
DULUTH PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION 
Tuesday, October 17, 2017 

City Council Chambers 
AGENDA 

 
1. Roll call 

 
2. Approval of previous meeting minutes  

 
3. New business: 

 
3.1 Water rates 
 
3.2 Resources for low-income customers 
 
3.3 WLSSD I&I ordinance 
  

4. Updates from staff 
 

5. Upcoming Council actions 
 

6. Commissioner questions or comments 
 

7. Preview of upcoming business 
 

8. Known absences for future meetings 



It is the mission of the Duluth Public Utilities Commission to ensure safe, reliable, efficient utilities services at reasonable rates. 

DULUTH PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION 
Meeting Minutes 

September 19, 2017 
 

Members Present: Jen Julsrud, Chris McIntosh, Rob Prusak, Councilor Joel Sipress, Jason Thorsell, 
Councilor Em Westerlund; Councilor Noah Hobbs arrived at 5:19 p.m. 
 
Members Absent: none 
 
Staff Present: Bob Asleson, Liz Bieter, Leanna Gilbert, Howard Jacobson, Eric Shaffer, Glenn Strid, Kerry 
Venier 
 
Call to Order: The meeting was called to order at 5:18 p.m. by President Prusak. 
 
Public hearing: 
17PUC‐004 ‐ RESOLUTION ESTABLISHING WATER RATES EFFECTIVE WITH METER READINGS AFTER 
DECEMBER 31, 2017; SUPERSEDING ALL PRIOR INCONSISTENT OR CONFLICTING RATES AS OF JANUARY 1, 
2018. 
The Commission held a public hearing on water rate resolution 17PUC‐004. Comments were heard from 
the public. The hearing was closed and the Commission moved on to the regular meeting. 
 
Approval of previous meeting minutes 

New business:  
 
17PUC‐004 ‐ RESOLUTION ESTABLISHING WATER RATES EFFECTIVE WITH METER READINGS AFTER 
DECEMBER 31, 2017; SUPERSEDING ALL PRIOR INCONSISTENT OR CONFLICTING RATES AS OF JANUARY 1, 
2018. 
Vice President Julsrud motioned to approve resolution 17PUC‐004, and the motion was seconded. 
Commissioner Sipress made some clarifying statements for the benefit of the public. Vice President 
Julsrud acknowledged the need for further conversation with our municipal neighbors and mentioned 
that City staff has been getting some financial information together for further discussion on that topic. 
Commissioner Westerlund noted that Commissioner McIntosh has put together a list of resources for 
low‐income customers and suggested discussing this next month. Liz Bieter talked about resources 
available to customers and conservation incentives and opportunities for landlords. Resolution 17PUC‐
004 passed unanimously.  
 
17PUC‐007 ‐ RESOLUTION AMENDING ARTICLE V SECTION 5 SUBSECTION (b) OF THE BYLAWS CLARIFYING 
HEARING REQUIREMENTS. 
Eric Shaffer stated that this resolution clarifies that a public hearing is not required to set a fee. This will 
have no effect on public hearing requirements for utility rate increases. Commissioner Hobbs motioned 
to approve resolution 17PUC‐007, and the motion was seconded. Resolution 17PUC‐007 passed 
unanimously.  
 
17PUC‐005 ‐ RESOLUTION APPROVING AND RECOMMENDING 2018 UTILITY BUDGET. 
Commissioner Hobbs motioned to approve resolution 17PUC‐005, and the motion was seconded. After 
some comments, resolution 17PUC‐005 passed unanimously. 
 
 



17PUC‐006 ‐ RESOLUTION ESTABLISHING FEES FOR VARIOUS UTILITY‐RELATED SERVICES. 
Liz Bieter explained the proposed increases to utility fees and also noted a new fee for meter data 
monitoring. After some discussion, Vice President Julsrud motioned to approve resolution 17PUC‐006, 
and the motion was seconded. Resolution 17PUC‐006 passed unanimously. 
 
