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Marta: Today is June 18, 2015, and I am speaking today with Commissioner Brian Kalk from 
North Dakota. Why don’t you tell me about how you first encountered the CapX project? 
 
Brian: In North Dakota we’ve got 3 elected Public Service Commissioners, so we’ve got 
different jurisdictions and different projects, so there’s three of us involved. At the time of this 
project, there was actually a different set of Commissioners then I’m working with now, but of 
course, I was in the commission then.  
 
The way our process works, whether it’s a pipeline or a powerline, a company will file an 
application to build something. Then our staff will go through, deem the application complete; if 
it’s not complete, they’ll ask the back to get more information. You eventually get to where have 
a completed application. Then, depending upon the size and scope of the project, we’ll set up 1, 
2, or 3 different hearings. This CapX project was actually only 1 hearing in North Dakota 
because it wasn’t actually that many miles of power line in North Dakota. But we’ve had several 
projects that have been over 250 miles, and those have had 3 different hearings. So we set up the 
number of hearings based on the size of the line in the state. Then what ends up happening is that 
we’ll notice the hearing, get people to come to it, and when the hearing is set up, the company 
will make their case as to why they need the project, how they’re doing it, what their operational 
concerns are, all the environmental concerns. The company will make their pitch as to why they 
need the project, and then we open it up to public input. Then after the public input portion is 
done, then we go back and make our decision.  
 
So that’s the siting process, but it in this particular case, there is more to it than that. If it’s a 
project that we actually have rate regulation over the company like we do for Xcel Energy, it will 
come back at some point of time in rates. So this particular project, the planning stages--I don’t 
even know exactly when it started, because it started long before I got to the commission. I 
started in 2009, and this project was one of a suite of project--the CapX projects--that really were 
set up to improve the reliability of the power grid in the region. So there’s others that can talk 
more about the planning process. MISO (Midcontinent Independent System Operator) folks 
definitely have big set-up in that. We as individual commissioners and our staff are heavily 
involved in it, so we clearly have 2 different roles. One is to make sure that the company that we 
regulate--Xcel Energy--is building the right transmission, that it’s appropriate, that it’s not too 
much, that it is enough. And the other side of the coin is we’ve got the siting responsibility. So 
there 2 different sets of responsibilities, but they certainly are interrelated in this case.  
 
Marta: Let’s talk about some of these stakeholders that are involved throughout the way. We’ve 
got federal oversight, environmentalists, state government. How do those factor in? 
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Brian: Great question. I always say that the PSC (Public Service Commission), we’re kind of 
like the clearinghouse of information, to where, we have our siting process in North Dakota body 
of law that says “you’ll have certain exclusion areas, avoidance areas, where certainly the power 
line can’t go in those spots. Then there’s also different setbacks from homes that we always look 
at, but we also require that the local counties have to have a conditional use permit. So the 
counties that are affected also have to have a say in this. The North Dakota State Historical 
Preservation Office, the company has to agree to get approval from them, so they’ll have to do a 
cultural survey, an archaeological survey--I call it the bugs and bunny stuff--have to make sure 
that there’s no endangered species along the route, and if there are, then they need to have 
mitigation plans that might involve the USFWS (US Fish and Wildlife), so there really a lot of 
other agencies that are involved. So, we have in our siting process, a list of agencies that we ask 
the companies to reach out to. In this particular case, Xcel Energy was the lead, but there were 
11 different companies involved, so there was a lot of different people involved in this because it 
was a major project that a lot of folks will benefit from.  
 
The big thing for me I guess is that the NERC (North American Electric Reliability Corporation) 
reliability standards, and how construct a power line, those are always followed by the 
company...making sure they have the right setbacks, the right this, the right that. There’s a body 
of things they have to comply with, and we always make sure they do that.  
 
There are things that the agencies will ask for--maybe the FWS will ask for: only do the 
construction in the non-breeding season, or the non-nesting season. Those kind of things may 
come up in a hearing.  
 
