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Marta: Today is June 20, 2015, and I’m speaking with Beth Soholt, Executive Director of Wind 
on the Wires (WOW). So let’s talk about CapX, and let’s start from the beginning. WOW 
formed in 2001, and you’ve been around, and you’ve known a lot of the CapX players, and then 
in 2004 the CapX group formed. One of the things that I think is really unique about this CapX 
group is that they invested so much time in the beginning to form these relationships, to build 
trust. I’m wondering when WOW started to become involved, and how that took place. 
 
Beth: We started WOW in 2001, and one of the first things we did was look at a regional plan 
for wind build out. We worked early on to find the best wind zones, to aggregate information 
from wind developers, to work in the MISO (Midcontinent Independent System Operator) 
process to feed good information in...to give them something constructive to work with.  
 
One of the earliest things I remember is sitting down with probably some of the CapX vision 
team to tell them about this aggregation of information we were doing. They were starting to 
think of what kinds of scenarios they wanted to study, and interestingly enough, I met Will Kaul 
in 1990 at a job that I prior to even going to law school, so I know Will Kaul from way back. But 
then as WOW worked more in the transmission planning process, we had relationships with the 
utility planners, and again, I think one of the earliest things I remember is sitting down to talk 
with them about what kind of wind build-out we envisioned for the region. And that was 
probably some of my earliest memories. And also being with them in the MISO technical 
transmission planning process. They are the experts, they do this day-in and day-out, and it was 
really talking with them, and building the relationship with them through that process. 
 
Marta: Pardon my ignorance, but one of the questions that I have about your website it that it 
states that in the beginning one of the things WOW did was work on the line from Sioux Falls to 
Lakefield Junction. Is that an Xcel line that you supported? 
 
Beth: Yes, that was an Xcel line. Xcel was the utility that really had the most progressive wind 
goals, and they had a commission order for 400 MW of wind, and then if it proved to be cost 
effective, they had to do another 425 MW. That got them into their first big crunch of wind, and 
so we worked from the very beginning--that was our first case on that transmission line--really 
bringing together a lot of the voices. We helped the county commissioners get involved in the 
case, we helped the local folks think about the number of MW, and some of the things that got 
loaded into the final decision. We were a party to the case, but that was an Xcel project, pre-
CapX. 
 
Marta: And that set the precedent for working with the utilities in the future, correct? 
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Beth: It did! It was a springboard, and a glimpse into what could be with the utilities. We did 
work...they had some routing issues with the DOT (Department of Transportation). I remember 
being on a call during Christmas break because it was a time-sensitive thing. We kind of had a 
track record of solving complex problems with utilities, and that’s kind of been a theme of a lot 
of our work.  
 
Marta: Another thing that you mentioned in St. Cloud in May is that you challenged the utilities 
to think more about wind integration into their planning, I was wondering if you could explain 
how you pushed them to do that. 
 
Beth: Well, wind was new in the early 2000’s, and they didn’t have experience operating wind 
on their system. It’s been a real partnerships in not only the transmission piece, but learning how 
to interconnect and operate it on their system as part of their resource mix. We have worked in 
the MISO process to craft market rules, work with system operation issues, and kind of learn and 
grow beside them--so we’ve been learning together. Working on things that they as a utility need 
from a reliability standpoint, but integrating the public policy piece, and then really, I think one 
of the key things that sets WOW apart is we not only challenged them, but we brought 
information to the table.  
 
Their transmission planners for instance said “if you give me something to solve for, I can tell 
you what the answer is. But I can’t tell you how the wind generation is going to be built out. I 
can’t tell you what the wind developers are planning--Where they’re going to do projects. I can 
tell you where the big load centers are, where the energy will be delivered, but I can’t tell you 
what part of the state it’s going to go in, or how many MW.” And so that’s the piece we really 
helped them with. 
 
Marta: I don’t have a technical background, but from what I’ve learned, is that their models and 
ways of forecasting--even into MISO with how rates are determined--has also advanced in the 
past decade to be able to better integrate wind. Are there technical people with WOW that help 
with that? 
 
