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Marta: Today is June 9, 2015. My name is Marta Monti, and I will be interviewing Graham 
Arntzen. Thanks for speaking with me today. As you know, I’m here to learn about your role in 
the CapX2020 initiative. 
 
Graham: I’m glad someone’s looking at it. It’s nice to know that Humphrey’s looking at it, 
specifically. It’s a huge infrastructure investment in the Upper Midwest, and it enables us to a lot 
of different things. The other piece of it is, I dunno, I just feel like there’s a lot of research 
projects on smaller things. To a certain extent I never really thought about this specifically, but 
just going through this, and thinking that no one ever looked at it and never doing any research 
about “how did this happen, why was it so successful”...a lot of times you’ll hear about projects 
going way over budget or way behind schedule, but we are on-budget and on-schedule. For a $2 
billion dollar investment, that’s pretty remarkable. Especially one like this where you’re spread 
out across the entire states--multiple states. It’s a difficult undertaking.  
 
Marta: Yeah, and you have the fun job of navigating and overseeing everything.  
 
Graham: Overseeing….I’ll have to be careful with that term, I don’t know if overseeing is what 
we do. Navigating is definitely a good way of putting what we do. What background do you 
have on me? Do you know where I sat in the projects, and what I worked in? 
 
Marta: Yes, I have a general understanding of what the Project Management Office (PMO) 
does. Terry gave me some background, and what I found it interesting when I learned about 
some of the coordination that had to be done between projects and suppliers, and I’m wondering 
if those are the sorts of things you were working on? 
 
Graham: Yeah, my roll kind of transitioned over time. I started right out of grad school in 2010. 
I had done some consulting projects with utilities when I was in grad school, mainly at Carlson, 
not so much at Humphrey. And I got really interested in utilities, it’s a really interesting space to 
get into, never thought I would be here, but anyways, there was a posting at Carlson for the 
PMO, I applied, was accepted, and I started in the end of July 2010. I started in the sourcing--
they were in the sourcing stage of the project, so, this is typically not that big of an industry, 
right? And what I’ve always been told is that it’s on cycles, and it’s about every 30 years there’s 
a big built-out cycle. All the sudden everyone’s like “hey we’re outta power” or “we can’t 
transmit any more power we need to build more.”  
 
Hopefully Terry gave you more background. The project started in 20014…you’re talking about 
12 years, that’s a long time. So I came in 2010, and by that point the projects CONs (Certificate 
of Need) were approved, so from a regulatory perspective we were ready to go. Not completely--
there was some other stuff that had to be done, but at least the state filings were complete. I think 
with MISO (Midcontinent Independent System Operator) we had to do some more stuff.  
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So we were ready to start setting up alliance agreements, because the industry is small--or it was 
traditionally small, and then all the sudden there was a huge built-out going on. So all the 
suppliers had to be ready to go...in terms of, they needed capacity to be able to be able to build 
this kind of project. So you have to prepare years in advance about….it’s coming, I need you to 
increase your manufacturing capability. Or, if you’re like a line construction company, I need 
you to bring more guys on and get ready for this. We were setting up alliance agreements with 
people, and I was helping support receiving the bids, issuing the RFP’s (request for proposals), 
going through the evaluation process, and ultimately setting up a contract for a lot of the 
suppliers. It was interesting.  
 
We had a lot of market power. I mean, we had, because we were gonna spend so much, to a 
supplier that’s a lot of money on the table. It was interesting with all the market power behind it. 
Traditionally, if you talk to other people about smaller projects you might find that they have a 
much different relationship with the supplier than what we experienced.  
 
Marta: Meaning that suppliers are more responsive to you? 
 
Graham: Oh yeah. And when you’re coming out saying that we’re gonna source $500 million 
worth of something, people respond pretty quickly. You’re going to obviously get preferential 
treatment, probably preferential pricing….there’s a lot of things that happen. One of the things 
that benefited CapX is that, obviously the PMO’s position helped coordinate this--is to try and 
wrap all that demand for all 4 projects together, then go out to the marketplace as a unified front 
and say “hey, we’re gonna get all this, what kind of alliances can we set up? What kind of 
agreements can we put in place?” Like I said, if you’re going out with $500 million worth of 
something, compared to I need $500,000, you’re gonna get a lot different response from your 
suppliers.  
 