One of the things that is interesting is while Minnesota and North Dakota work on this project 
together in the planning process, when you get to the actual siting phase, it’s a clear point of 
demarcation, where the point where it leaves North Dakota also needs to be the place where it 
enters Minnesota. Now, we picked those points differently, but we know that they need to 
connect. That’s one of the things, when a project starts and stops inside your state borders, you 
control all those thing. And in this particular case, the Minnesota Commission had deemed the 
point leaving Minnesota before we actually got to our final route. But, that’s ok, it just worked 
out that we knew where it started, and we knew where it ended, and you try to figure out the best 
point to get there.  
 
And that’s where, as we do planning, we really encourage the companies to be working in both 
jurisdictions at the same time. If there’s going to be a problem where Minnesota changes their 
point where it crosses the red, it’s gotta match our point, so...that’s some of the things that the 
state's work on together. But you don’t, it’s not like I’m consulting with the Minnesota 
Commission. I think it’s the job of the companies to make sure they are working both parties 
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together so they know that the line will touch. We’ve seen this in pipeline cases, and other power 
line cases.  
 
Now, changing gears back to the MISO planning process, definitely all the states are working on 
the planning process of what’s needed because it’s not just North Dakota and Minnesota that 
benefit from this power line. It goes into the larger power grid to move power over the region. 
So, once again, two different processes.  
 
Marta: That makes sense that the company would take the lead and talk with both parties at the 
same time, you don’t want any surprises.  
 
Brian: And things do happen though, I mean, we try to make sure on the cultural things...they do 
their studies, but if during their construction they find cultural resources, we have to make sure 
there are plans in place that they stop construction, they get someone out there….so there’s many 
thing that we have caveats about, and if it comes up in construction, they let us know.  
 
You know, wet weather, we don’t what them out there tearing up the farm land either, so they 
are procedures put into place where we don’t want them out there doing things. Some of those 
things...the reliability NERC standards for electrical construction, those will be the same in both 
states. The siting criteria--what may be allowed in one state and not the other--may be different. 
North Dakota and Minnesota, their siting process is much different. Quite honestly, North 
Dakota standard puts us more in front of the people. Minnesota Commissioners don’t go out and 
hold public hearings on their power lines; we do. So we definitely get an earful when people 
don’t like the project. And also, the other side of the coin is that you have to have some of this.  
 
Of the things we do, power lines are probably the most…..the most public interest is developed, 
because you end up seeing these, and in particular this project, it went south of North Dakota’s 
biggest city, Fargo, and this thing actually ended up going to a court. We had our vote in North 
Dakota, and it got appealed to a local district judge, and it worked its way through the system, 
and it ended up that all of it got dropped before the judge had to make a ruling, but that’s 
where...everything we do is transparent. There’s a record developed. We base our decision on 
our record, but people can appeal our decision, and often times they will. That’s where it’s so 
important that the public is involved in these things. One of the things we’ve found, not just in 
power line cases, is that you’ve got your immediate landowners, and they certainly have the best 
standing of anyone with their concerns. You may have others that are well outside the region that 
either like or don’t like a project, and they’ll come in and say their piece, which is their right, 
but, if someone’s a resident of Texas, nothing against Texas, and they come in and talk about 
their concern about this power line, we will listen to them, but I always try to make sure we 
understand the impact of the local concerns the biggest.  
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Marta: Were you around when the case was in the court? 
 
Brian: I started in the PSC in January of 2009, so yeah, we made our decision in the summer of 
2012, and so yeah I was on the Commission for the set-up to the hearings, for the actual process 
going through the appeal, and have followed this through all the construction phases. The flip 
side of this, companies don’t just go out and invest millions of dollars on power lines. They 
needed the power in this region. So, Xcel started the process. We all needed this power, so I 
would much rather have a situation where I’m taking a lot of heat and a lot of pressure for 
making a decision to build a power line, than it be the flipside, when North Dakota and western 
Minnesota don’t have enough power. I mean, that’s the flipside that people have to understand. 
Companies just don’t go out and build these kind of facilities unless they are absolutely needed. 
As this line has recently been energized, it’s been a good project. During the construction phase, 
actually, quite honestly, once we finally finished the hearings and made the decision, I haven’t 
heard anything about this other than that everything seems to be going pretty good.  
 