Beth: We had a technical consultant for 10 year, we’ve still got one for MISO work. That’s 
essential, otherwise we’d just be another advocacy organization. It’s essential that we can have 
technical capability, talk the language that the utilities talk, be able to work with them at the 
table, be able to help substantively at MISO. Otherwise, we’re just an advocate without backup. I 
think the conversation really changed when we were able to put technical details to what we 
were talking about, and really hire expert witnesses for transmission line cases at the 
commission--we’ve done that for a number of transmission lines throughout the Midwest, and 
again, it’s bringing something to the table that can be helpful rather than just talking about public 
policy in general.  
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Marta: Let’s shift to talk about MISO and some of the regulatory fun! You’ve kind of hit on 
already why your relationship with MISO is so important, and how you work with them on 
integrating wind into the markets. I’m curious about the relationship you have with them.  
 
Beth: Sure, I’ll give you a couple examples. I worked for Mapp for 5 ½ years, which is the 
precursor to MISO, so I had some of the relationships already. When we brought in a technical 
consultant, we sat down with them and talked about what we were trying to do, and got the lay of 
the land about where we should plug in. Over the years we built up the ability to work with 
MISO staff in a constructive way to represent the environmental sector, which is what I do, but 
also work with another sector--the independent power producers, which most of the wind 
developers belong to, and before the IPP’s really participated fully in MISO, we were at the table 
advocating on their behalf. We had the eyes and ears for the wind industry, and for the 
environmental NGO’s who wanted to integrate renewables, reduce carbon, etc., and were able to 
bridge the technical gap between the industry, and again, consolidate information and bring it to 
the MISO process. 
 
We also saw the challenges that the wind industry was having in being able to work with MISO. 
Interconnection processes--which, by the way--those challenges still persist today. Or how was 
wind going to be treated in the modeling process, what kinds of capacity value are they going to 
be given. Just a whole raft of technical issues. We’re starting to see that on the solar side as well. 
A chunk of our members are doing solar projects, and that conversation is starting with MISO, 
and we are helping with figuring out how to model solar, and how do you count it for reliability 
purposes, and all the same questions we had around wind a decade ago. So, I think solar will 
evolve much more rapidly, but some of the system needs are the same. How is the market going 
to treat it? How does MISO see the solar? How does it work with the utility in the day-ahead 
predict how much solar is going to be there.  
 
Again, we kind of classify our work into a couple different buckets. The technical transmission 
planning, market rules, and system operations. We were able to, again, hear what the industry 
needed from each one of these processes, and figure out a short list of what we needed to go 
tackle with MISO.  
 
Marta: What are some of the regulations and changes that have helped support transmission that 
you’ve worked on with MISO? 
 
Beth: There are things at the state level, and then there are things at the federal level, and then 
there are the processes within MISO themselves.  
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Obviously, the no-brainer is the state RPS’s. They were difficult to do. Looking back now with 
the political environment we have, they were probably brilliant that we could get everyone to 
agree on public policy. But MISO really took those state requirements, and aggregated them for 
their planning purposes, so we got a regional work of what was required. That was helpful for 
planning purposes.  
 
We now have some of the EPA requirements coming, and I think what’s not as clear is what kind 
of technologies are going to fill that requirement. We know it’s another tranche of wind, we 
know that solar is coming on strong. What will happen with storage? What will happen with 
other grid related things?...Demand response….you know, we have things that will interconnect 
to the bulk transmission system, and then we have kind of the distribution side where there’s a 
lot of activity. And then how will those two inter-relate?  
 
We early on passed a piece of legislation in MN that was helpful, requiring the utilities to file--
every other year--file a report talking about what the transmission needs were. The Bi-annual 
transmission planning report looks at...it’s kind of an early indicator of what's needed on the 
transmission system. I think that now we’ve come through the transmission planning and 
investment cycle that we’re looking at that report, picking up some of the distribution side 
things, or just transforming that report so it has a new live and serves the right purpose. That was 
a key piece to get an insight into what utilities were planning, and thinking, and to get them to 
put it on paper so the rest of us knew. And to have regulators be able to understand what the gaps 
were in infrastructure for public policy.  
 
Marta: So that’s Minnesota. What are some things you’ve done in the region? 
 
Beth: One of the other things that happened in the MISO process was cost allocation. That had 
to be worked on because you can plan for all your worth, but unless you know who’s going to 
pay for it, you don’t go very far. That process in MISO--the multi-value portfolio--was another 
key conversation. That was the key to getting utilities to actually step up to build projects. That 
one has been transformative.  
 