Updates from staff 
Eric Shaffer reported on the status of various utility projects including the Michigan Street water main, 
the Lakeside water main, the airport natural gas regulator, the gas project out east, 4th Street, the gas 
blanket project, meter relocation, sewer lining on Michigan Street, and anthracite filter replacement. 
Things will be wrapping up in the next month. 
 
Upcoming Council actions 
Eric Shaffer stated that the budget would be going to City Council soon. Council may choose to discuss 
the rate resolution that was just passed. Some member of the City Council could introduce a resolution to 
veto the rate resolution, but a super‐majority vote would be required. Commissioner Sipress will notify 
President Prusak if a veto resolution is proposed. 
 
Howard Jacobson reported that the Public Works & Utilities Department proposed 2018 budget would be 
presented to City Council on Monday, September 25th if commissioners want to attend. 
 
Commissioner questions or comments 
President Prusak would like to look at the water rates for municipalities next month. He would like to 
come up with a solution before January 1, 2018. Vice President Julsrud agrees and hopes to reach out to 
the municipalities and invite them to join us. 
 
President Prusak asked Council members to support the utility budget when it is presented. 
 
Preview of upcoming business 
The next regular meeting is scheduled for Tuesday, October 17, 2017, at 5:15 p.m. in City Council 
Chambers. The Commission will discuss water rates for municipalities and resources for low‐income 
customers.  
 
Adjournment: The meeting was adjourned at 6:24 p.m. 



It is the mission of the Duluth Public Utilities Commission to ensure safe, reliable, efficient utilities services at reasonable rates. 

DULUTH PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION 
Public Hearing 

September 19, 2017 
 

Members Present: Jen Julsrud, Chris McIntosh, Rob Prusak, Councilor Joel Sipress, Jason Thorsell, 
Councilor Em Westerlund; Councilor Noah Hobbs arrived at 5:19 p.m. 
 
Members Absent: none 
 
Staff Present:  Bob Asleson, Liz Bieter, Leanna Gilbert, Howard Jacobson, Eric Shaffer, Glenn Strid, Kerry 
Venier 
 
Others Present: Doris Queen Lavender, resident of 231 E Superior St, Apt. 807 
 John Werner, Mayor of Rice Lake 
 Bill Sweeney, Chair of Proctor Public Utilities Commission 
 Craig Lincoln, resident of 4901 Peabody St 
 Wayne Boucher, Mayor of Hermantown 
 Robert Quade, Rice Lake City Council 
 Kathryn Wegner, Minnesota Citizens Federation Northeast 
 
Call to Order: The hearing was called to order at 5:18 p.m. by President Prusak. 
 
Under consideration was a resolution to increase the water variable rates for all rate classes.  
 
Eric Shaffer, Chief Engineer of Utilities for the City of Duluth, gave a presentation on the state of the 
water system and the reasons for the proposed rate increases.  
 
Doris Queen Lavender requested that the City appeal the denial of federal funding for the 2012 flood 
damage. She said that the water rates are appropriate and similar to other cities. She is concerned about 
the water being poisoned and requests no poisoning or contaminants. 
 
John Werner would like an answer as to why Rice Lake is not charged the commercial class 4 rate based 
on water usage instead of a higher rate because they are outside city limits. Rice Lake is a good neighbor 
and is open to passing water to the Woodland neighborhood if needed.  
 
Bill Sweeney talked about the history and current population of Proctor, which includes approximately 
30% retirees and 20 small businesses. They also supply water to Midway. They currently pay $3.52 per 
CCF for water. They use about 9,600 CCF per month, which would equate to commercial/industrial class 5 
at $1.82 per CCF. He also mentioned results from rate studies done in 2007 and 2012, one of which 
showed that Proctor rates are about 62% above cost. He requested another rate study or charging 
Proctor the $1.82 rate or some other reasonable amount. They want to be treated fairly.  
 