Marta: Was the discussion heated while this was coming in? What was the story behind the 
appeal? It has been so long since a project like this has come about….it must have been new for 
a lot of people. I’m also wondering what sorts of generation the lines support, and what the 
landowners think about this. I think I just asked 2 different questions at once, sorry.  
 
Brian: You know, as far the types of generation--any type of energy generation that’s in the area 
can be moved along it. There’s nuclear plants in Minnesota that some of that power might move 
this way. We’ve got wind farms in the area. Whatever type of generation we’ve got is going to 
move.  
 
The landowner concerns, I don’t think really were worried much about the generation. The 
landowner concerns that we’ve heard on power lines, ironically, this was a very small line in 
North Dakota. There was not very many miles, but it was through a lot of populated area. A lot 
of the concerns we will hear with power lines, first off, people do not want to look at them. I get 
that, but to me there is a safety setback distance that the company absolutely has to make sure to 
that, but you can see transmission lines for 5, 10, 15, 20 miles on a clear day, so you’ve got to 
find what the right point to make sure they are away from residences, but understanding that 
sometimes a power line, when it has to go into a substation, you’re going to go through 
neighborhoods, you’re going to walk right through there, so that’s where the concerns we hear a 
lot about. I don’t wanna look at it….so you measure that with the concerns. 
 
Farmers that have to farm around these, they have a lot of concerns, and they are valid concerns. 
Most of their concerns, that I’ve gleaned, they are concerned about compensation. The 
Commission does not set compensation rates. We site the power line and understand that they 
have to have easements put into place, but you’re not always going to get willing landowners. 
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It’s better for the company can work out to find willing landowners, but understanding that 
you’re never going to get 100%. We certainly try to understand what the underlying issues are, 
but sometimes it’s just: I don’t want it. Period. And I get that, but I also know the other side of 
the equation is that it’s going to need to go somewhere. So we try to find the area that has the 
least impact, and that’s very hard. 
 
Back to your question about concerns: people don’t want to look at it, people who have to farm 
around it, the safety concerns...other than those, I’m sure they are out there, but that’s mostly 
what we hear about. Not having to look at it, how it would affect farming, and the compensation 
rate.  
 
We will get a little bit of...the owner of the land will sign the easement, but the person who rents 
the land will come to the hearing and say “we don’t like this” and the company will say “well 
we’ve got the easement that the owner signed” and the owner is fine with it because they are 
getting compensated. Well, the renter now has to farm around it. Those are some things that I 
don’t think you’d probably thought of, or I had thought of before we had the actual hearings.  
 
You asked whether the hearings were heated. They can be. One thing that really, during the 
actual hearing process, the company will say the safety concerns, how they will mitigate it, they 
will talk about their construction standards, and lay out their case. And then we will open it up to 
the public, and they will come up and address their concerns, and really, there seems to be almost 
like a gentlemanly agreement where nobody gets too personal. Once and awhile it does happen. 
But really, the concerned people come up, they express their concerns, and we listen. We’re not 
trying to get in and say their concerns aren’t valid, but we just listen to what their concerns are. 
Not in this particular power line, but I’ve been involved in some sitings of other major power 
lines in the state, and you know, irrigation systems...how they may pivot, that’s something that 
you’ve got to work the line around. If there’s cultural impacts...some of that might not have a lot 
of impact.  
 
But the thing that I’ve actually seen wind farm hearings get more heated than I’ve ever seen 
power lines because the wind farms, there’s a case where you have a wind farm going on 
someone's property, and they will get money for this forever, and the adjacent landowner doesn’t 
get anything other than to look at it. A power line is different because nobody is really making 
any money on a power line. It’s a public utility that is there to serve, and costs are all spread 
fairly, where wind farms are fairly different. Most of the hearings that we’ve had that get really 
heated are wind farms.  
 
