
Editor’s Note: The City of 
Windom’s Electric Depart-
ment has been busy, from 
rebuilding transmission 
lines to installing three 
new generator sets in 2024. 
MMUA talked with Electric 
Superintendent Jason Sykora 
to learn about the new things 
happening with the city’s 
electrical infrastructure. 

MMUA: Windom decommissioned 
an old, smaller combustion tur-
bine recently. Tell me about your 
historical generation in Windom.

Jason: The jet turbine we recently 
retired was installed in 1978. It 
was a 3.5-megawatt (MW) unit. 
We have had lots of problems 
finding parts for it over the past 
10 years; we were pulling parts 
from Bermuda and all over the 
place. We had to de-rate it in 
the summer because the turbine 
couldn’t produce during that 
time of year due to heat. It could 
only give us about 2.7 MW. 
There were also concerns about 
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the equipment used to step up 
the voltage, as the turbine gen-
erated at 2,400 volts. 

In the early 2000s, capacity 
was cheap. As time has passed, 
that is no longer true, so we de-

Periodicals
Postage

PAID
at

Tw
in Cities, M

N

Inside
Stories

12
Meter School 

16
After initial break-
through, fusion contin-
ues to notch gains

14
Xcel proposes new  
clean energy plan for  
the Midwest

Windom Electric Department moving forward 
on many fronts 

Continued on page 6 Continued on page 2

Continued on page 4

The new generation plant structure under construction.

By Kent Sulem

APGA Legislative Summit 

Natural gas is an essential 
part of the energy picture in 
Minnesota. That is going to be 
true for years to come, even as 
the transition to carbon free 
sourcing moves ahead. To make 
sure gas issues are getting the 
right kind of attention, Mark  
Nibaur, General Manager at 
Austin Utilities, and Luke  
Peterson, General Manager at 
Hibbing Public Utilities, traveled  
to Washington, DC, for the 
American Public Gas Association’s 
2024 Legislative Summit, which 
was held January 28-31. MMUA 
sat down with Mark to learn 
about APGA’s policy priorities, 
and the issues natural gas utili-
ties are focused on at the federal 
level.

 
MMUA: You held several meet-
ings in Washington. Who were 
they with?

2024 APPA Legislative Rally 
Recap

The American Public Power  
Association (APPA) conducted  
its annual Legislative Rally in 
Washington, D.C., February 26–28,  
2024. 

Approximately 60 representa-
tives of Minnesota’s municipal 
utilities joined MMUA’s CEO 
Karleen Kos, Director of Gov-
ernment Relations and Senior 
Counsel Kent Sulem, and Gov-
ernment Relations Attorney Bill 
Black, at the event. This year’s 
group included a mix of general 
managers, commissioners and 
council members, and joint action 
agencies. It was good to see so 
many first-time attendees.

A handful of the Minnesota 
delegation attended pre-conference 
workshops held on Monday, Feb-
ruary 26. One of the workshops 
focused on increasing influence 
and building board consensus, 
while the second provided an 
update on the Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission (FERC). 
APPA business meetings kept 

Karleen busy, while Kent and 
Bill prepared for MMUA’s day 
on the hill. The full conference 
began Monday evening with a 
well-attended welcome reception.

Tuesday started early for 
many Minnesota attendees, with 
the annual Missouri River En-
ergy Services (MRES) breakfast 
and issues briefing. In addition 
to tasty food and helpful informa-
tion, the breakfast also provided 
an opportunity to interact with 
our counterparts from North  
Dakota, South Dakota, and Iowa. 

The conference resumed with 
the Legislative and Resolution 
(L&R) committee meeting where 
voting delegates from across the 
country listened to, discussed, 
and ultimately approved 13 reso-
lutions on a wide array of issues. 
Of particular interest to Minne-
sota are resolutions supporting 
the Low-Income Home Energy 
Assistance Program (LIHEAP), 
supporting risk-based grid 
security standards, maintaining 
a reliable and affordable supply 

Mark: We met with staff from 
the two Senator’s offices, Amy 
Klobuchar and Tina Smith, 
and with staff from the offices 
of Representatives Fischbach 
and Craig. We also had a good 
meeting with Representative 
Brad Finstad and his staff in his 
office.

 
MMUA: How were Minnesota’s 
interests conveyed?

Mark: MMUA’s Washington con-
sultant Michael Nolan assisted 
us in scheduling and refining 
our discussion points. Luke 
Peterson (General Manager, 
Hibbing Public Utilities) was in 
attendance as well. Luke first 
met with Representative Pete 
Stauber, and then he joined us 
for the meeting with staff from 
Senator Klobuchar’s office. Luke 
has been named to a board seat 
with the American Public Gas 
Association representing the 
Midwest.

cided to retire it. We made that 
decision in June of 2021. We had 
to wait until June as it was still 
claimed in the capacity market 
for that year.

As far as the rest of our gener-

ation, we have three 1,825 kilo-
watt (kW) CATs. The Windom 
Electric Department installed 
them in 2000.
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of natural gas, and supporting 
electric reliability.

The L&R meeting was followed 
by the L&R lunch where MMUA 
hosted a table intended to help 
first-time attendees feel comfort-
able at the Rally.

Wrapping up Tuesday after-
noon, MMUA briefed our Min-
nesota members on the desired 
messages to our congressional 
delegation. The topics selected to 
focus Wednesday’s dialogue with 
the congressional staff included 
ensuring reliable, affordable, and 
sustainable public power; allevi-
ating the supply chain crisis; and 
modernizing public finance tools.

To expand on the need to 
ensure reliable, affordable, and 
sustainable power, MMUA asked 
members to discuss the negative 
impact of unfunded/underfunded 
mandates, the need for regula-
tory certainty, the need for flexi-
bility, the desire for streamlined 
permitting processes, and pro-
tection of local control regarding 
pole attachments. On the supply 
chain crisis, members were asked 
to highlight their experiences 
with delays, lead times, and es-
calating costs. Finally, members 
were asked to seek completion 
of the modernization of financ-
ing tools started in the Inflation 
Reduction Act (IRA), especially 

Legislative Rally Recap
Continued from page 1

by restoring the authority to use 
advance refund bonds.

Even light rain couldn’t 
dampen the enthusiasm of the 
group as it headed to Capitol Hill 
on Wednesday. MMUA thanks 
Senator Amy Klobuchar for once 
again securing a large meeting 
room for MMUA in the Capitol 
Visitor Center. While MMUA 
had originally secured a commit-
ment from at least half of Min-
nesota’s congressional delegation 
that the member would meet 
with our group personally, the 
more somber duty of attending 
memorial services for fallen police 
and EMT personnel dictated 
the entire delegation remained 
in Minnesota. However, their 
staffs more than adequately filled 
in, taking copious notes, and 
engaging in good dialogues with 
both the panel leaders and the 
audience at large. 

The greatest achievement of 
all was the impactful way the 
panels MMUA had assembled for 
each congressional member, and 
the audience as a whole, told the 
stories of what it means to be a 
Minnesota municipal utility, the 
local issues they face, and what 
Congress can do to help. Watch-
ing and listening to Congressio-
nal staffers’ responses as they 
learned about three- to five-year 

wait times to get critical infra-
structure such as transformers, 
and the doubling or even tripling 
of costs once the parts are deliv-
ered really made an impression, 
as did learning how a small rural 
community could have saved $1 
million or more if they had been 
allowed to refinance their public 
debt using advance refund bonds. 
This obvious impact provides 
MMUA staff with confidence that 
the messages will be relayed to 
the Senators and House members.

In addition to securing the 
room for MMUA’s use, Senator  
Klobuchar also recorded a video  
that was played during the 
timeslot she had originally 
committed to spending with 
the Minnesota delegation to the 
APPA Rally. The Senator’s office 
consented to MMUA hosting the 
video on our website, and MMUA 
encourages its members to watch 
the video.

Finally, MMUA encourages all 
Association members to discuss 
and develop plans to attend 
APPA’s 2025 Legislative Rally 
scheduled for February 24–26, 
2025, at the Mayflower Hotel in 
Washington, D.C. As it was this 
year, you will find it to be time 
and money well spent on the 
future of your utility.

Government Relations Advisory Group Chair Roger Warehime and other delegation members prepare to speak with  
Congressional staff.

(L-R) Alexandria Mayor Bobbie Osterberg, Willmar Municipal Utilities General Manager John Harren, and Owatonna Public 
Utilities Director of Engineering and Operations Christian Fenstermacher speak with members of Senator Klobuchar’s staff.
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“When you come close to selling 
out, reconsider … “ 
– LeeAnn Womack, “I Hope You 
Dance”

In Washington, DC, last month 
I attended another meeting of 
APPA’s Buyout/Sellout Working 
Group.