Craig Lincoln said that he works for WLSSD, but he is not speaking on their behalf. He is also on some 
national committees that communicate and educate people about water infrastructure. He mentioned 
that he grew up on a desert farm in southern Idaho, and so finds it comforting to live on the shores of ten 
percent of the world’s fresh water. Having an infinite supply of fresh water is one of Duluth’s competitive 
advantages. Every water system has a challenge, and ours is getting the water to the residents and 
businesses. This is a pretty substantial increase, but we also need to consider the cost of service 



It is the mission of the Duluth Public Utilities Commission to ensure safe, reliable, efficient utilities services at reasonable rates. 

disruption to businesses. He appreciates the City looking into this and making this proposal. He also 
mentioned a study done in the 1990’s that estimated $130M in backlog repairs at that time. 
 
Wayne Boucher is thankful for the opportunity to speak and for the high quality product delivered to 
customers. He mentioned that revenues exceeded expenditures by 32% in 2016 and by 39% in 2015. 
Those numbers do not justify any increase in water rates. He thinks this increase will exacerbate the 
problem of disparity in rates for different customers. This rate increase will result in Hermantown’s 
annual cost of water going from about $600,000 to about $800,000. These rates insure that Hermantown 
will never have any industry. He urges the Commission to vote for no increase and to make one across 
the board rate without meter fees for all customers.  
 
Robert Quade said that Rice Lake has about 300 people using city water. Most of those are small homes 
on small lots and middle to low-income people. This increase doesn’t sound like a lot of money, but over 
six years is quite a bit. If all costs increased by 30%, we would all have problems since wages do not 
increase that much.  
 
Kathryn Wegner is advocating a tiered rate increase that would encourage water conservation. She also 
mentioned concern about a lack of education and incentive for renters to conserve water. She 
understands the rate increase and the need for good water, but would like the Commission to take the 
extra step to educate people about conservation. 
 
The Duluth Public Utilities Commission voted to approve the water rate resolution after the public 
hearing closed.  
 
Adjournment: The hearing was closed at 5:56 p.m. 
 
A recording of this hearing is available upon request. 



October 2017 

Prospective Low Income  
Energy Conservation Program 

Preliminary Information Sheet 
 

Problem Areas 

 About a third of Duluth’s population is classified as low income 

 Low income households have a high energy burden where a 

larger percentage of their income goes to utility payments   

 Many households are at risk of energy shut-offs  

 Two to four unit buildings offer additional energy efficiency and 

financing challenges  

 Numerous families reside in unsafe and unhealthy homes 

 Many residents have a limited awareness of the available 

resources and potential energy efficiency upgrades  

Additional Challenges  

 The high upfront cost to implement energy efficiency measures 

 Duluth’s aging housing stock  

 The harsh winter climate and high number of heating days per 

year 

 The split incentive between landlords and renters in multifamily 

buildings  

 The lack of resources and limited financing options for low to 

moderate income renters  

 The inconsistent and varying income eligibilities and 

requirements for program participation  

Intended Program Goals  

 Align community organizations and available resources  

 Identify and address the specific needs of multi-unit buildings 

 Establish a single point of contact  

 Facilitate the energy efficiency process  

 Lower energy bills by decreasing consumption  

 Provide incentives and financing options  

 Increase home comfort and safety  

 
 
 
 
 
 
The Renaissance Apartments 
provide affordable, 
multifamily housing to 
families in Duluth’s East 
Hillside neighborhood. 
ComfortSystems, Ecolibrium3 
and Minnesota Power are in 
the process of collaborating 
with the Renaissance property 
managers on a strategy to 
reduce the total energy 
consumption of the buildings. 
The project will include an 
upgrade of the outdated and 
inefficient heating system and 
the installation of new high-
efficiency boilers in each of 
the four buildings. The 
partnership will also 
incorporate additional energy 
efficiency measures to save 
on future utility costs, help 
keep rents affordable, and 
increase the overall comfort 
for the tenants. 
 

 
 

Contact Information   
Zoe Respondek 
Energy Conservation Technician 
AmeriCorps VISTA 
Duluth Public Works & Utilities  
zrespondek@DuluthMN.gov 

Case Study:  

Renaissance Apartments 
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