So I did that, I coordinated a lot of that, and you know that was my first taste of that coordination 
challenges between utilities. Ultimately, when you’re getting ready to sign agreements…..so, the 
way it's structured: Otter Tail was the construction manager and I think the development 
manager for the 230 line up north. Xcel had CapX La Crosse, Fargo. GRE had Brookings. So 
really, the way it generally works is that those utilities, with input from the other utilities, but 
those utilities are generally at all the meetings on the sourcing. Especially early. All the meetings 
we had were setting up agreements and things like that. Those utilities--the key people who you 
are getting input from and making the initial decisions saying “yeah, we wanna go this way” then 
present it to the rest of the partners. And you know, you’re a group, and you’re always thinking 
about it at the group level, and you’re always pushing that perspective, but at the same time each 
one of these utilities realizes they’re responsible for delivering their project specifically. So to a 
certain extent you stand where you sit. You’re not going to be the one who makes a bunch of 
concessions on the agreements--whatever they might be, who knows, there’s kind of a 
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negotiation that goes with the suppliers, and there’s a negotiation between the utilities 
themselves about how we’re going to source this, and how is it gonna work. So, a lot of 
relationship management. And that’s a common theme you’ll hear throughout all of CapX, 
especially within the PMO, there was a lot of relationship management, and a lot of 
coordination.  
 
The thing I’ll say is that it seems like the early stages--prior to me getting there--they did a really 
good job of setting up the overall structure of the organization, and kind of the governance of it, 
and the management, setting expectations for people. I mean, if you think back on it, and you 
think of 11 different utilities with vastly different risk perspectives, right? You’ve got a couple 
investor owned utilities, a fortune 250 company, to municipally-owned utilities participating in 
this. I mean they have much different risk perspectives, return objectives.  What are they trying 
to do for investors you know? Do they even have investors, compared to a co-op owned? So with 
that kind of overlaid over everything and given these discussions about how much we can push 
back on price. Which project will likely have which contractor working on it? Things can get 
tense at times, but ultimately I was pushing to get the right decision made. 
 
You wanna costs at a minimum. You're making that kind of investment the whole time trying to 
maintain cost. It was extremely difficult at times.  
 
Marta: I can imagine.  
 
Graham: Yeah this is where the rubber hits the road.  That's a lot of what you'll probably see 
from my perspective-I was the rubber hitting the road.  With directives coming down from the 
top, and then actually implementing them.  I’ll probably speak terms of examples of what have 
you and be a little general times here.   
 
So yes supply sourcing was big deal.  So you'd often, like I said, you have meetings that GRE 
with those participants, and usually it's like maybe the project manager maybe the construction 
manager from each utility.  And then sometimes leadership in the room.  Typically when we are 
making those initial decisions and trying to hash out the details so we don't have leadership in the 
room--leadership meaning, Terry Grove, Priti Patel, and Greg Chamberlin.  That's who we were 
working with early.   
 
In the beginning, it was a lot of negotiating.  Or get in often cases one category would have been 
anywhere from five to nine bids.  We're trying to be prudent in terms of trying to get a really 
good snapshot of the market place and making sure all our options on the table. The one thing 
about coordination is that it takes a long time. You have to walk everyone through the decision. 
And it's not generally never a one-time thing.  There’s prep meetings before, there’s the actual 
meeting which I generally would probably not want probably multiple meetings.  2 to three 
meetings something like, then agreeing on a decision, then preparing.   
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There's usually a Power Point and presenting to executives. That entire chain, like on line 
construction, took a few months.  
 