There, several of my association 
peers and I discussed the trends: 
what cities are selling their 
utilities, what investor groups 
are trying to privatize publicly 
held assets, and where there are 
movements in favor of public 
power. 

As one of the states with a lot 
of municipal utilities, Minnesota 
also has a lot of them to lose. You 
probably know in the past year 
or so, electric utilities have been 
sold in North Branch, Dunnell, 
and Bigelow. Each of those 
communities had its reasons and 
took the action they thought most 
favorable to their ratepayers. 
Still, I hate seeing things like this 
happen. 

MMUA absolutely supports 
the right of every community to 
make the decision that is best 
for the people who live there. 
Yet I always wonder when I 
hear of municipal sales around 
the US, what were the factors 
that contributed to the decision? 
Could something have been done 
differently that would have made 
maintaining local ownership the 
preferred choice? What motivated 
ratepayers to sell? These questions 
keep me up at night. 

Who sells? Since joining 
MMUA in 2021, I have been par-
ticularly interested in this ques-
tion. I’ve been reading. I’ve sat in 
multiple buyout/sellout meetings 
with my peers from around the 
country, followed some of these 
decisions as they unfolded, and 
talked with anybody who was 

Let me sell you an idea

From My Desk to 
Yours

Karleen Kos
MMUA CEO

erendum being held. In the last 
three cases, MMUA has raised 
concerns about this process 
issue with the Minnesota Public 
Utilities Commission (PUC). The 
PUC has responded that its role 
does not include enforcing proce-
dural requirements for municipal 
utilities. The PUC has approved 
the sales based on duly authorized 
transaction participants having 
submitted the appropriate forms. 

In light of the PUC’s position, 
procedural concerns—such as  
ensuring ratepayers have a 
voice in the formation or sale 
of a municipal utility—must be 
addressed either in the courts 
or the legislature. MMUA, its 
Board, and its counsel have 
studied the options, and we will 
continue to look for a path that 
ensures the voice of the ratepayer 
is preserved. This will not be a 
fast fix, and there are risks with 
all the options. For now, we have 
created model resolutions your 
community can adopt that commit 
leaders to holding a referendum 
prior to a sale. Copies are avail-
able on our website.

But that’s really not the point. 
The point is this: how can we 
reduce the likelihood of this 
issue coming up in the first place 
because everyone sees better 
options than a sale? 

MMUA wants to be your partner. 
In some associations—in the 
utilities industry and many 
others— the staff leader sees the 
role of the organization as a very 
hands-off affair. They advocate 
for desirable policies in the state 
legislature and offer services 
the members can take or leave. 
Often these associations have 
small staffs, and they essentially 
wait for their members to come 
to them.

I think MMUA needs to be a 
little more proactive than that. 
Municipal utility leaders are busy 
people. They have their noses 
to the grindstone, and they are 
dealing with a hundred things 
every day. 

Sometimes they don’t know 
what they don’t know: that 
MMUA has a program or service 
that could help, that our govern-
ment relations team can point 
you in the right direction, or that 
our safety resources are willing  
to work with you to solve a 
problem. 

Sometimes they don’t know 
what we don’t know. The utility  
leaders wonder, “Why isn’t 
MMUA doing anything about 

willing on both sides of the 
decision. I know I am still very 
much the new kid on the block, 
and I have a lot to learn. Still, I 
have noticed some commonalities 
about many of the municipals 
that consider selling, regardless 
of where they may be located. 

  • The utilities are often small,  
and local decision makers see  
selling as a solution. Sometimes 
the utilities have systems 
in need of repair, but doing 
that would drive rates up 
unacceptably high. Years of 
deferred maintenance leave 
current leaders backed into a 
corner. Other times the utility 
is having trouble finding staff 
or commissioners, and having 
one less thing to worry about 
is appealing. Sometimes there 
is infighting that will end 
if the utility ceases to exist. 
Sometimes selling the utility 
seems like a way to get cash 
for another badly needed  
project, and sometimes long-
held philosophies close minds 
to ideas that could help solve 
an underlying problem. 

  •	Someone takes the lead. Sales 
don’t start with a large group 
of citizens storming the castle 
to demand their utility be 
sold. Usually, a small number 
of leaders first decides selling 
is an option. Sometimes it is a 
new person in town hired for 
an administrative or executive 
role. Sometimes it is a person 
elected to the council or com-
mission who sees selling as 
the answer to a problem, real 
or perceived. They may tend 
to favor small government on 
principle, believe in private 
ownership, and/or have 
personal motives. Sometimes 
a group of people who have 
been involved with the utility 

for years just don’t know what 
else to do.

  •	A willing buyer with an appeal-
ing offer appears. The buyer 
could be an investor- owned 
utility, a private equity firm, 
or a nearby cooperative. 
Sometimes, they were trying 
to be helpful, and sometimes 
they had an agenda that was  
advanced by the sale or  
takeover of the municipal. 
Either way, they showed up, 
discovered local folks in need 
of a solution, and offered one.  
Sometimes, the local folks 
actually started the ball 
rolling with outreach out to 
the potential buyer. That does 
happen, particularly if the  
potential buyer is someone 
with whom the utility already 
has a relationship. It could be  
they’ve been buying power from 
the company or contracting for 
line maintenance. It could be 
that “somebody knows 
somebody.” These easy entrees 
mean things can move quickly, 
and ratepayers who question 
the wisdom of selling some-
times perceive they don’t have 
time to slow the momentum. 
That’s especially true if the 
buyer and community leaders 
have a head start in communi-
cating about the upsides of the 
sale or the press coverage has 
skewed to give the merits of 
selling an edge.

  •	Entities that sell do not actively  
participate in their state 
association. Every rule has 
its exception, and I am sure 
somewhere out there is a 
municipal that has sold—or is 
considering a sale—that is ac-
tive. Most of the time, though, 
they are not. Consequently, 
local decision makers are not 
aware of how those in similar 

situations have handled the 
financing for overdue system 
improvements, how they deal 
with staffing shortages, or 
work with firecracker person-
alities. These leaders have 
also unwittingly deprived 
their state association team of 
firsthand knowledge of what 
is really going on in utilities 
like theirs. I have met some 
very smart association CEOs, 
but none of them impress me 
as talented or psychic enough 
to know what is going on in 
utilities that don’t engage with 
the association. They are just 
not that good. I know I’m not.

Safeguards aren’t what they 
used to be. One of the ways to 
prevent precipitous sales of valu-
able public assets like utilities is 
to require that ratepayers have 
the chance to vote on whether 
the sale should occur. According 
to APPA research, only a handful 
of states have statutory safe-
guards like that. Until recently, 
we believed Minnesota was one 
of them. At present, we cannot 
say that is still true.

Historically, Minn. Stat. § 
412.321, subd. 4, has been  
understood to mean a referendum  
of the ratepayers is necessary 
before the sale of any municipal 
utility can be finalized. However,  
the last several sales in Minnesota 
have been allowed without a ref-

Continued on page 5
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Windom Electric Department  
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MMUA: What older buildings/
generation do you still have in 
place? 

Jason: The only remaining 
building from the original power 
plant was built in 1936. There 
was another building in the 
complex at one time that was 
five stories tall. We actually 
have footage (on VHS tape of 
course) of the demolition of that 
structure.

As late as the 1970s, Windom 
used coal to generate power and 
steam. Then the old plant was 
closed, and we moved toward 
natural gas. That happened 
around 1978 when the recently 
retired jet turbine was installed.

MMUA: Windom is adding two 
new 3100 kW CAT gen sets this 
spring to go along with the exist-
ing three. How did you decide to 
install this new generation? 

Jason: After we retired the tur-
bine [in 2021], we were planning 
to add another generator. It was 
something we were looking at 
down the road. When the ca-
pacity market took a spike just 
after we retired the turbine, we 
decided to move a little quicker. 
We got to talking and making 
plans, and through that process 
we decided to make an addition 
to the generation plant instead 
of putting the new generation 
where the old turbine was. We 
were already having trouble 
dissipating the heat from that 
building; it wasn’t well venti-
lated. 

Windom’s pork plant was also 
expanding rapidly at the time. 
Unfortunately, after we ordered 
the engine in September 2022, 
the decision makers over there 
said they were going to sell the 
company or close it. Ultimately, 
the company declared bankrupt-
cy and closed the plant in June 
of 2023.