It’s funny too, that some of the groups that are very pro-renewable, they like wind farms, but not 
where they can see them…..that’s not the point of this, but it is related as far as the whole energy 
mix...what kind of electrons you’re going to produce to go down this line.  
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I will say that, I’ve seen the technology behind power lines and the poles themselves have really 
improved from the 70’s and 80’s when a lot of these transmission lines were built the first time. 
so when you go look at a power line that was built in the 70’s/80’s, what that looks like that to 
what these project look like, I mean, these are a lot smaller footprint, the farmers are going 
around a base that is several feet instead of 20-30 feet, so there’ just a lot less impact that way. 
But there still of course is impact. 
 
Marta: Let’s talk about, speaking of impacts, economic impacts. So, again, the line doesn’t 
come too far into the state, what sorts of economic impacts does North Dakota see with this line?  
 
Brian: I would say the biggest economic impact is that if Fargo-Moorhead and this region didn’t 
have this the right amount of power, it would devastate the economy. If you don’t have a stable 
power grid, you’re not going to have a stable anything! So the first thing is, you have to have the 
basic power to make sure the lights stay on in the schools, make sure the businesses can work. I 
would say the biggest economic impact to any area is to make sure you have reliable, affordable 
power. You wanna have low-cost energy you can, businesses pay the light bills, you pay the light 
bills at home, so that’s the biggest thing when you look at why this is needed. 
 
The next part is the economic impact of tax base. This is a facility that is in North Dakota and 
Minnesota that the company pays taxes on forever, and that’s a lot. I don’t have the exact dollar 
amount, but we’ve really seen in some of the areas in North Dakota where you don’t have much 
opportunity, where they get a power line going through their county, or a pipeline coming 
through their county, the tax base can really help them with schools. With roads. I think for the 
Fargo-Moorhead area, the biggest benefit this power line gives to this area is reliable power. The 
economic impact the additional tax dollars coming into the metro area like this is probably not 
nearly as big percentage wise as it would be in a more rural area. 
 
Marta: How does this project affect rates? What sorts of things does the commission consider? 
 
Brian: So there’s the decision that you need the power line. And there is the decision when we 
site the power line. And then you get to the next part of the decision, which is who’s gonna pay 
for it. And so, let’s just say, I call it “beer math”, if the power line costs $100 bucks, and there’s 
10 different people involved, and they are each using it the same, then each one of their 
ratepayers pays $10 of that fee. In this particular case, with all the different utilities involved, 
there was a lot of ciphering going on between 11 different utilities….Xcel is let’s say ½ of it, so 
of the cost of the power line, ½ goes to Xcel. And then they breakdown….of that, what goes to 
North Dakota jurisdiction, what goes to Minnesota jurisdiction, what goes to Wisconsin, and 
Iowa, because they, as part of these multi-value projects, they pay for part of this transmission as 
well just as we would in their areas.  
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What it really comes down to, most of this is almost formula driven, and they have what their 
projected costs are, and they have what their actual costs are, and as long as everything makes 
sense, really when you get into a rate case, there’s not a lot of dealing that goes on. There is a 
cost they bring in, we look at it, divide it by the number of ratepayers you have, and the cost will 
then go...and they’re going to usually go up. You’re not going to typically lower costs.  
 
But it’s one of those things where I think the cost of electricity in North Dakota has been very 
stable for many years. We have a very good power grid in place and it’s been good for years. But 
now we’ve got growth going on, as well as an aging system, so when you look at rates, we want 
to be make sure we’re not doing a rate shock. If a customer is paying $50 a month for electricity, 
you don’t want them to all the sudden have to pay $100 a month for electricity, so as you phase 
in projects, understanding the cost is going to tick up over time, you try to do that in a manner 
that will be affordable.  
 