The suppliers want in because you’ve got these huge contracts, and at the same time you’ve got 
the utilities--people aren’t used to spending that amount of money, o making commitments for 
that amount of money. It's easier for a lot, I'm sure for a lot of people participating--by far the 
biggest contract they’ve ever signed, hands down. When you’re guaranteeing hundreds of  
millions dollars of work….and it's  not a guarantee, but we’re saying that you’re the one that's 
gonna bid on this going forward, and also you’re gonna get the contracts that are valued at  
between fifteen hundred million dollars for a single contract. The level of tension and scrutiny 
you know you’ll get later ultimately drives down on the decision making process. We document 
everything. Everyone’s gotta get all their thoughts on the table, because they know they’ll be 
held accountable for it later, which usually happens.  
 
There's accountability down the chain with these big projects.  A lot of times things don’t go as 
planned and you might have to use in the contractual tools you have available to you, which no 
one likes going down that path, but sometimes you have to. 
 
Marta:  Yeah one of the things that Terry mentioned was how for certain suppliers, project that 
request a certain amount, and they couldn’t meet that demand.   
 
Graham: Oh yeah did a lot of supply and demand analysis. The PMO was probably was pretty 
instrumental in supporting the supply chain organizations in terms of doing some of that 
analysis, trying to figure out….we’ve had a lot of suppliers come back and say they can source 
the whole thing. Saying they can provide all the steel, or we can complete all the construction.  
Looking back, there's absolutely no way any of those suppliers could do that. Not even close.  
 
Marta: Do you think they actually thought they could? 
 
Graham: From a bidding perspective, different firms will take different tactics. Maybe they 
thought they had to provide it all, or maybe they thought we only wanted one supplier.  Or 
maybe they don't want to rule anything out. At the end of the day, it doesn’t make any sense 
from our standpoint--its simple risk management. We’re not gonna put all our eggs in one basket 
for something so large.   
 
Marta: Were there other lines being built that were not CapX projects in the area?  
 
Graham: Yeah, so the whole industry goes in cycles.  Terry could probably give you more and 
other people that more on the regulatory side. FERC (Federal Energy Regulatory Commission) 
had done some things to really incentivize transmission build out.  It was a high time and it's still 
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a high time in the industry right now. I mean there are still tens of billions being invested, and it 
hasn’t really died back that much but it was across the board.   
 
You know you look at the industry, there’s lines being built every year there was a big line.  So 
you know we were huge. We had a lot of market power, but there were other big players in the 
market too, that might have had just as much as we did. Some of this is regionally based. 
Regional construction companies lot of that. There aren't that many national players in this 
industry, but you could tell that supply experience stretch. We’d hear about suppliers, you know 
on the manufacturing space...all the sudden their plants were running at 2 shifts, then they 
changed to 3 shifts and the doubled the size of the factory.  So there's a lot of concerns about 
quality being an issue when you expand that quickly.  
 
You would hear stories like that all the time, or the union hall here for construction, where we’d 
pull a lot of the guys from, and it would be totally empty. There was no one left to pull out of the 
union hall. How do you get new guys in the industry? Because we need to find more people. 
Those types of things lead to innovative solutions for what you do so yeah, the industry overall is 
crazy, just bongos. Like you said you went from a small investment to this huge investment on 
an annual basis.  
 
Marta: How does the CapX project compare to what you're working on now? What you’re 
doing now is pretty large. Is it the same kind of animal? 
 
Graham: A lot of similarities. I think one biggest difference is that it’s only Xcel. I mean, I 
would never understate that because CapX was all about 11 utilities and a ton of collaboration, 
and this is only Xcel. So, from that standpoint, I run the PMO down there, and….I don’t deal 
with those challenges, but I deal with a lot of different challenges.  A lot of times you’ll see in 
big organizations kind of silo-ing within an organization, and so you might deal with that. But in 
terms of similarities, it is--I mean, building transmission lines and substations--same stuff. It’s a 
different region, which matters quite a bit. They have a different regulatory environment, and 
also this one, most of the projects….CapX was 4 large ones, but they build for a lot cheaper 
down there because there are just different constraints. Up here, the lines are a little more 
expensive on a cost per mile basis.  
 
Marta: Like what? 
 