I think it’s just getting states to realize that there is a public policy piece that they have to build 
transmission for, and again, the way we were able to get people to proactively look at that. We 
would say “you don’t plan for public policy in a vacuum, you plan for it right along with all the 
other things you do. So you take a look at what is required to keep the lights on for reliability. 
You look at what’s needed to enable a robust market.--So, where do we need to reduce 
congestion on the transmission system to allow electrons to flow so consumers get the lowest 
cost energy possible. And then you layer in the public policy piece. 
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The CapX mantra has been “let’s plan for no regrets” path, and looking at those 3 things at once 
allows you to check a transmission line from those 3 different perspectives and say “are we 
meeting all 3 of those goals?” And then you get the best of all worlds, so you really do get a no-
regrets path. I think that’s what CapX started to do in the very beginning when they looked at 
their different built-out scenarios. They had a western build out, eastern build out, and a MN 
only build-out. Then they could really say that “between those 3 build outs, what’s oure no 
regrets path?” That philosophy in planning for transmission and for generation build-out that’s 
uncertain--that’s been a winning strategy, from several different perspectives.  
 
Marta: Do you find that there are other projects that approach transmission build-outs similarly 
now?  
 
Beth: I think that the MISO MVP process was built largely around what CapX started. It was 
“how do we get everybody on the same page about what should be built” and we’re going to 
encounter that again with the clean power plan, and coal plant retirements, and changing mix of 
generation. It is, how do we get consensus around the future, and how do we get consensus 
around when we know our projections are going to be wrong. So how do you plan a system that 
is flexible and can accommodate a different world than we have today, and that was the CapX 
challenge, that’s the MISO challenge, and that will be our challenge moving forward.  
 
I think CapX laid the groundwork for these new processes. The MVP that’s already come out, 
the process going forward...the one big difference I think we’re gonna see in the future is that the 
timing--now maybe not transmission per se, because it is a long process by its nature--but I think 
the transmission and distribution system is going to have to be able to handle on a quicker cycle 
the changes that are happening in the resource mix. We’re not going to have the luxury of having 
a whole decade of thinking about what we need to do. Maybe on some pieces we will, but I think 
we’re gonna miss the boat….people aren’t going to sit still for the next decade to try to figure out 
what this looks like. I think there will be pressing needs, and there will be people who have an 
expectation that it can happen quicker. So we’re gonna have to look for where we can take time 
out of the process without jeopardizing the process.  
 
Marta: ...or the integrity of it. There are a lot of checks and balances, and some redundancies, 
but most of the time, they are necessary. I mean, we need EIS, we need to have time for 
comments and testimony. Do you see any part of this process that can be changed? 
Strengthened? 
 
Beth: Right, does it go at the same time, or on parallel tracks. I think one thing that we saw 
uniformly among the states in the last decade is, we started with the notion of need, that it was 
just internal state need, and we quickly got to the point where we recognized that maybe the 
statutes that the commissioners relied on needed to have a broader definition of need. So we have 
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an energy market that is region-wide, not just within state borders. The definition of need and 
whether commissioners could consider need on a region wide basis--that was something that 
they had to grapple with, and has worked to be able to do. 
 
I think, again, we have some leading edge….we have people who have thought about the kind of 
reform that's needed in statutes, that’s needed in flexibility, or you know states contemplated for 
a long time being able to have joint hearings on transmission line proceedings, and then go back 
to their individual states and make decisions. That’s a possibility, to create a common record. To 
try to host open houses and things that are going to be most productive. What goes into those 
open houses? What kind of information do you need to have, what kind of experts from the 
utility side do you need to have present to answer people’s questions.  
 
So that all goes to due process and having people feel like they’re being treated fairly. It is 
difficult because the states have different processes. WI--you do much more work ahead of time 
before you put in an application. MN is the exact opposite. MN can have processes that occur at 
the same time. So, it’s a little bit harder to align the state processes, especially for a multi-state 
transmission line. That gets to some of the technical points, like, “Where is the transmission line 
going to hook up?” And you know, you can’t have it come out at one point in one state, and 
another point in another. So, there are some definitely consequences to make sure things sync up.  
 