Marta: Let’s zoom out a bit and get back to talking about the region and even further to FERC 
(Federal Energy Regulatory Commission) standards, and even to the Clean Power Plan and how 
it will impact what states need to do to meet these standards. Does the CapX2020 line help North 
Dakota?    
 
Brian: It definitely helps North Dakota for reliability, but a lot of things come down from the 
federal level that states may like or not like. You talked about the president's Clean Power Plan. 
That’s not good for anybody right now in my opinion. Now, there are some that just love it, but 
if you’ve got good baseload generation….nuclear, coal, natural gas plants, even wind farms that 
have been built and paid for that have a useful life, and all the sudden you’re going to shut those 
down, that doesn't make any sense. States have the right and responsibility to develop their own 
generation mix. That’s not a federal role. I think there are a couple ways to look at what’s going 
on now. One is, it’s certainly the President’s right, and the EPA’s right to do things that fall 
under their jurisdiction. States also have a clear right and responsibility to do what’s under our 
jurisdiction. I think one of the things you’ll see with this plan on CO2 is that when this becomes 
final, then litigation will drop immediately. Some groups have already chosen to litigate this. For 
North Dakota, the attorney general will make that decision. As a PSC we have been in discussion 
with him several times, and I don’t speak for him, but I think there will probably be some legal 
action North Dakota will take on the fact that it’s our right to determine generation mix, not the 
president’s. That will be a legal decision that will carry a lot of ramifications.  
 
That being said, we still have to keep the power grid active. So companies like Xcel Energy and 
others have a challenge right now, because they are not sure what the courts will say on some of 
this. So, what I look at is back to this power line, it doesn’t matter whether its nuclear electrons 
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coming down it, or wind farms, or solar, or whatever it might be, you still need the transmission 
grid.  
 
One of the things I think is interesting is the grid has been developed on the current system of 
mix, of energy sources. If all the sudden you change that, you’re going to need a whole bunch 
more transmission lines from areas that you maybe never thought of before. And projects of this 
size and scope take a decade to put together. So, different things will play out. Some states are 
leaning more into the Clean Power Plan than others. For North Dakota, we’re trying to be very 
pragmatic about it, and look at it from a cost-base. If North Dakota invested in generation, then 
we want that investment to run its full lifecycle. 
 
North Dakota has gone, since my time on the Commission, from 0 MW to 2,000 MW of wind. 
So, we’re certainly pro-energy diversity. Natural Gas, when I got on the commission we had zero 
MW of natural gas electricity, now we’re up around 700-800, so we’ve increased that. We’ve got 
a robust coal fleet in North Dakota that we continue to make sure we have all the emission type 
stands applied to them, and we’ve done that. We’ve got a really good mix here right now, so 
certainly always in support of new technologies, new procedures to make things cleaner and 
better, but going back to the point about the rate shock, you don’t change the power grid 
overnight, so the running of the power grid should be left to power professionals, not to the EPA.  
 
I’ll tell ya, that in my work with other commissioners around the country, and even 
internationally a little bit….we’ve got good technologies in the US, but let’s be realistic. You’ve 
got countries like China that are firing up coal plants every day. We should be making sure our 
technologies are used to help these other countries as they develop because we could clean our 
air up to the perfect standards--which is a good goal--but the rest of the world wouldn’t be doing 
that. So we’ve got a responsibility to do what we need to do at home, but to help our 
technologies get to other countries as they develop. We didn’t get to be a superpower because we 
didn’t have a good economic base and good low-cost energy. So we have to respect other 
countries right to do that, but maybe we can help them. 
 
Also, we don’t want to hurt our economy to the point where we’ve lost every advantage we have 
as a country.  
 
Marta: That gets at my next question, should we nix the CPP, or change our focus? What? 
 