The new engines aren’t here 
yet, but the building is sched-
uled to be done this spring. It 
will be weather-tight by the 
first part of April, and then the 
generators will be set. After that 
they will be installing pipes and 
other equipment. We hope by 
October 2024, the generators 
will be up and running.

When you add all that gen-
eration together, Windom will 
have 11.6 MW of generation by 
nameplate capacity.

MMUA: Tell me a little bit about 
the shop addition that will house 
the new generation.

Jason: It will basically be a roof 
over the generation with an 
air-handling system. The history 
of it is kind of interesting. The 
generation addition is where the 
city’s previous truck shop was 
located, which was built in 1978. 
A metal lean-to was put on the 
back of the generation plant. To-
day, we saw it as the best place 

for the new generation because 
the substation was right there. 
It is next to the old generation, 
and our crew is there also. The 
proximity is helpful because we 
only have four linemen/genera-
tion operators.

Another fun fact: the shop 
addition is sitting right on top of 
where the old steam plant was!

MMUA: What percent of the city’s 
power needs will you be able to 
meet when these five gen sets are 
in place?

Jason: With the pork plant shut 
down currently, we would have 
been able to cover the entire 
load during the winter. If things 
stay as they are, we can run the 
entire town. As it is, the pork 
plant is looking to reopen, so 
that will change things. Still, it 
will be a substantial portion of 
Windom’s needs.

MMUA: In fall of 2023, Windom 
rebuilt the transmission line 
coming to town. Tell me a little 
bit about the planning and im-
plementation of this project.

Jason: That stretches all the way 
back to 2019. We did a study 
with DGR Engineering to look 

at the line, and we determined 
that most of it was at end of 
its life. We have two feeds, one 
from the north/east and one 
from the south. The south feed 
was installed in 1954, and the 
north feed was put in sometime 
in the early 1970s. After doing 
the study we got a new route 
for the north line, which goes 
right on Highway 60 by the pork 
plant. That way we can drop in 
a substation if need be. It is also 
closer to our north industrial 
park.

We got our lines, and then we 
got our easements. Previously 
they have been in railroad right 
of way, and we were able to get 
them out of there. Then COVID 
hit, and we had supply chain is-
sues and problems getting bids. 
Finally, in 2022, we took it out 
for bid and awarded it to IES, a 
company out of Nebraska. We 
started on the actual construc-
tion in July, and the project was 
completed in October of 2023.

We still have the north and 
south transmission lines; they 
are just in different rights of 
way. Our south feed—that’s 
our main feed—is protected by 
a breaker, and it runs within a 
couple of hundred feet of the old 

Working on the new transmission switch right outside the substation. 
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one. Like I mentioned before, the 
north/east one changed quite a 
bit. It used to run more east. The 
new one runs along Highway 60, 
and then we cross the highway 
and tie back into ITC’s line.

MMUA: You mentioned the 
HyLife Windom pork plant 
closed last year, and now is 
readying for reopening in the 
spring of 2024. What difference 
did their absence make in the 
city’s electricity use? What are 
you hearing about the planned 
operations after the restart?

Jason: In the past, the plant 
drew close to a 4 MW load 24/7. 
They had all the coolers, so they 
had a good load factor for us, 
which was ideal. What is going 
to happen out there now, we 
have no idea. We are really hop-
ing the cooler load comes back 
in some capacity. They made up 
about 30 percent of our load.

Together, the pork plant, the 
hospital, the school district, and 

the Toro Company’s manufac-
turing plant make up a good 
percentage of our load. Toro cur-
rently makes snowblowers and 
zero-turn mowers in Windom.

The removal of the old steam 
plant’s footing was necessary 
to put in the foundation for the 
new generation plant building.

MMUA: What other interesting 
things are happening in Windom 
or with the Windom Electric 
Department?

Jason: Like many utilities, we 
are waiting for some Depart-
ment of Energy grants to come 
through, and we have spent all 
the project money we have for 
the immediate future. Our next 
big project will be switching to 
AMI metering. 

Before these recent projects, 
we put in a new substation in 
2016 and added a whole new set 
of breakers while installing a 
new substation transformer. So, 
we have been busy for years.

The new 20,000-gallon fuel tank. The outgoing 50,000-gallon underground fuel tank.

We are also looking at a few 
new apartment buildings that 
will be coming to town. A total of 
90 apartments might be on the 
way.

Something else we did recent-
ly was put in an above-ground 
fuel tank. We had a 50,000 gal-
lon below-ground tank that was 
installed for the jet-turbine in 

The removal of the old steam plant’s footing was necessary to put in the foundation 
for the new generation plant building.

the 1970s. We ended up taking 
that out and replacing it with 
a 20,000 gallon above-ground 
tank. When we sized it, we sized 
it for some added generation. 

Our fuel supplier is right 
across the street. So once again, 
Windom Electric’s facilities are 
in a good spot!

[my issue]?” They are unaware 
that we don’t know about it or 
how it manifests itself in a cer-
tain town. Sometimes, we don’t 
know about it at the appropriate 
level. For example, your safety 
coordinator may be aware that 
you are struggling to fill an 
opening. That doesn’t mean I am 
aware that you would like our 
help with that problem. It also 
doesn’t mean I have a short-run 
answer. Unfortunately, I don’t 
have an inventory of lineworkers  
or water superintendents or  
engineers on a shelf here in 
Plymouth that I can quickly send  
out to you. It does mean that I’m 
willing to take a look at developing 
a programmatic answer to help 
you and other utilities in the 
same situation. That’s our job: 
to help municipal utilities solve 
problems. 

Sometimes there are dis-
connected expectations that 
discourage utilities from further 
outreach. Recently I heard of 
an MMUA member who was 
irritated because he’d called 
our government relations team 
for guidance. From MMUA’s 
perspective, we provided it. From 
the member’s perspective, “they 
just gave me some names and 
phone numbers to call.” I don’t 
know if that member will ask for 
help again, since he thinks he 
didn’t get it this time. I wish he 
would have called me. Whenever 
there’s a disconnected expectation, 
there is an opportunity.

So let me sell you an idea: let’s 
not be strangers. When I stood in 
front of the MMUA membership 
for the first time in 2021, I said 
that I wanted to visit Minnesota’s 
municipal utilities. I’ve been 
doing that, and I am still eager 
to visit more. I enjoy meeting 
the staff teams and visiting the 
physical plants. 

I am especially interested in 
sitting in on local commission 
meetings. It is an honor to listen 
as the work is getting done. It 
gives me a window into what 
is “real” out there in a whole 
different way, and helps me un-
derstand how MMUA’s services 
need to evolve so that we can 
partner with your community 
more effectively. I may even be 
able to offer a suggestion or two, 
if asked. Invite me, and I’ll come.

As I mentioned earlier, utili-
ties that seek or respond to an 
interested buyer are usually not 
working closely with their associ-
ations. I hope you will join us at 
MMUA events, and I’ll join you 
in your community. Let’s work 
together. 

And please, if you think of 
selling out, reconsider.

Whenever one door closes
I hope one more opens.
Promise me that you’ll give
faith a fighting chance.
And when you get the choice
to sit it out or dance
I hope you dance.
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PROVIDING DIRECTION
PRODUCING RESULTS

APGA Legislative Summit 
Continued from page 1

MMUA: What were the priorities 
you were hoping to advance on 
the Hill?

 
Mark: APGA’s legislative 
committee set the priorities 
before the summit, so I was in 
a couple of meetings before the 
summit occurred to be sure I 
was prepared. As we go through 
those meetings, we finalize our 
positions and the suggested 
materials to be used during our 
legislative meetings.

Two of the priorities we focused 
on this year were the Natural 
Gas Act and the reforming of 
Section 5.

The reauthorization of PHM-
SA—that’s the Pipeline Hazard-
ous Material Safety Administra-
tion—was an important topic. 
The agency needs to be reau-
thorized by Congress every few 
years, and this is one of those 
years. The natural gas industry 
supports that. As gas utility 
members, we discussed the im-
portance of PHMSA and sought 
the support of our legislators to 
reauthorize the administration. 

We also support the direct 
use of natural gas. We believe it 
should be a resource for electric 
generation and it should also be 
available for use as fuel. That 
is all-encompassing, because 
it focuses on the availability of 
gas for use in cookstoves and 
conventional furnaces. We want 
to see it remain a fuel of choice.

Finally, we wanted to voice 
our support for the Low-Income 
Home Energy Assistance Pro-
gram (LIHEAP) dollars for our 
communities. MMUA supports 
that too.

 
MMUA: You were a general 
member of the APGA board for 
several years. What responsibili-
ties did that entail? 