I think with the federal permitting process, that is an area that people are looking at more 
critically because if you had a federal process that takes 5 or 6 years, that’s not workable for a 
state process that needs a quicker timeframe. So, can we get a can-do attitude among the federal 
agencies to work together more closely and shrink down their process. We’re hopeful there, that 
there can be come more coordination.  
 
Marta: Do you think that’s more likely to occur before states agree to work on projects 
together? 
 
Beth: I think there’s a growing recognition at the federal level that it’s needed. If we’re going to 
be able to meet those more rapidly evolving timelines, we also talk about a coalition of the 
willing, so it’s doable if you’re willing to do it. It can be done, and I think opening people’s eyes 
to see that it actually can be done is kind of the first piece of saying “ok, we can do this.” It is 
finding the right people within the agencies who are willing to say “yes this can be done” and 
then figuring out a process that can enable that to happen. I think when states have a need or tell 
the federal agencies that we gotta keep the lights on, we gotta change our resource mix, we have 
to meet these environmental regulations, etc...when there’s a pressing need, then I think people 
are capable of doing most anything. Sometimes it takes a crisis, or a compressed timeline to 
figure out a new and novel approach, but I think it’s doable.  
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Marta: That’s optimistic! 
 
Beth: Yes! I’m optimistic! We’ve overcome a lot, and gone through a lot of tough projects...I 
don’t think they’re going to get easier, but I think we’re gonna manage to find our way through 
these too.  
 
Marta: And I think, as you’ve said, things are evolving so rapidly, and comparing that to the 30 
years prior, it’s been an exponential change, so maybe the groundwork that’s been laid over the 
past decade will make things easier in the future. Going back to the states needing to coordinate 
better, what do you think is the biggest hindrance between states? Some people have said that it’s 
state sovereignty, and that no one wants to give up power, and others have said it all comes down 
to money.  
 
Beth: I think that some of it is the complexity of what we’re dealing with, there’s a lot of parties 
to coordinate, a lot of visions to line up. Public policies across the states are very different. And 
so, how do you align all those? We’re seeing that a little bit more clearly in the coming EPA 
requirements in that states are not all similarly situated with their requirements. Some have less 
stringent requirements, some have more. So how do you find the commonality? I think that’s a 
work in progress. 
 
There truly is the state sovereignty issues, and that at the end of the day, individual commissions 
have to make decisions on the record. They have to be legally enforceable. They have to be non-
appealable, or have somebody decide that they are ok with this and not appeal it and allow it to 
move forward. And you have to have people feel like they’ve been treated fairly in the process. 
That their alternative shave been considered to the point where people feel like they’ve had a fair 
shake. They have to feel like their preferences have been fairly considered.  
 
Sometimes, we have a continuum of folks we work with, and you kinda say “we’re never gonna 
get the people on both ends, but if you can get broad consensus in the middle, then you’ve got 
something to work with.”  But, you know, due to the internet and information sharing that is so 
easy, and social media, and more sophisticated organizers, people are able to put things together 
more quickly and share information, whether it’s good or bad, and so they’ve got more tools, and 
that makes the process tougher. So, probably more thought on the beginning of “how do we 
make this the best process we can” is wise. Certainly with the coming EPA regulations, a lot of 
people are spending time thinking through all the tough possibilities and the details about, how 
does a region work together? There’s winners and losers in the different things that people are 
looking at--winners and losers in different utilities, winners and losers generally in the different 
states, for the different kinds of generation shift/build-out of resources, in the communities, 
among the generation--whether it’s wind and solar, or if its nuclear power, or hydro, Canadian 
hydro. So, how does a utility figure out the best mix. And then, how do they get compensated for 
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that, and what’s this whole new emerging utility look like. Big issues, and we’re just going to 
have to work through them piece by piece. It’ll keep us all employed for a long time. 
 
Marta: That’s for sure. So I’ve been trying to see if siting for transmission lines, how it parallels 
wind, and how it doesn’t. I understand the differences between compensation, but when you’re 
speaking with landowners and educating them on the process, do people react differently to 
transmission lines than to wind turbines? 
 