Brian: Well that’s the gazillion dollar question. I think, from my viewpoint, I think the law is 
pretty clear. States have the responsibility and the right to develop what kind of energy 
generation that they put in their states. I think that’s clear. But that will be one of the court 
questions. What’s interesting though, is, air quality is a regional issue--as it should be. 
Depending on how the courts figure out how to mesh those two, I think that would be interesting.  
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Sometimes people think that I’m just a coal guy and that’s it, but it’s not the case. I’ve talked 
about how much wind we’ve put in the grid, how much natural gas we put in the grid….but 
we’ve done that in a way where we keep the cost down. We bring new generation on when we 
need it. And integrating the power grid is very important, and you’ve got to have the reliability 
where, even in North Dakota where the wind seems like it blows all the time, it doesn't. Probably 
50% of the time is pretty high. Minnesota wind is even less than that. So you’ve got to use those 
wind resources when they are available. Maybe you mirror them up with natural gas, but once 
again be pragmatic that the cost of nuclear power and the coal power is very affordable. Now, 
you’ve got the waste issues of the nuclear deposits that are very big, but that’s a federal debate 
about how to reprocess uranium and about storage. So, I’m certainly not naive to the challenges 
of some of those things, but even for the coal side...coal plants continue to become cleaner and 
cleaner with their emissions. Using fly ash for concrete makes it stronger, but that doesn't mean 
that there’s not a place for other types of energy as you can incorporate them. 
 
I think we’ve made tremendous strides in the past decade about bringing different types of 
energy into it. And that’s part of the energy security piece that I think is important.  
 
Marta: I think it’s pretty clear that we can’t rely on one source of power, so we need that mix. 
And, as the technologies improve we are getting more efficient.  
 
Brian: Energy storage, right now it's challenging because the batteries are so big and the 
environmental impact of all these batteries when they are disposed would be pretty big too. The 
point is, there is a company in western North Dakota, Steffis Manufacturing, has been doing 
energy storage for space heaters for decades. They re-change the space heaters at night when the 
cost of electricity is low, they go throughout the day. They’ve started to do things with water 
heaters where they’ve cut down customer cost tremendously, and use less electricity. I shouldn’t 
say yes, but it shaves the peaks. So, that’s the kind of thing that we need to keep working on as 
well. And, it’s not one or the other. We can keep doing all these things.  
 
Marta: What is the transmission grid in North Dakota like? Is there a need for more lines? 
 
Brian: The way the grid sits right now, the grid has been greatly improved in the time that I’ve 
been on the Commission. Not because I did it--it was just the timing--to where the commission 
sited a 345 kV line from the town of Center, North Dakota up to Grand Forks in the north east 
and on to Minnesota. A lot of the wind development we’ve seen in the state, there is wind and 
coal in that part of the state, and we’ve double the export capacity in that area just because of that 
transmission line. This CapX line down Fargo has been big. We also approved a very small 
portion of 10 miles from Ellendale, which is southeast of Bismarck going into South Dakota, and 
the South Dakota line will loop from South Dakota on. That’s going to open up a lot of potential 
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for wind and natural gas export. Because that’s an energy-sweet part of our state for wind, and 
real good capacity factors. So I think you’ll see more of that. We also worked on a power line 
from Beulah, North Dakota which is in the central part of the state, to the west up into oil 
country, because we need more energy in the west as well. That’s a shift to having to need more 
power in the western part of North Dakota. The state has not grown in that area for decades.  I 
think that the improvements we’ve made, but I think we could use a couple more power lines in 
the state. There is a gap from the Bismarck area to Ellendale. Or the Bismarck area over to 
Fargo. Those two spots in there would really beef up the power grid in that area. Also looking to 
the southwest of Bismarck into the South Dakota, Basin electric just joined SPP, so we’re 
looking at ways of helping those areas move power back and forth. At times, when North Dakota 
is energy-long, you can push it south or east. In times we maybe short and those other areas are 
long, they can push it back up, which really helps out in cutting down the amount of generation 
you need, but you need transmission lines to do it.  
 