Mark: I just wrapped up a six-
year term on the board, and as 
I mentioned earlier, another 
Minnesotan, Luke Peterson, 
has been accepted on the board. 
Minnesota has had a presence 
on that board for 20 years. I 
served two three-year terms. At 
that point, you have to drop off. 
Around that time, Luke showed 
some interest, and he submitted 
his name.

On the APGA board, you also 
need to participate on a com-
mittee, so I also chaired and co-
chaired the Legislative Relations 
committee for two years. I also 
participated with the gas supply 
committee and the operations 
and safety subcommittee for six 
years.

 
MMUA: What is the terrain  
like on gas issues with the 
current divided government in 
Washington?

 
Mark: I have been doing this for 
several years, and this was one 
of the better years to meet with 
the legislators. They were open, 

earnestly took the information, 
and they were fairly supportive 
of our positions. We need to have 
natural gas as one of those fuels 
to carry us into the carbon-free 
world. I felt positive about the 
meetings and that they were 
well received. 

 
MMUA: What future priorities for 
gas policy did APGA identify at 
the Summit?

Mark: The legislative committee 
meets year-round, so we will do 
a post-meeting wrap up of the 
Summit. We will also talk about 
priorities and legislative policy 
all year round. The Summit is 
usually in January or February.

APGA has a legislative focus, 
so they monitor legislative policy 
and stay very connected to all of 
that throughout the year. APGA 
does not currently contract with 
external lobbyists. The team 
manages all their legislative  
advocacy internally, and staff 
are registered as appropriate.  
APGA’s staff gets a lot of 
guidance from the legislative 
committee. They spend many 
hours on the Hill to get the mood 
of legislators and stay in touch 
on our issues.

(L-R) Thomas Liepold from Senator Klobuchar’s office met with Mark Nibaur, Luke Peterson, and Michael Nolan. (Photo 
courtesy of Mark Nibaur).

MMUA: How many major gas 
groups are lobbying on the Hill?

Mark: The American Gas Asso-
ciation, APGA, and there are a 
couple of others out there too. 

MMUA: Are other Minnesota gas 
utilities involved?

Mark: There are at total of 33 
gas municipals in Minnesota, 
and they are always welcome to 
work and participate with the 
association. We welcome them 
to join American Public Gas 
Association in their efforts and 
be supportive.

People might say, why go to 
D.C.? If we go, we can make 
change. If you don’t try, nothing 
will happen. Our legislators do 
like to see us, and our presence 
makes a difference. 
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Wisconsin bill on transmission 
lines creates strange alliances

Connexus Energy 
chooses new CEOColorado to study state’s  

potential for geothermal 

Unit 4 at Georgia’s Vogtle  
Nuclear Power Plant starts  
nuclear fission

A bill that passed the Wisconsin 
State Assembly on February 15 
would give current owners of 
transmission lines in Wisconsin 
the right of first refusal to build 
new transmission lines that 
become part of their system. 

The legislation moved after 
the Midcontinent Independent 
System Operator (MISO) ap-
proved $10 billion in new trans-
mission lines in late 2023.

Most of the state’s utilities, 
current transmission owners, 
utility-affiliated labor unions, 
and economic development 
organizations are in favor of the 
bill, including the state associa-
tion Municipal Electric Utilities 
of Wisconsin (MEUW). On the 
other side of the issue is an 
array of consumer advocates like 

On February 7, Connexus Energy 
announced they had chosen their 
next leader

Sidney Jackson will be the 
next CEO, succeeding Greg  
Ridderbusch, who recently  
announced his retirement.

Jackson previously worked as 
General Manager of Pasadena 
Water and Power. He also has 
past experience working for 
Austin Energy, Rochester Public 
Utilities, the Midcontinent  
Independent System Operator, 
and Xcel Energy.

Jackson earned a bachelor’s 
degree in electrical engineering 
from Kansas State University 
and a master’s in business ad-
ministration from the University 
of Missouri. 

Connexus Energy, based in 
Ramsey, Minnesota, is Minneso-
ta’s largest electric cooperative 
and provides power to 145,000 
members in the northern and 
eastern Twin Cities suburbs.

On February 12, the company 
Teverra, which conducts energy 
research and consults on clean 
energy matters, was chosen by 
Colorado’s Energy and Carbon 
Management Commission 
(ECMC) to analyze Colorado’s 
statewide geothermal resources. 

By understanding the state’s 
geothermal resources and the 
size of the market, Colorado 

On February 14, Georgia Power 
announced that Unit 4 at its 
Vogtle Nuclear Power Plant near 
Augusta, Georgia, had begun 
the process of self-sustaining 
nuclear fission. 

The reactor is expected to 
begin commercial operation in 
mid-2024. 

Unit 3 at the plant entered 
commercial operation in the 
Summer of 2023. The cost of the 
two reactors is expected to total 
about $35 billion.

the Citizens Utility Board and 
free-market groups like Amer-
icans for Prosperity and Koch 
Government Affairs.

Opponents of the bill see it 
as either reducing consumer 
choice or limiting their ability to 
do business in the state. Pro-
ponents see the bill as a way to 
speed transmission buildouts 
by utilities that are already 
experienced in the region at a 
time when they are desperately 
needed. The bill allows compet-
itive bidding for the inputs of 
transmission projects, including 
construction contractors and 
equipment.

can move forward in developing 
these resources. Teverra will 
work with the Colorado Geologi-
cal Survey to do the analysis.

Colorado’s geothermal re-
source potential will be exam-
ined for use in electricity produc-
tion, geothermal heat pumps, 
and direct use heating buildings 
and assisting in agricultural 
applications.
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DOE announces $1.2 billion funding round to 
accelerate development of new transmission

Winnipeg sewage pipe leak causes frustration 

On February 6, the United States 
Department of Energy (DOE) 
announced a request for proposals  
(RFP) for the second round of 
funding for the Transmission 
Facilitation Program, which is 
designed to accelerate the devel-
opment of transmission lines.
 

A sewage pipe that broke in 
Winnipeg, Manitoba, has caused 
problems as recovery efforts 
continue in the city. 

It all started when a pipe that 
crosses under the Red River near 
the Fort Garry Bridge started 
leaking on February 7. The pipe 
leaked 60 million gallons of 
untreated wastewater over two 
weeks.

Initial signs of a problem were 
first detected in November 2023. 
A pipe was taken out of service, 
but a second pipe ultimately 
failed following temporary 
repairs. 

City officials struggled to fully 
abate the leak. A bypass system 
put into place on February 17  
has not been able to keep up 
with the wastewater load due to 

Much of the funding will come 
in the form of capacity contracts, 
which will reduce risk and 
allow for speedier transmission 
buildouts. The RFP allows DOE 
to purchase up to 50 percent 
of the maximum capacity of a 
transmission line in order to 

provide security to investors. 
These capacity contracts will 
eventually be sold by DOE to 
other customers.

The program is being admin-
istered by the Grid Deployment 
Office.

A Partner for Today and Tomorrow
NextEra Energy Marketing (NEM) is a leading U.S. energy marketer, 
responsible for managing NextEra Energy Resources’ approximate 
34 GW* of total generating capacity located in the U.S. and Canada. 
NEM is known for its wide range of innovative products and 
cost-effective, turnkey solutions utilized by municipal utilities in the 
Midwest and other regions across the U.S.

Unrivaled expertise and the backing of a parent company with 
the largest renewable portfolio in the country, NEM is the premier 
partner for public power utilities. Contact us today to learn more!

NextEraEnergyResources.com

Curt.Krempin@nexteraenergy.com

561-339-5732

Curt Krempin, Director, Origination

*As of 12/31/22 Annual Report 2022 Form 10-K

We take pride in our work 
throughout Minnesota. 
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Worthington’s New WWTF Under Construction
Worthington Public Utilities

Bolton-Menk.com

Willie Phillips announced as 
FERC chairman

On February 9, President Joe Biden 
announced Willie Phillips would 
become Chair of the Federal 
Energy Regulatory Commission 
(FERC). 

Phillips has served as Acting 
Chair since January 3, 2023.

Phillips has worked for more 
than 20 years in roles as Chair-
man with the Public Service 
Commission of the District of 
Columbia, as Assistant General 
Counsel for the North American 
Electric Reliability Corporation 
(NERC), as well as positions in 
law firms dealing with energy 
matters.

Biden administration, EPA widen program  
providing community assistance with waste-
water funding

On February 13, the Biden ad-
ministration, through the United 
States Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA), announced the 
“Closing America’s Wastewater 
Access Gap Community Initiative” 
will expand to an additional 150 
communities from an initial group 
of 11 communities. 