Graham: Engineering. Land is way more expensive up here. Land is a big thing, we have to a 
lot of times we’ll have to dart around all over the place, down there you can go in a straight line 
usually. The regulatory environment is a lot more lax down there, whereas up here we’ve got one 
of the most stringent regulatory environments I can imagine there is in the United States, besides 
California and Massachusetts.  
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And there is a cost for regulatory oversight, there’s no doubt about that. And then the design--a 
lot of cost drivers, before you even buy anything comes down to the design right up front. Are 
you going to put foundations underneath every structure? Cause the foundation has a lot of cost 
built into it….you actually dig the hole, sink concrete, put in a big rebar cage. And our structures 
up here are huge compared to down there. Some of our structures here weigh 100’s of thousands 
of pounds, and down there it's unusual for some of them to get that big. Usually they don’t have 
anything close to our stuff. 
 
Up here we have unique challenges, just different pieces to it that drive the cost up. Sometimes it 
could almost be twice as much. I don’t have do any major river crossing either, so that’s nice. I 
have small river crossings, but I don’t have to go across the Mississippi! 
 
Marta: Do you still have to deal with USFWS (US Fish and Wildlife Service)? Did you deal 
with any of that part of the regulatory process in CapX? 
 
Graham:  You know, I didn’t so much before, but now yes, I am heavily engaged, helping the 
permitting team. Half of these lines are on BLM (Bureau of Land Management) land, so learning 
that process...I haven’t done permitting like that before. 
 
The other thing to note, the whole reason why we are building this grid out is because it’s in the 
middle of an oil field. It’s one of the most lucrative oil fields in the US in terms of fracking--it 
was an old traditional oil field, and now they’re fracking it. While a lot of the other fields died 
back with the oil price reductions, down there, they can break even at $45 a barrel, and they can 
still make a good profit at $60. So they get paid $90 a barrel despite it being at $60, so it’s a 
booming field. Lots of things going on down there, big natural gas plants getting developed and 
things like that. There’s a lot of load being developed.  
 
So, BLM is not only dealing with all these oil and gas interests coming in and just peppering 
them with permit applications, and then they have us on top, essentially trying to build a 
transmission grid in the same area. 
 
There’s some special wildlife there, so we’re dealing with protected species, protected 
vegetation, things like that. From that perspective, from the state side, I don’t know if the 
regulations are that bad, but from the Federal side they will be pretty stringent. Much more 
stringent than what we dealt with up here. Those guys come up and visit the lines during 
construction. For example, if we decide we want to drop a blade and bulldoze something so we 
can drive on it and get there, we have to get approval before we do that. So imagine every time a 
50 mile gets approved, every time you drop a blade you have to ask for approval. But like I said, 
the federal government has these employees for a reason...when industrial interests run rampant, 
we saw what that looked like in the 1800 and 1900’s, and we’re not doing it that way anymore.  
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Marta: Did you have any similar hold-up in CapX projects? 
 
Graham: I didn’t do a lot on the permitting side. The state commission, for instance on CapX 
Fargo, the commission was elected, and that makes a big difference. Especially if you’re 
building around rich areas where there’s probably a lot of political donors, which we did, so that 
makes…..they influence decisions, that’s how American government works, right? People who 
have money can influence politicians who influence whatever’s trying to get done.  
 
The stateside, Minnesota especially, seemed to be more stringent. In Minnesota you’re dealing 
with the DNR (Department of Natural Resources). CapX Fargo was built along the freeway, so 
constant interaction with MNDOT (Minnesota Department of Transportation), and then the state 
regulatory commissions. 
 
North Dakota, I remember, that’s where I saw the route permit. I missed a lot of that in 
Minnesota, so I didn’t really see what went into those necessarily. I went to a few public 
meetings and saw what that was like. But in North Dakota the big thing is that they are not 
appointees, they have to run.  
 