There are some areas, the east coast in particular, they like renewables, but they don’t want to put 
in offshore wind. You can’t have it both ways. So then you are going to have long transmission 
lines going out there. In North Dakota, we’re sitting, knock on wood, in a pretty good spot right 
now. Our biggest challenge is some of the federal rules that are coming in...the Clean Power 
Plan. If that went through in its entirety, that would not only devastate Minnesota economy, it 
would do a lot of North Dakota too. You’d have all this stranded investment. Something like that 
could completely change the way the grid works and bring a lot of concerns. We have to keep 
our eye on the ball there.  
 
Marta: So this CapX group. I’m going to backtrack a bit and ask about their planning process. 
Do you see this 11 groups coming together as a strength, or was it something that was difficult to 
deal with as a Commissioner? 
 
Brian: Well, I think that it's absolutely a strength. If you’re going to try to build a 345 kV line of 
this size and scope, maybe Xcel Energy could do it alone. Maybe. But, to get some of your 
smaller co-op’s involved, they could never build a line like this. What you’d end up having is, 
instead of one transmission line they can all work with, you would have a hodge-podge system 
of transmission lines in different areas, generation not quite as efficient. I think it adds to the 
efficiency of it. These companies still have to build their own distribution lines, but this major 
transmission, I think the best way to do transmission planning is this way because then the cost 
can be shared by others, as well as doing more efficient planning.  
 
Now, is this going to happen again? I don’t know. I think the timing was right with a suite a 
project, to where North Dakota benefit by some of these projects, and we’re also paying for some 
of the projects that aren’t necessarily in our area. But it works both ways, some of these states are 
paying for this project in North Dakota. I think it’s the sharing of the companies as well as the 
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cost-allocations methodology for the state. And so as the cost allocation may change, that can 
bring up new challenges as well. And some of that’s always going to be a fight.  
 
But to your question, I think it’s good to work like this together because when it comes time to 
figure out who’s paying for it, you’re all worried about keeping the cost down. Your 
environmental impact is less. There’s just so many benefits from it.  
 
Marta: As a public policy student, I’m very interested in how groups work together, and 
questioning if they have lived their full life...have they done everything that can be done with it. 
And I think, especially as we focus more on regional coordination of grids, I think there is a great 
benefit to having the group set up. 
 
Brian: It’ll be interesting though, I think that you’re point about regional transmission 
org’s….MISO, SPP, PJM….they are serving a critical purpose right now, but there’s also a 
concern among state regulators that these organizations are getting a life of their own. Who do 
they answer to? Their board of directors. And who do they answer to? So, I would be the first to 
say these organizations do a good job, but also I’ll be the first to say sometimes they need to 
slow down a little bit and forget who they’re there to support. Sometimes they forget about the 
ratepayers, forget about who they’re there to support. They are just building to build, so, their 
own bureaucracy can hurt them too.  
 
But, to the point of regional transmission planning, it’s a good idea. If one area is long and one is 
short, you can go back and forth. But when you start getting to the RTO’s picking winners and 
losers, that’s not their job. I think it’s going be that constant states right responsibilities/federal 
rights, but then FERC is supposed to keep an eye on what the RTO’s are doing, and there are 
several fights right now between MISO and SPP that are in front of FERC. There’s a lot of 
uncertainty, and part of that I think is growing pains, but I think a power grid in my mind 
sometimes is like the highway system. You’ve got your interstate, and you’ve got your off-
ramps, and who pays what. But I think the transmission build out will be interesting.  
 
Can this kind of thing happen again? I think it can, but it will be much more difficult than it was 
before. Because then, everybody needed some more power lines. Right now, the grid looks pretty 
good in this area if we get these lines completed. And then i think, depending upon some of the 
state's concerns, it might be hard to marshal folks together like this again, unless you’ve got a 
good common goal. Even this Fargo line that we are talking about, it’s double-circuited, so if we 
do need to run another 345 line down, we’ll just lay it down the same one. In order to have to 
build a whole new one, that’d be a lot more power. That was good thinking when they did this, 
but I think we’re going to have to be mindful about what’s going on in other areas. It will be 
interesting to see if this kind of stuff works out again. 
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Marta: Let me ask you an opinion question. Right now it’s optional to join MISO. Do you think 
it should be mandatory? Would it make thing easier if everyone was operating on the same level? 
Can there be a balance with this? 
 