The initiative provides tech-
nical assistance on receiving 
federal wastewater funds to 
underserved communities.

The EPA estimates 2 million 
people in the US live without 
adequate wastewater services 
and safe drinking water at 
home. The initiative has already 

connected seven of the commu-
nities with funding awards. The 
program’s goal is to achieve sim-
ilar results with the expanded 
program so more communities 
offer modern wastewater service 
to their hometowns.

Phillips’ appointment will 
conclude in 2026.

the failure of one of two pumps 
on a bypass system. The leak 
was finally contained the eve-
ning of February 21, though a 
risk of intermittent spills existed 
for several more days while 

crews worked to stabilize the 
system. 

Although work to fully repair 
the system is underway, local 
officials estimate it will not be 
completed until 2025.



Water uses important, in  
varying ways, to Minnesotans 
of different backgrounds

Houston experiences 600,000- 
gallon wastewater spill

Research published in the journal 
Society & Natural Resources on 
November 23 analyzed how Minne-
sotans looked at water in the state 
through a variety of given lenses.  

Through two studies, research-
ers examined Minnesotans’ 
water priorities in light of key 
demographic differences.

The research found that safe 
and clean drinking water was 
something everyone agreed on; it 
was valued highest by Minneso-
tans of all backgrounds. 

Looking at other aspects of 

On February 13, about 600,000 
gallons of domestic sludge spilled 
in Houston, Texas, when a holding 
tank failed at the Almeda Sims 
Wastewater Treatment Plant in 
southwest Houston.   

Wastewater sludge was  
released in the incident. 

After the event, officials 

Mainers overpay by millions on electricity;  
regulators argue for phaseout of state’s  
competitive market

On January 29, a report from the 
Maine Public Advocate disclosed 
that Mainers paid $80.4 million 
more than the standard offer 
rate from 2016 to 2022 on their 
electricity bills. 

The standard offer rate is 
the rate approved by the Maine 
Public Utilities Commission and 
used by most households that 
don’t contract with competitive 
electricity companies. 

Public Advocate William 
Harwood has said the use of a 
competitive market for electricity 
in the state hasn’t worked out 
for consumers. He argues that 
the market should be phased 
out. Promotional offers used by 
providers in the market allow 
consumers to access short-term 
promotional rates while paying 
higher rates over time. The 
Public Advocate’s role is to rep-
resent Maine’s utility consumers 
in matters related to the Public 
Utilities Commission, agencies, 
and the courts.

Advocates in Maine had 
pushed for a new, statewide  
public power utility to buy out 
the state’s two largest investor- 
owned utilities. Voters voted 
down a public power referendum 
on the November 2023 ballot 

that would have established 
Pine Tree Power Company. 
choosing to keep their investor- 
owned utilities by a margin  
of 70 percent to 30 percent. 

water and how it is valued, 
including items such as use of 
water for recreation, fishing, 
and religious practices, people 
of color placed more importance 
on water on average than white 
respondents. Females also 
placed a higher value on water 
for different uses than males.

This project was funded by the 
Minnesota Stormwater Research 
Council, the Minnesota Envi-
ronment and Natural Resources 
Trust Fund, and Clean Water 
Funds instituted by the Minne-
sota Legacy Amendment.

contacted the Texas Commission 
on Environmental Quality. The 
Commission then sent notifica-
tions to citizens with wells with-
in a half-mile radius of the spill, 
but they did not issue a boil 
order. Houston Public Works  
began the cleanup process shortly 
after the spill happened.

Fears over the cost and uncer-
tainty of the buyout appear to 
have trumped the possibility of 
lower rates. 
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Emergency Preparedness and Restoration Conference uses 
interactive tabletop, information sessions to create solutions 
Staff from MMUA’s member util-
ities met in St. Cloud on February 
21 and 22 for the Emergency 
Preparedness and Restoration 
Conference. 
 

This compelling educational 
conference provided information 
about emergency preparedness 
and allowed attendees to share 
their mutual aid experiences, 
observations, and questions with 
each other. 

The conference started with 
observations about past mutual 
aid events from MMUA’s Cody 
Raveling. Cody emphasized the 
importance of being able to  
adjust to changing conditions on  
the ground. During Hurricane 
Ian in 2022, MMUA’s team 
was originally dispatched to 
Kissimmee, Florida. As the 
storm track moved, the team 
moved to Bartow, Florida. With 
that event, Cody emphasized 
the importance of responding 
quickly not only to mutual aid 
notifications, but to events on 
the ground. Things move fast, 
requiring an ability to adapt and 
necessitating a continuous focus 
on safety. 

The conference then moved 
into a well-received, interactive 
tabletop planning exercise led 
by MMUA’s Mike Willetts. This 
session allowed attendees to 
“live through” the scenario of 
reacting to the March 29, 1998, 
St. Peter tornado event as if it 
were happening today. Through 
vintage news clips, data print-
outs, and group discussions, the 
events of 1998 came alive in an 
exciting way for attendees.

St. Peter, with a population 
of approximately 9,700, was 
the largest city affected by the 
storms. More than 500 homes 

and buildings were severely 
damaged, and 17,000 trees were 
lost that day. Down the road 
60 miles, Comfrey, Minnesota, 
with a population of around 367, 
was hit by an F4 tornado that 
damaged or destroyed about 
75 percent of the structures in 
the town. What would you do at 
your utility if a storm like that 
was developing or beginning to 
spawn tornados nearby? Coming 
out with answers was the point 
of the exercise.

If there was lead time prior to 
the event, participants decided 
they would line up staff, check 
on equipment, and reach out to 
MMUA or take the Association’s 
call if they reached out first. City 
staff would be contacted to pre-
pare. MMUA would start to look 
at close-proximity utilities that 
could provide mutual aid.

Other plans included fueling 
up equipment, providing for  
alternate ways of communicating,  
and working with other city 
departments.

After the storm had passed 
and caused damage, post-storm 
plans would be implemented. 
Utility staff would reach out to 
one another, making sure that 
things were safe at home before 
beginning to repair the commu-
nity. The utility’s emergency 
plan would be implemented, 
with a priority list of locations  
to repair in order, if possible. 
The chain of command would 
also be implemented, in order  
to smooth communications  
and make sure all staff were 
accounted for. 

Day two of the conference 
brought a visit from Joe Neu-
berger from the Homeland 
Security and Emergency Man-
agement (HSEM) division of the 

Minnesota Department of Public 
Safety. His discussion on taking 
steps to secure and protect crit-
ical infrastructure was particu-
larly timely given the news that 
AT&T had experienced a nation-
wide cell phone outage that day. 
Joe spoke about the different 
actors that could be involved in 
damage to critical infrastructure. 
These include common risks 
like weather or climate, and less 
common causes like lone wolves 
or state actors who wish to harm 
infrastructure. He noted that 
there are four critical infra-
structure functions that must 
be protected at all costs: energy, 
water, communications, and 
transportation. 

Joe noted that “Minnesota 
Nice” sometimes makes us 
want to hold the door open to 
secure areas, or not check or vet 
credentials. It is critical to take 
these measures in order to keep 
our facilities secure, no matter 
how nice we are about it. He 
also gave attendees several tools 
for moving their communities 
forward in protecting critical 
infrastructure. These include in-
formation about a variety of free 
trainings sponsored by federal 
agencies and universities.

Neuberger was followed by 
Brian Olson, who also works for 
HSEM. Brian focused his talk 
on mitigation, and the power it 
has to make things safer and 
also save us all money. For every 
dollar spent on mitigation activ-
ities, it can save four to seven 
dollars. Brian discussed federal 
mitigation grants that become 
available after presidentially de-
clared disasters. The entire state 
can become eligible for these 
grants, but the county where 
a utility is based does need a 

mitigation plan in place, signed 
off by the utility, in order for the 
utility to access these funds.

Mike Willetts closed the 
conference by talking about re-
imbursement for mutual aid and 
things that needed to be added 
to the Association’s mutual aid 
paperwork. One thing added to 
the list was having a protocol 
in place if utility crews find 
injured or deceased individuals 
during mutual aid events. Lists 
of machinery owned by utili-
ties, as well as four-wheel-drive 
trucks, were seen as important 

additions to the information 
stockpile. Mike emphasized 
keeping records throughout the 
day so that the important work 
being done can be documented, 
preserved, and learned from.

This exciting, interactive 
conference concluded, leaving 
attendees more ready and 
prepared to help protect their 
communities from emergencies, 
as well as in a position to help 
other communities in their time 
of need.