I did a lot of that sourcing stuff for a couple of years, then probably in 2012 I starting working on 
CapX Fargo specifically in a project control role. They did cost controls, primarily. So I got to 
actually see how the projects work from the inside. How do you actually run one of these huge 
projects, and the easiest way to describe it is that we built a company. And the company ended 
up being well over 300 people, maybe closer to 500 people employed. And then when you 
consider the network effect, I think the economic study looked at it--it’s huge. In some months 
you’re spending 10’s of millions of dollars, so it’s a heavy spend. I got to see how that worked. 
From a utility perspective, and this is something I want to stress especially on these huge 
projects, is cost. Xcel has been really beat up in the papers lately on the whole nuclear project 
and what have you. I can’t speak to that. But I can speak to transmission, and there is a lot of 
focus on managing costs. I mean, if you’re gonna spend $640 million dollars, you’re gonna 
manage that $640 million dollars. We chase small transactions, and we chase hard. If need be, 
we push back on certain things. So, really detailed reporting, really detailed financial 
management tools, and then a lot of meetings. A lot at the project management level, and some 
lesser frequency meetings with the larger group or larger meetings where a lot of different 
interests are accounted for.  
 
A lot of time out in the field, driving out, being face-to-face with workers. I helped manage the 
project for 2 months, and it was one of the most exhausting things I’d ever done. It drained me 
out in 2 months, and I had been doing 50-55 hour weeks before then. I mean, you’re running a 
big company, and there are constant issues. Construction is spread out over 150 miles, 200 miles. 
You have 300 people deployed to the field, you’ve got a management staff of maybe 100. It’s 
extremely difficult to run.  
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I think in transmission, the guy that I worked with was the most experienced project manager 
they [Xcel] had. He helped build a 500kV line back in the day, which in and of itself is 
challenging, and that guy would work crazy hours. Watching him function at a strategy level. His 
job was really managing the team, right? Because you can’t do it on your own, no one can do 
that. So it’s about running that company, if you will.  
 
So we had him, and probably one of the most senior guys in the company running the cost 
controls, which is probably one of the toughest parts. So I got to work underneath those guys, 
and watched it get executed, day in and day out for 2 ½ years. Every day it was like drinking 
from the firehose, there were so many different things happening, learning how to manage 
relationships, learning how to manage large teams, financial management, understanding how 
the components work and teams work together. Ultimately, a lot people like to say “It’s poles 
and holes and wire, it should be easy!” but it’s far more difficult than that.  
 
Sometimes you’re spending $1 million a day, it’s big stuff. At some point zeros are zeros, but the 
whole time you realize you’re spending millions of dollars, and you need to manage that very 
closely. Schedule management was a huge piece.    
 
Marta: What were some of the biggest scheduling challenges? 
 
Graham: Certainly landowners. I once asked a guy say something that stuck with me who said 
“the risk in power plants is that they’re really complex. But at least it’s on one piece of land. And 
you own that land. And that piece of land is permanent.” Not in transmission. One, you’re 
exposed to the weather, and in MN the weather is really bad. Some days are good, but not many. 
Small windows here and there. And the other piece of it is, while you have an easement, it takes 
a lot first to get that easement, and you are essentially on someone else’s land the entire time. 
Working through that is the biggest issue, and the biggest risk. “Do we have that piece of land 
yet? Can we go on that land yet?” There are all these steps you need to go through before you 
can eve start construction. And then you have to worry about construction, which is complex.  
 
Marta: Do you start construction before you have all the easements for a route? 
 
Graham: It’s a project by project strategy, depending on how long the segment is. In some 
cases, you can’t do that. CapX Fargo stage 3 was 110 miles, and in that case, no, we didn’t wait 
for it all. We started on one piece of line--all permitted from the state level--but not all acquired. 
Of course we would prefer to start once we had all the land. If a contractor is working down a 
line, you don’t want them to work a half mile, and then have to jump 2 miles up the line to avoid 
a landowner that hasn’t signed yet, because they have big equipment, and mobilization could 
cost 100’s of thousands of dollars to get them to the next spot. If they can work sequentially, 
that’s the way to do it.  
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That’s another part of construction some people don’t actually get. Running sequentially in 
transmission is really important to keeping cost to a minimum. When you start jumping a 
lot...your cost per mile just goes straight through the roof.  
 