Brian:  I think that it should remain optional. A company shouldn’t have to be forced to join 
MISO or SPP. But, what the RTO’s should do is show that how joining them benefits the 
customers of the group. And that’s the key question. If joining an RTO doesn't benefit your 
members, why join them? If staying in an RTO doesn’t benefit your members, why stay in them? 
That’s where the governance of these regional organizations has to make sure that what they’re 
doing is not growing their organization, but it’s serving the customers better.  
 
I think that what’s happened is that Basin Electric's decision to join SPP, that’s a big decision. 
We’ve got a major rural electric generation and transmission company that’s been on its own for 
decades that is now joining SPP because they see the benefits of when they have excess power it 
can go south, and vice versa, so there’s a benefit for them joining.  
 
If you mandate a company to join, there would be no incentive for the RTO’s to make sure there 
it’s benefits driven. I do think what you will see, I don’t know of any group in ND that isn’t a 
member of SPP or MISO. Just the way the grid is developed, you can’t not touch each other.  
 
Marta: The cultures for each of the RTO’s are different, so I guess i was also wondering if 
uniformity would make it easier, looking ahead, to an interconnected nation.  
 
Brian: The cultures of the ISO’s are different, the body of rules and laws that they develop is 
different. The FERC treatment of each one tends to be a little bit different. So, there are a lot of 
things that are different. That’s one of the things--actually, Tony Clark is a FERC commissioner, 
and I worked with him for a few years...FERC themselves have said that perhaps they should 
iron out some of these difference between the RTO’s, because Xcel probably touches all 3 
RTO’s and have different sets of rules to deal with. It’s going to continue to develop. When these 
were started, I don’t think anyone figured we’d get to where we’re at today. It’s going the right 
way.  
 
Tony was around from the beginning of this, but he wasn’t around for the final vote. Tony left in 
June of 2012, and I think we gave the ruling in July or August. But he knows this project inside 
and out.  
 
Marta: What should I be asking him? 
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Brian: If I were to talk with a FERC commissioner, I would try to figure out what their thoughts 
are on how the RTO’s are going to always be cost-benefit to the states that they operate in...how 
their governance should report to somebody….stuff like that. 
 
Marta: Is there anything I didn’t ask you about that you think is important? 
 
Brian: I think there is a growing challenge amongst states on not only making sure states….Each 
state has the responsibility and authority to do what they want inside their states. ND should be 
able to do what we want inside our state, South Dakota should be able to do what they want, and 
Minnesota as well. The challenges of an interconnected power grid, it’s going to become more 
and more challenging if state policies move apart. And I think we’re seeing that a little bit in 
parts of the country right now. Some of those Northeastern states that, they don’t want coal, but 
they aren’t willing to put natural gas pipelines in there, so that’s interesting. Some states just 
want coal, and that’s not good either. So if you’ve got a state policy that mandates a certain 
thing, and another state says the opposite, how do you spread those costs? 
 
Transmission line debate work pretty well, but if you start getting into different generation 
mixes, the idea of least-cost planning and need are very important. That’s the bedrock principle, 
so as long as these projects are least cost and they’re needed, I think it works out. When you’re 
starting to bring projects on board because they meet a certain state goal, if they are not needed, 
then that’s contrary to what rate regulation should be. But we don’t make the policies, that’s the 
role of the Governors. I’ve heard Governor Dayton say that he wants to be coal free, and that’s 
great, but I’d like to see the rest of the equation--at what cost? In the same token, I think bringing 
renewables in is a great idea, but it’s challenging as the elected officials don’t understand the 
in’s-and-out’s of what a power grid needs to be.  
 
Marta: Thank you for your time today. It has been a pleasure to speak with you and very 
informative! 
 
Brian: Thanks, you too.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