Emergency Preparedness and Restoration Conference

There were a lot of things to think about and ideas to bring home as the conference drew to a 
close.

Brian Olson from HSEM spoke about mitigation and how it can save money and make com-
munities safer.

Attendees were ready for the event to begin on February 21. Attendees discussed their current emergency preparedness planning.

Joe Neuberger from Homeland Security and Emergency Management (HSEM) spoke 
about protecting and securing critical infrastructure.

Damage from the 1998 storm event is displayed as attendees talked about what they 
would do in the aftermath of such a storm.

The tabletop exercise put everyone right on the spot as a news report watched the tornado event 
of March 29, 1998 unfold. 
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Meter School

Tommy Flores grabbed a photo with Larry Chapman. Attendees made sure the wiring was exactly right.

Attendees work to resolve issues presented on training equipment. Instructor Larry Chapman talks to a learner.

A participant puts a meter in place. Bruce Westergaard provides guidance on troubleshooting meters.

Jessie Lloyd smiles with a group of learners. Participants sized up a variety of scenarios and meters at the school. 

Meter School took place February 7–9, with the Meter School Preconference Workshop occurring February 6 and 7. Learners worked hands-on with a variety of meter types 
while also receiving classroom instruction.



A bill before the California  
Assembly would mandate state-
wide wastewater drug testing  
to help address drug abuse  
problems among residents. 

If passed, the new law would 
be the first such mandate in a US 
state.

The bill, AB 3073, would give 
the State Water Board and the 

Interconnection Corner—Initial Review 
Screening

A critical step for customers who 
wish to add interconnected solar 
panels to their home or business 
is the completion and submission 
of a Simplified Interconnection 
Application. 

Utilities have 20 days from 
the receipt date of a completed 
interconnection application 
to complete an initial review 
screening. The utility must 
then let the customer know if 
certain kinds of upgrades to the 
utility’s system will be required 
to accommodate the customer’s 
proposed Distributed Energy 
Resources—commonly abbrevi-
ated as DER—installation. The 
customer would be responsible 
for the costs of any such up-
grades and, so, would need to 
know about them up front. 

Screening factors include line 
section capacity, the circuit’s 

maximum fault current, short 
circuit interrupting capability, 
and transformer capacity. If 
a Simplified Interconnection 
Application passes the initial 
screen phase, it moves into sub-
sequent phases of the Simplified 
Process. Many applications do 
proceed, and they ultimately 
receive the utility’s final per-
mission to operate. The utility 
may also allow interconnection 
to proceed despite failing initial 
screening if it determines the 
interconnection can be done con-
sistently with safety, reliability, 
and service quality standards.

If that is not possible, the 
utility must inform the customer 
that their application has been 
moved to the Fast Track process, 
provide them with the data 
used to determine the screen-
ing failure(s) and, within 10 
business days, offer to schedule 

a customer options meeting. In 
this session, the applicant can 
choose to proceed under the 
Fast Track process or drop their 
application. At the customer 
options meeting, the utility will 
give a good faith estimate of 
necessary upgrade costs, and the 
customer will have 15 business 
days to decide whether to make 
a deposit in that amount toward 
the upgrades. 

This information comes from 
the M-MIP Booklet #2 —Simpli-
fied Process, section 3 Applica-
tion Review, subpart 3.2 Initial 
Review Screens and Booklet 
#3—Fast Track Process, section 
3, subpart 3.5 Customer Options 
Meeting. The full M-MIP guide 
is available free at mmua.org 
under Public Policy—Energy 
Efficiency/Renewables.

By Bill Black

Study details renewable  
natural gas potential to replace 
one-sixth of gas demand

California to consider statewide 
wastewater drug testing

A new study from Deloitte points 
toward the potential to harness 
gas from landfills to make up 
about four percent of US fossil fuel 
use and up to 17 percent of core 
gas customer demand. 

There is room for growth in the 
use of landfill gas as renewable 
natural gas (RNG). Of 1,641 
municipal landfills, only 28 are 
producing RNG. For municipal 
wastewater treatment plants, 

only two percent are capturing 
biogas and converting it to RNG.

The report suggests this  
resource is not only critical to  
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 
but it is also a local financial 
asset that can be used in munic-
ipalities. Available federal tax 
credits make the case even  
stronger for municipalities to 
pursue systems to reclaim RNG 
in their communities.

IEA report notes continued oversupply of solar 
panels

Research from the International 
Energy Agency (IEA) has found 
that strong international solar 
panel manufacturing will leave 
American and European ware-
houses with about twice the solar 
panels needed in 2024. 

This number does not include 
additional stockpiles that will 
accumulate this year. 

The IEA said that this over-
supply caused solar panel prices 
to drop 50 percent in 2023, with 
further decreases likely on the 
way. China’s production of solar 

panels has been a large part of 
this equation, with output origi-
nating from the US, Europe, and 
southeast Asia further contrib-
uting to an oversupply of solar in 
the near to medium-term.

Yellowstone ski resort begins 
using treated wastewater to 
make snow

The Yellowstone Club, a private 
residential, ski, and golf resort 
located in Big Sky, Montana, has 
begun using treated wastewater 
from Big Sky to make snow for its 
ski resort.

Snowmaking using this process 
has been in force for the entire 
2023-2024 ski season.

The treated wastewater comes 
mostly from Big Sky’s municipal 
supply, with about 20 percent 
coming directly from the Yellow- 

stone Club’s wastewater treat-
ment plant. The resort can use  
25 million gallons of treated 
wastewater annually to make 
snow.

Most environmental groups 
and local governments have 
supported the project and its goal 
of decreasing water use at the 
resort, although some have been 
concerned about the wastewater’s 
impact on local waterways after 
the spring melt.

California Department of Health 
the authority to sample waste-
water for drugs such as opiates, 
methamphetamine, and cocaine.

The legislation would amplify 
state efforts to track drug use  
at a local level. Using the data, 
officials can be assisted in making 
public health interventions in 
communities.
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Xcel proposes new clean energy plan for the 
Midwest

Microsoft completes purchase 
of Becker land from Xcel

On February 1, Xcel Energy 
proposed a comprehensive 
clean energy plan for the Upper 
Midwest with the goal of reducing 
carbon emissions by 80 percent 
by the year 2030. 

The plans will cover Xcel’s 
electric customers in Minnesota, 
Wisconsin, North Dakota, South 
Dakota, and Michigan. 

Among the proposals in the 
plan are the creation of 3,600 
megawatts (MW) of new wind 
and solar projects by 2030, 
operating Xcel’s Monticello and 
Prairie Island Nuclear Power 
Plants through the early 2050s, 
and the addition of 600 MW of 
battery storage. Prairie Island 

On February 12, Microsoft com-
pleted its purchase of 300 acres 
of land in Becker, Minnesota, 
from Xcel Energy. 

The purchase price was $17.7 
million. Microsoft plans to develop 
a data center near the former 
Sherco coal plant, which is in 
the process of being transformed 
into a massive solar generation 
facility.

Two other data center projects 
have had conceptual plans fea-
turing Xcel’s Sherco land. Google 
was interested in building a data 
center there but decided against 
it in 2022. Elk River Technologies 
has continued to work on its 
plans to build a data center near 

In mid-January, the Edwards & 
Sanborn Solar + Energy Storage 
project was completed.

The project, located in Kern 
County, California, covers 4,600 
acres and consists of 1.9 million 
solar panels. Its capacity is 
875 megawatts direct current 
solar, and 3.3 gigawatt-hours of 
storage. The storage component 
consists of 120,720 batteries.

The solar and storage plant 
will produce enough power for 
238,00 Pacific Gas & Electric 
and Southern California Edison 
customer homes annually. 

The new solar and storage 
plant will eliminate 320,000 tons 
of annual carbon dioxide emis-
sions, according to estimates.

would run until 2053 and 2054 
for its two reactors, and Monti-
cello would run until 2050.

Xcel also plans to add around 
2,200 MW of “always ready” 
generation resources that will 
only be run when needed for 

Sherco. The company paid $7.7 
million for 348 acres on the site, 
which was approved by the  
Minnesota Public Utilities  
Commission in March of 2023.

baseload. The company says this 
will help minimize their impact 
on carbon emissions, while still 
being available when needed.

The new plans need to be 
approved by regulators.

Largest solar and 
storage project in 
the US opens

On January 30, an “all-services 
distributed overlay” of southern 
Minnesota’s 507 area code began. 

Customers who currently have 
the 507 prefix will not see any 
changes. An added 924 area code 
will be assigned to new cus-
tomers in the current 507 area 
starting on August 30, 2024, 
hence the term “overlay.”

