbon cost effectively, 
keeping rates low as we add renewable energy and energy efficiency and new clean energy 
transmission. I’m hoping that in MN we’ll be a state that shows the world how it’s done.  
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Marta: Do you think we’re on our way? 
 
Michael: Well, this CapX discussion is a good start. We cooperated and got something big done. 
MN Power got their 25% renewable energy 10 years ahead of their scheduled requirement. Xcel 
Energy says that adding wind power to their mix has a downward pressure on their electric grids, 
not an upward pressure as some people might assume. So, I think I have always thought the two 
limiting factors of how much wind energy we can do are: 1-can we plan and site and build 
transmission, and 2-do people want to look at wind power. If the public is put-out with wind 
power, then that might be a limiting factor, but I think we can easily do another 10 or 20,000 
MW of wind.  
 
Marta: Do you think that some of the opposition to transmission lines is equitable to what you 
see with wind turbines? 
 
Michael: You know, they are both landscape issues. They are both of the “right to be rural” 
argument….why do we live here, why do we want it the way we want it. I know that I’m an 
urban person and I’m not considered to be very aware or sensitive to these rural sensitivities. I 
know that some people don’t want to see wind turbines, and some people don’t want to see 
power lines. But, on the other hand, wind energy has been a huge economic opportunity for 
hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of MN families. More than a dozen MN counties have 
hundreds of thousands, millions of dollars in tax income from wind development. So, on the one 
hand, there is the lets keep it the way it always was mentality, but on the other hand, people 
realize that change is inevitable, and we just have to shape and drive the change that we want and 
the change that we’re comfortable with in our communities.  
 
I don’t believe that wind power is the be-all-end-all, but I think there’s absolutely no reason it 
can’t be 40% of our electric supply nationwide. We’re a long way away from that, but I think it’s 
an inevitability. The fact that it’s low cost, the fact that the technology is getting better and better 
and more and more reliable. The fact that we can predict wind a day or two days ahead pretty 
precisely. And the fact that the cost just keeps falling, that it’s pretty hard to say no to wind 
power. I fully expect by the time...well, I was going to say by the time my children are my age, 
but not even that long--I fully expect in the next 15 or 20 years that wind power will be vastly 
larger industry than it is today, and that the Plains will be supplying the coasts significant parts of 
their energy. 
 
Marta: That means the grid must be upgrades. 
 
Michael: And I believe in it, I just believe in it. I think it's the right thing to do and I think it’s 
going to happen. The economics are too compelling for it to not happen. But, social movements 
can prove me wrong, and people might say no way...they might organize, and they might stop it. 
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We could have the scenario that CapX has where they worked out their differences with their 
opponents, or we can have this situation that Paul Wellstone wrote about in the 70’s where 
farmers tipped over transmission towers in the middle of the night and built barricades against 
the transmission developers. Both are possible, but I think the CapX model is probably the better 
outcome.  
 
Marta: What is your big takeaway of something that CapX has done right?  
 
Michael: I’ve said this….we’ve had so much that we pushed the industry, and we’ve been a 
thorn. I think we’ve been a respectable and honorable adversary on many issues, but this was not 
something we were in conflict with. We didn’t have to work out our differences. We had the 
same goal. We wanted massive build-out of wind power, and we knew that it required about 10% 
of the total cost of the installment of new wind would have to be invested in new transmission 
corridors. We knew that. And I don’t want to say we knew it before they knew it, but we were 
advocating for thousands of megawatts of wind power….I mean, I remember the first meeting of 
WOW, with dozens and dozens of people in the room, and someone said, “I think we could get 
100 MW of more wind in ND before we need more transmission”...and I mean, 100 MW is 
nothing. I just told you there’s 24,000 MW in MISO now…..then the guy said “maybe we should 
go for 200 MW” and I remember looking around the room thinking, “we’re gonna be moving the 
decimal point over from 100 MW, to 1,000 MW, to 10,000 MW, to 100,000 MW.” We talked 
about it behind closed doors. We weren’t just trying to increase it, we were trying to move the 
decimal points. And that’s what we succeeded in doing. We moved the decimal point from 100 
to 100,000.  
 
Marta: Are we done building out the grid in the Upper Midwest? 
 
Michael: Oh god no! 
 
Marta: Is there a place for CapX to continue these partnerships? 
 
Michael: I don’t have a hard and fast answer to that. Whether CapX is exactly the right business 
model….I don’t know enough about the economics and the structural ownership of CapX, but I 
certainly think the model is ok.  
 
I already said something crazy earlier in hat maybe the federal government should own all the 
transmission lines, I’m not actually sure that works. Are they nimble enough? Entrepreneurial 
enough? Willing to face down conflict? Can they build it on time and on budget? Probably not. 
So that means that some private industry has to build this, and we have different models….like 
Clean Line Energy is a completely private organization, then there's the ITC/ATC model which 
is a consortium of utilities, and CapX has done as well as any of them. Got their project build on 
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time and on budget. My hats off to the leadership and the visionaries, and especially to Will 
Kaul, who I think is not only somebody I admire and is a friend of mine, but he’s somebody that 
actually showed that if you respect all the actors and you work through the problems, you can get 
these projects done even though they are controversial, and people’s first inclination is to say no.  
 
Marta: Is there anything that I didn’t ask about that you think I should have? 
 
Michael: I should mention that I’m not just a casual friend of Will, I really think of him as a 
good friend. I remember when Will Steger was getting him to get on board of climate generation, 
and I said, “Will, you’re going to have conflicts with them” because his employer burns coal for 
a living. He’s a great guy, and he says, “Well I know him from childhood.” And I said, “I know 
him too, but they’re a climate advocacy group. There’s going to be conflicts.” So he says, 
“You’re going to have to trust me on this.” And so sure enough, 5 years later Will had to leave 
the board because...not related to CapX, but related to another project that GRE (Great River 
Energy) had--the Spiritwood Coal plant that was 99 MW co-generation plant that was being built 
in North Dakota...and I’ll be generous when I say that it was quite controversial. I mean 
generous. It was more than controversial, it was illegal. They had to get the law changed to make 
it allowed, because there was a prohibition from importing any more coal from North Dakota to 
Minnesota, and they had to get the law passed to say “except from Spiritwood.” So, the 
organization that Will was on the board of was actively lobbying the Governor about it, so he 
had to leave the board. But that didn’t change our friendship. And, I don’t know if I should say 
this or not, but he’s invited me for weekends on his boat, and he’s supported causes that I 
support, and we’ve socialized together, and spent time together with our wives and our families. 
We are very different people, we come from different worlds. He’s a utility exec and I’m a clean 
energy rabble rouser. But, we have so much in common that we both want to figure out how to 
move the world to a cleaner better place. He’s a change agent in his world, and I’m a change 
agent in my world.  
 
Marta: Thank you for spending some time with me today, this was very informative.  
 
Michael: My pleasure, thank you.  
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