Beth: Absolutely. The compensation for a wind turbine on an annual basis is different than the 
transmission line. I think the thing people didn’t realize, and that goes for our NGO partners 
early on, they didn’t realize what kind of infrastructure build-out was going to be needed if you 
liked renewables. And I think that whether you’re on the transmission or the distribution side, 
people don’t fully appreciate how we have to transform our delivery system, and what kind of 
planning and investment needs to be made in that. We, early on, kind of had a hierarchy of things 
that we adhere to. We advocated for the best use of the existing transmission, so being able to 
have MISO re-dispatch their system on a 5-minute basis makes the best use of transmission. 
How do you serve load? How do you match up that second by second requirement? So, making 
the best use of existing transmission, then if you have to build anything, double-circuiting or re-
conductoring existing lines so you just have to acquire a little more right of way, and then the 3rd 
and last resort is brand new corridor with brand new right-of-way. So, can we walk through these 
types of choices and do it smartly is what we’re thinking. If you have to break new corridor, if 
you have to--like we did in the very first case--how can you do that as smartly as possible.  
 
With the CapX lines and our expert witness asked the tough question of “can you look at double 
circuiting? Can you look at what the incremental cost that comes with that?” That is what we 
consider a smart way to do new infrastructure. Being able to grow into a larger…. I think the one 
regret I have about the very first transmission line case we did with Xcel is that we didn’t do that. 
So we have a 345kV down I-90 that we should have done bigger.  
 
Farmers knew when we did that transmission line that having transmission on or near their 
property in a windy part of the country meant a higher likelihood of being able to have a wind 
turbine on their property. And so they were willing to hose that kind of transmission because of 
the likelihood of being able to get a wind farm on their property. They understood the linkage, 
and so, the county commissioners in SW MN even took a broader viewpoint on….it doesn’t have 
to be on my property, but if it’s in the community, we’re all winners. Because the tax revenues 
that go from the wind farms serve the community writ large, and that was a very novel and 
progressive way of thinking of that development.  
 
So, can we build off some of those things? Can we have communities think “I may not be getting 
a turbine payment or if I have to host a transmission line, it’s going to aide this transition to clean 
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energy,” Sometimes that’s possible, and sometimes people just can’t wrap their heads around 
reconciling that they have to host infrastructure, and those are tough decisions.  
 
Some progressive thinking on community thinking on hosting infrastructure. We’ve certainly 
worked with groups who are working more closely with business models, or with ways to find 
benefits for communities that have to host--you know, sharing the benefits and the burdens. 
Making that adjustment in their thinking about what would be just compensation for that kind 
of… 
 
We’ve worked with utilities to think about lots of different ways to think about that, but it comes 
down to “what’s it gonna cost?” for that transmission line overall, and really going back to the 
very beginning when thinking about what is a public purpose. Utilities have eminent domain for 
a public purpose, and people are even better--i mean, there are degrees--but people are better 
when you say that it's going to facilitate clean energy, they feel differently about it than if it’s 
moving other kinds of electrons. You can’t prove that it’s a green electron or a brown electron, 
but more likely than not, it’s moving renewables.  
 
Marta: Ok one last question. We’ve got 5 years until 2020. What future do you see the CapX 
group having? Where do you think a group like CapX can have the most impact in the future? 
 
Beth: I don’t think they’re done yet. I think there’s another round of investment that we have to 
do. There’s an awful lot of emphasis on the distribution system because of solar and things that 
are coming on the distribution side of the equation. But at the end of the day, transmission is an 
enabler for the market, and I think that there’s going to need to be more transmission built--and 
we’ll build on the legacy that already been done, but there will be congestion in the marketplace, 
there will be generation that retires, there will be public policy requirements, and MISO is going 
to figure out what is needed from a bulk transmission perspective. I think they [CapX] should be 
ready to sign-up for building another round of transmission, and build on the good process that 
they’ve had on the ground with working with communities and landowners, lineman, and 
everything that they’ve done well on the construction side, and I guess my main message is that 
they are not done yet. I hope that they are thinking hard about what’s next and they brought a lot 
of ideas to the table--they didn’t just respond to the ideas that were out there, and so I’m 
expecting great things from them.  
 
Marta: That’s all I’ve got, unless you think there is something I should have asked you about 
but didn’t 
 
Beth: Boy you know we could talk for a long time about various aspects, but, no, I think you’ve 
covered a lot of good questions.  
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