With this change, all customers 
in the region will now need to 
dial the area code even when 
they call another customer in the 
507 area code. That change will 
take effect on July 30, 2024.

The new area code is necessary 
because the 507 area code area 
was running out of numbers to 
assign. Without the addition of 
the 924 area code, southern Min-
nesota phone customers would 
have run out of numbers in early 
2025.

Overlay of southern 
Minnesota’s 507 
area code begins
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DOE, White House initiate funding for restart 
of Michigan’s Palisades Nuclear Power Plant

In late February, the Department 
of Energy (DOE) with support 
from the Biden administration, 
announced that $1.5 billion 
would be made available to start 
the two-year process of restarting 
the Palisades Nuclear Power 
Plant in southwest Michigan. 

On February 20, the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (EPA) made 
$5.8 billion in wastewater, drink-
ing water, and stormwater grants 
and loans available through the 
Clean Water and Drinking Water 
State Revolving Funds.

Minnesota’s allotment of the 
funds is $34,769,000. About 
half of the funds will be made 
available as low-interest loans 
or grants. The funds will allow 
underserved communities to 
benefit from improved water 
infrastructure, including the 
removal of lead pipes; improved 
stormwater systems; and new 
wastewater treatment facilities.

The funds were provided 
through the Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act.

EPA makes nearly 
$6 billion in drinking 
water and water  
infrastructure 
funds available

The plant was decommis-
sioned on May 22, 2022. Shortly 
after the closure, the plant was 
sold by Entergy Corporation to 
Holtec International. Holtec is 
now working with the govern-
ment to reopen the 800-mega-
watt plant.

Funding is being provided 
through the Civil Nuclear Credit 
Program, which was passed 
into law in 2021 as part of the 
Infrastructure Investment and 
Jobs Act. 

Palisades originally opened on 
December 29, 1971.

Microsoft to pursue nuclear 
for business operations;  
creates nuclear policy brief

The American tech firm Microsoft 
is looking to pursue nuclear power 
by using its technologies to serve 
nuclear customers, as well as a 
physical tool for the company. 

Microsoft created a policy brief 
regarding nuclear power that 
it shared at the recent COP28 
Conference in the United Arab 
Emirates. In the brief, Microsoft 
endorsed nuclear as part of an 
“all-of-the-above” approach to 
carbon-free power. The company 
also praised advanced nuclear 
power and its role in the car-
bon-free transition.

The brief made clear that 
Microsoft is ardently pursuing 
nuclear operators whose work 
can be improved by Microsoft 
technologies such as artificial 
intelligence (AI) and digital 
platforms. Microsoft plans to use 
its talents to support the work of 
the nuclear industry, including 
the burgeoning small modular 
reactor (SMR) area. As AI can 
speed up many processes, it 
shows promise in accelerating the 
nuclear permitting process and 

in helping to operate or monitor 
nuclear power plants.

In this regard, Microsoft also 
has plans to start using SMRs to 
power company operations. To 
this end, the company recently 
hired Erin Henderson, who previ-
ously worked as General Manag-
er of Transmission Projects for 
the Tennessee Valley Authority. 
Henderson’s hire as Director of 
Nuclear Development Accelera-
tion will help Microsoft develop a 
strategy for the implementation 
of SMRs and microreactors to 
power some of its data centers.

Microsoft’s interest in nuclear 
may be a telling sign as different 
carbon-free technologies jockey 
for a place in the future energy 
mix.
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After initial breakthrough, fusion continues to 
notch gains

Just over a year ago on De-
cember 5, 2022, scientists at 
Lawrence Livermore National 
Laboratory’s National Ignition 
Facility achieved a scientific 
energy breakthrough when they 
achieved a net energy gain in a 
fusion experiment. 

For the first time since scientists 
began chasing this goal nearly 
a century ago, a fusion reaction 
produced more energy than it 
took to create it. The 2022 pro-
cess yielded 1.5 times the energy 
that was put in. Now, further 
experiments have continued to 
increase the energy yield of the 
reaction. 

On September 4, 2023, new 
experiments yielded a top output 
of 1.9 times the source energy. 
Scientists are confident that 
with advancing technology, it 

will not be impossible to attain 
gains of 10 times the energy that 
is put in. The US government is 
aiming to have a working com-
mercial fusion reactor by 2035, 

On January 31, the United States 
Energy Information Adminis-
tration (EIA) announced it will 
begin more closely recording the 
amount of electricity consumed 
by cryptocurrency mining opera-
tions in the United States. 
 

An EIA survey will be issued 
to cryptocurrency miners so the 
EIA can better understand their 
electricity use. All commercial 
cryptocurrency mining facilities 
in the US doing cryptocurrency 
mining with a proof-of-work 
consensus mechanism must 
complete out the survey. Proof 
of work, commonly referred to 
as PoW, is the method in which 
cryptocurrency transactions are 
confirmed and recorded.

This requirement comes on 
the heels of news from the EIA 

Crypto mining comes under 
increased scrutiny

that cryptocurrency miners in 
the US use up to 2.3 percent of 
the nation’s electricity. Regula-
tors and government officials are 
becoming increasingly concerned 
that rising cryptocurrency prices 
may create an even greater use 
of electricity by miners in the 
future.

and is supporting this goal with 
funding, including a $46 million 
award in the funding round 
announced May 31.

On February 1, the companies 
Orbital Composites of California 
and Virtus Solis Technologies of 
Michigan announced they would 
conduct a space mission in 2027 
to demonstrate the abilities of 
orbital solar power installations.

The mission in which the solar 
array will be unfurled in Earth’s 
orbit will include crucial tech-
nological steps including assem-
bling solar panels in orbit and 
transmitting electricity from the 
panels to Earth. The companies 
plan to build a commercial-scale 
solar installation in orbit by 
2030.

Companies plan 
2027 orbital  
solar power  
demonstration



The City of Aitkin’s city council 
made an offer on February 20 to 
Colter Riedel to serve as Aitkin 
police chief. Riedel has been with 
the Aitkin Police Department 
since 2016. The current police 
chief, Paul Ryan, will retire on 
June 13.

Ground will be broken on a new 
$30 million public works facility 
in Blue Earth County south of 
Mankato this year.

Brainerd Public Utilities Commis-
sion is considering automation of 
the city’s water plant.

In early February, Elk River Mu-
nicipal Utilities (ERMU) approved 
a zero percent rate increase for 
electric service in 2024 and a 
two percent increase in water 
rates. Mark Hanson, Elk River 
General Manager, thanked 
the staff of ERMU, the ERMU 
Commission, and the Minnesota 
Municipal Power Agency for 
helping to keep electrical rate 
increases at zero percent.
	

On February 12, the Minnesota 
Department of Health announced 
that 14 cases of Legionnaire’s 
Disease found in the Grand 
Rapids area since April 2023 are 
associated with the city’s munic-
ipal water supply. Grand Rapids 
does not currently chlorinate 
their water supply but is consid-
ering chlorination among other 
options for managing the munic-
ipal water supply. Community 
sentiments are mixed regarding 
taking that step. There have 
been no deaths associated with 
these cases of Legionnaire’s  
Disease and the city’s water 
remains safe to drink.
	
The City of Hawley experienced 
a severe fire on the morning of 
February 26 that destroyed a 
large grain elevator and chal-
lenged the limits of the city’s wa-
ter supply. Some 1,200 gallons 
a minute were being put on the 
fire, while the city’s water tower 
can only produce 600 gallons a 

Around

the State

minute. Seventeen departments 
responded to the fire.

The first solar snow fence in the 
United States has been installed 
east of Moorhead along US High-
way 10. The test fence, which 
is 100 feet long, acts as a snow 
fence and generates electricity 
with its solar panels. The fence 
is a collaboration between North 
Dakota State University and 
the Minnesota Department of 
Transportation.
	
Moorhead firefighters rescued a 
dog from the waters of the Red 
River on February 9. The dog 
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365

went into the water near the 
dam near River Oaks Park.

In mid-February, the United 

States Postal Service announced 
that New Prague would be 
receiving a new post office. The 
existing post office is small and 
lacks adequate parking at its 
current location.

On January 17, the Pierz City 
Council held a special meeting 
where they swore in new city 
clerk Sarah Fyten and voted to 
hire Laura Wacker as the new 
city administrator.

Rochester Public Utilities held 
a solar class on February 24 to 
help citizens learn about solar 
for their home or business.
	