The other thing is just access in general. We had a lot of rainy seasons, a lot of water. If you’re 
running a 250 ton crane on ground in an open field, you can imagine that if you don’t have 
something on the ground, that thing is going down to the axles, and you’re never getting that out. 
You’d have to hook 5 bulldozers to it to get it out.  
 
Up north: weather, getting easements signed, and getting physical access to land were the big 
things. I don’t want to minimize the challenges with actually building the structures, but from a 
civil perspective, our foundations were enormous. I never really had an understanding of how 
hard it is to do civil construction...giant concrete pillars in the ground. When you think about it, 
some of the holes were a 12 foot diameter by 65 feet deep. That’s 30 concrete trucks dumping in 
one hole. What do you do with all the dirt that comes out of the ground? How do you clean it up? 
How do you make sure that hole doesn't collapse in the middle of the farm field before you can 
pour it? Stuff like that. We were lucky on the Fargo project because we had internal Xcel crew 
doing it, and they were really good to work with--very skilled people. Some of the other projects 
had contractors, and that’s a lot different.  
 
And then line construction, like I said we brought a lot of new labor resources in. When you 
bring a lot of new labor resources in, guys who aren’t used to the industry and haven’t done it 
before--by necessity we had to do that [bring in new workers]. Productivity is not going to be a 
10 right off the bat, right? You’re going to have to grow these guys, let them get experience, and 
that takes time. So a lot of your schedules….you’re always fighting to maintain the schedule.   
 
Marta: How much give do you plan into your schedule? 
 
Graham: We follow a pretty typical PMI (Project Management Institute) principles. Projects 
will have float in the schedule. You try to plan with the assumption that something may go 
wrong, and you might lose schedule. And if you’re behind schedule, you do recovery 
mechanisms. There’s not a lot of fluff in the schedule. The weird part about is thinking when 
you’re 3 years out, you think why does it matter where I’m at right now, but once you’re in it, it 
matters a whole lot. A lot of the things in planning….you can’t lose a month in the beginning, 
because you know you’re going to lose a month on the backside, and that’s when you’ll be in 
trouble.   
 
Project planning, you know, the management team...their day-to-day construction, and you spend 
a fair amount of your time trying to help facilitate that. But a lot of it’s all about planning, 2 
years, 3 years out...what are you going to do. That’s where most of the management’s time is 
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spent. And then planning contingency plans in case something goes wrong. It takes a while to get 
use to thinking like that, thinking that far in advance of what’s going to happen, and get ready for 
it, but once you do it, it becomes more natural. That’s when working with people who had 
experience in this mattered a lot. I don’t know if you want someone brand new to the industry 
running something of this size, it would be very challenging.  
 
One of the things we say is that even Xcel, who is a very capable and experienced provider--
probably one of the best in the country--the fact that they could delivery CapX on time and on 
budget is amazing--even the most experienced with the most capabilities, a project like this will 
challenge them for sure. It’s not all going to go perfectly smooth, but it’s all about what kind of 
resources you have in place, and how they respond to you. Like I said, in 5 years I’ve learned a 
lot.  
 
PMO was ground zero for the management of this project.  
 
Marta: Can you tell me about the organizational structure of the CapX group? 
 
Graham: 11 utilities, 5 owners for each project out of that pool of 11. Then you have the project 
team that reports to that management committee that has a representative from each of the 5 
utilities. They met usually on a monthly basis, talking about what’s going on with the project. 
Those 4 teams are definitely interdependent, but also independent at the same time. Then you 
kinda have the PMO fitting into the mix to facilitate it.  
 
There’s 3 different ways to think about something from the project management side. There’s a 
portfolio--and that’s all your projects put together. There’s a program level underneath that. 
CapX2020 could be thought of as a program. Then there’s a project. CapX Fargo is a project. 
Overall portfolio is everything that Xcel is doing in transmission. Usually you have a project 
manager at the project level along with the executives of the organization. A lot of times at the 
program level, you don’t get that--that’s why the PMO is there. To look at that program level to 
look for opportunities….could we bundle that purchase together. 
 
The interview was cut short due to an unforeseen scheduling conflict, so it ends abruptly.  