Wastewater was in the news 
in a good way on February 25. 
KTTC-TV did a 2:15-minute 
piece to educate the public on 
the process of cleaning waste-
water and the work Rochester’s 
Water Reclamation Plant. 
Rochester Public Utilities team 
members got some positive air-
time during the feature.
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Reuters reported on February 1  
that even though US oil and gas 
drilling has slowed down in the 
last year and a half, production 
levels have not suffered due to 
new efficiencies in the industry. 
Strategic adjustments in site 
selection, accelerated drilling 
times, and updated drilling tech-
niques were all cited as factors 
in maintaining production levels 
while drilling slowed overall. 
This has stymied the Organi-
zation of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) as they seek 
to cut their output and drive up 
worldwide oil prices.

	
CleanTechnica reported on  
February 2 that 1.2 million 
electric vehicles were added to 
the US grid in 2023, and that 
electricity generation was down 
1.1 percent year-over-year from 
2022. 

The German government plans 
to subsidize the construction of 
gas power plants to the tune of 
$17 billion. Officials expect the 
plants will provide a reliable 
bridge form of energy, and they 
can later be converted to hydro-
gen production plants.
	

Miami-Dade County broke ground 
February 1 on a $216 million 
upgrade to the wastewater 
treatment plant on Virginia 
Key. The upgrades will make 
the plant stronger, help it better 
resist sea level rise, and stop 
pumping its treated wastewater 
into the Atlantic Ocean.
	
The University of Wisconsin- 
Madison has announced that it 
will get all of its electricity from 
renewable sources by 2030 and 
achieve net-zero emissions by 
2048.
	
According to the Energy Infor-
mation Administration, Texas 
is poised to add more than 6.4 
gigawatts (GW) of new grid 
battery capacity in 2024. This 
will make it the nation’s leader 
in adding grid battery capacity, 
with California estimated  
in second place with 5.2 GW  
coming online in 2024.
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N e w  P r o g r a m s  A v a i l a b l e

On February 21, a bill was intro-
duced in the Minnesota Senate 
that would allocate $350,000 for 
water and wastewater operator 
training programs in the state. 
The courses would be offered at 
Riverland Community College at 
campuses in Austin, Albert Lea, 
and Owatonna.

A non-profit in central Florida 
called “Ideas For Us” announced 
on February 25 that they would 
be giving away more than 5,000 
used solar panels in the Orange 
County area. The initiative aims 
to reuse the panels, keeping 
them out of local landfills.
	

The Wall Street Journal reported 
on February 25 that natural gas 
had reached its lowest inflation- 
adjusted price in 34 years.
	
Scientists are exploring the 
idea of making wastewater less 
acidic in order to remove carbon 
dioxide from the environment. 
However, early tests of adding 
chemicals to reduce acidic levels 
are currently raising environ-
mental concerns of their own.
	

The Associated Press reported  
on February 27 that the Kentucky 
Senate has voted to establish 
the Kentucky Nuclear Energy 
Development Authority. The 
new entity will act as a nonreg-
ulatory agency on issues related 
to nuclear energy and its devel-
opment in the state. Kentucky 
is attempting to diversify its 
energy landscape as the mar-
ketplace moves away from coal, 
the state’s traditional economic 
foundation.

In late February, the Federal 
Energy Regulatory Commission 
put a new policy in place that 
will allow American Indian 
tribes greater ability to block 
hydropower projects that are 
proposed for their lands.

Equipment and Supplies

Quality products and superior service from one of the 
Midwest’s largest full-line distributors of high-voltage 

electrical products.

800.346.3330  | info@resco1.com | resco1.com
4100 30th Ave. S, Moorhead, MN

Financial Services

The Public Finance Group of
Northland Securities, Inc.

(515) 657-4677  |  (800) 851-2920
Member FINRA/SIPC  |  Registered with SEC/MSRB

Visit us at www.northlandsecurities.com
RC 22-273, Muni 22-235

finding municipal 
finance solutions 

for 20 years

Generation Services and Equipment

“Servicing everything
inside the substation fence”

Servicing You Locally in Minnesota
with NETA Accredited Technicians

energisinc.com
800.928.6960

FULL LIFE CYCLE  
SOLUTIONS 
Fairbanks Morse offers engine and power system 
optimization, extension, and customization 
options. Visit us online to view our extensive 
power solutions.

+1-800-356-6955
https://www.fairbanksmorse.com/service-solutions
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Upcoming Events

For more information, see the Events Calendar at www.mmua.org or call MMUA at 763.551.1230.

Legislative  
Conference

March 26–27
Double Tree Hotel, St. Paul

MMUA’s Legislative Conference is the primary 
opportunity for municipal utilities to inform 
and influence state lawmakers. A strong 
turnout ensures our message is heard. 
Register online at mmua.org/legislative-con-
ference-2024.

Generation  
School

April 16–18
Owatonna, MN

This school offers hands-on training on Fair-
banks Morse, Cooper/Enterprise, and Caterpil-
lar engine sets. The training is appropriate 
for well-seasoned operators or for those just 
starting in the power plant. Please visit mmua.
org/event/generation-2024 to learn more. 

Underground  
School

May 7–10
MMUA Training Center
Marshall, MN

Whether you are a seasoned journeyman 
looking to stay current or an apprentice just 
starting out, this school offers something for 
you. Individuals will rotate through six sessions 
covering a variety of topics that can enhance 
safety and improve efficiency. To learn more, 
visit mmua.org/event/underground-2024. 
Rates increase after April 5.

Biden administration LNG  
export freeze illustrates the 
balancing act of navigating  
world energy markets

Summit Pipeline ordinance 
questions clarified by  
North Dakota’s Public Service 
Commission

In January 2024, the Biden 
administration took the step of 
freezing new approvals for the 
export of liquified natural gas 
(LNG) to countries that do not 
have a free-trade agreement with 
the US. 

The US seeks to insulate 
America’s strong natural gas 
supply from the whims of inter-
national markets and preserve 
low domestic prices for heating 
and industrial use.

The US is the world’s number 
one exporter of natural gas, and 
the administration calculates 
global gas supplies can with-
stand this freeze of new exports. 
Gas developers, exporters, and 

On February 7, the North Dakota 
Public Service Commission (PSC) 
determined the restrictive ordi-
nances passed by local govern-
ments to address their concerns 
with the Summit Pipeline project 
are not allowed if they are more 
restrictive than existing state law 
allows. 

The pipeline will move carbon 
dioxide from ethanol plants to 

energy companies hold a more 
nuanced view, often arguing 
that keeping natural gas off 
the world market will diminish 
investment in gas fields and pre-
vent gas from reaching friendly 
countries in need of LNG.

The Biden administration 
believes the move to freeze new 
exports will provide greater 
stability both in the global gas 
markets and in US domestic 
supply. By retaining more LNG 
for domestic use, the administra-
tion predicts the US will never 
experience the home heating or 
industrial LNG supply issues 
that have affected various parts 
of the world in the wake of Rus-
sia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine.

sequestration locations in Mer-
cer County, North Dakota.

	

US government may sue PacifiCorp for 2020 
California/Oregon wildfire liability

PacifiCorp, a regulated electric 
utility with operations in Cali-
fornia, Oregon, and Washington 
State, may be the target of 
lawsuits by the US government, 
according to filings made on 
February 26. 

The government is trying 
to recover the cost of damages 
caused by 2020 fires the gov-
ernment says were caused by 
PacifiCorp.

The filings accuse PacifiCorp 
of neglecting to shut off power 
to 600,000 customers over Labor 
Day weekend 2020. The power 
lines then sparked multiple 
fires, leading to costly damage 
and displacement. The govern-
ment is seeking $356 million for 
costs incurred for the 2020 Slater 
wildfire in southern Oregon 
and northern California. They 
are also seeking $625 million in 

costs and damages to federal  
lands from the 2020 Archie 
Creek and Susan Creek wildfires 
in southern Oregon.

PacifiCorp, which is controlled 

by Warren Buffett’s Berkshire 
Hathaway holding company, 
will most likely attempt to settle 
these suits before they reach 
trial.

America’s 2024 new power capacity will be  
96 percent carbon-free

A forecast released by the United 
States Energy Information Ad-
ministration (EIA) on February 15 
projected 96 percent of America’s 
2024 new power capacity will be 
carbon-free. 

The remaining four percent 
will come from natural gas.

Of the new renewable sources,  
solar energy will provide 58 per-
cent of the total, battery storage 
accounts for 23 percent, and 
wind will come in around 13  
percent. Nuclear power will  
provide an estimated two percent 
of the new energy total.

The report also noted that 
solar construction in the United 
States set a record last year, 

with 33 gigawatts installed. 
Construction in 2024 is antici-
pated to double that amount.


