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Gas utilities join millennials in push for odorant switch
 More than a dozen arrests but no 
injuries were reported Wednesday 
morning as District of Columbia police 
broke up a sit-in staged by activists de-
manding federal energy regulators halt 
the practice of adding methanethiol to 
natural gas.
 A common ingredient in pesticide 
manufacture, the highly flammable, 
volatile carbon compound also known 
as mercaptan is used by the gas indus-
try to give normally odorless natural 
gas the familiar, sulfurous, “rotten egg” 
smell that alerts users to the possibility 
of dangerous leakage.
 But the unpleasant aroma—the 
warning signal immediately and 
uniquely identifiable as mercaptan—
was precisely the issue raised by 
organizers of Wednesday’s sit-in, who 
disrupted a meeting of the Federal En-
ergy Regulatory Commission (FERC).  
Protesting millennials said—in the 
words of one participant—“Smelling 

that stuff makes us feel like we’re not 
safe.”
 Gas utility executives were quick 
to express solidarity with the protest-
ers and called on FERC commission-
ers to allow the industry to explore 
alternatives to the newly controversial 
additive.
 “With the gas industry fully fo-
cused on serving a new generation of 
customers, we’re striving to be part 
of the solution,” Leslie Craven III, 
CEO of Diversified American Natural 
Gas (DANG) told a hastily convened 
Washington news conference Thurs-
day. “Our focus groups have learned 
that what 18- to 35-year-old consumers 
value most is feeling safe and warm, 
and while we believe nothing meets 
that need better than natural gas, the 
scent of mercaptan might not be the 
most effective way to communicate 
the message,” Craven added.
 Market research has revealed 

that by nearly a 3–1 ratio, millen-
nial consumers responding to  survey 
questions about natural gas odorants 
prefer the fragrance of cinnamon over 
the nearest competing alternative, 
hazelnut latte, Craven said. He also 
noted that focus group participants’ 
perceptions regarding mercaptan re-
mained negative even after they were 
informed it’s an organic compound.  
 “The gas industry wants above all 
for its customers to feel reassured that 
our product is not only safe but also 
a vital contributor to their personal 
comfort. We hope the FERC will ap-
preciate that the smell of cinnamon 
is a powerful tool for delivering such 
reassurance,” Craven said.
 He called for “expedited publica-
tion of appropriate rule revisions” in 
the Federal Register, and an acceler-
ated schedule for public comment on 
a proposed rulemaking.

Right-of-way maintenance called overly aggressive
Seasonal members of Valkyrie Electric Cooperative petitioned in federal court last 
week for a restraining order barring co-op management from continuing a brush-
clearing program that relies—excessively, according to the petitioning members—
on broad application of defoliant herbicides. Attorneys for Valkyrie management 
said they would request dismissal of the petition, noting that while the vegetation 
management program remains active in the interest of system reliability, it has 
been taken under review in response to member complaints. 

Vortex restokes 
energy ordinance 
controversy
 A string of comparatively mild 
winters gave Madison residents and 
their city’s common council a three-
year respite from the long-running 
and frequently bitter debate over a 
controversial energy policy aimed at 
warding off the worst effects of global 
warming. But the return of Arctic 
conditions when the polar vortex paid 
another visit to northern, central, and 
even some southern states early this 
year has stoked the arguments all over 
again. 
 At issue among Madison’s alders 
(the term used locally for “aldermen” 
or “alderpersons”) is the proposed 
revival of an alternate-side heating 
ordinance modeled on the alternate-
side parking ordinances enforced in 
wintertime by many northern munici-
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Calamity Electric 
 Little business was conducted at 
the 80th annual meeting of Calamity 
Electric Cooperative, held Saturday 
morning, March 31, at Calamity Falls 
High School.
 Asserting that co-op finances 
could not be discussed because of 
litigation still pending over an alleged 
food-poisoning incident at the 2015 
annual meeting, General Manager Art 
Hornbostel objected when Treasurer 
Sam Hornbostel rose to present his 
financial report. 
 Thirteen attendees at the 77th an-

Gearing up to save the planet, 
WECA Vice President of Opera-
tions, Environmental and Regulatory 
Services Tim Clay models the new 
Personal Carbon Capture (PCC) unit 
recently mandated for use by electric 
lineworkers. Lightweight at less than 
60 pounds, advanced “speed-mount” 
design shown here can be donned 
in less than 15 minutes and is said 
by Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration to be comfortable in all 
temperatures and minimally restrictive 
in pole-climbing. Rulemaking requiring 
use of the device followed govern-
ment research showing activity such 
as installing overhead conductor can 
cause exhalation of up to three times 
more carbon dioxide than by an aver-
age adult male at rest, harming Earth’s 
climate. Successful utility demonstra-
tion project this summer could bring 
extension of mandate to employers 
of other high-exertion workers such 
as National Basketball Association, 
achieving further CO2 reductions. 

palities to facilitate clearing snow from 
city streets.
 Widely unpopular when first ap-
plied experimentally in the winter 
of 2007, alternate-side heating was 
allowed to drop off the capital city’s 
priority list until this year’s frigid 
January temperatures triggered what 
one alder described as “the perfect 
storm of too many people running too 
many furnaces for too long, setting off a 
massive expansion of the city’s carbon 
footprint.”
 “If there’s one thing we’ve learned, 
it’s that the time when government 
most needs to exercise its authority to 
restrict use of fossil fuels is exactly the 
time when people are most tempted 
to use them,” said the alder, who re-
quested anonymity. 
 As in the 2007 experiment, house-
holds on the even-numbered side 
of a street would be allowed to run 
their heating units through the night 
if, after midnight, the date would be 

even-numbered. The same rule would 
apply in reverse for residences on the 
odd-numbered side of the street.
 Though the 2007 rules seemed 
simple, police reported an enforce-
ment nightmare. Many residents 
pleaded confusion as to whether the 
calendar day before or after midnight 
was the applicable date, and numerous 
officers said investigating a heating 
violation was considered more dan-
gerous than responding to a domestic 
disturbance call. 
 Moreover, the ordinance was 
found in many cases to be self-de-
feating: Large numbers of tech-savvy 
Madison residents were detected alter-
ing thermostats to make furnaces run 
continuously until midnight, sending 
indoor temperatures soaring high 
enough to remain warm until morn-
ing but sometimes more than tripling 
household carbon dioxide emissions 
even while technically complying 
with the law.
 Revival of the debate has sparked 
renewed activity by Climate Action 
Starts at Home (CASH), a lobbying 

Energy ordinance

nual meeting fell ill after consuming 
egg salad sandwiches provided by 
Art Hornbostel. Among issues in the 
ongoing litigation are claims that the 
sandwiches were improperly stored 
next to a radiator during pre-meeting 
hours, and the condition of the general 
manager’s homemade mayonnaise. 
 Board Secretary Frieda Hornbostel 
complained that there would be little 
point in holding the annual meet-
ing if finances weren’t reported, but 
Parliamentarian Floyd Hornbostel 
supported Art Hornbostel’s objection, 
ruling that the purchase of sandwich 
ingredients with co-op funds put all 
discussion of finances out of bounds 
until lawsuits are resolved.
 One item of business unaffected 
by the litigation was Art Hornbostel’s 
proposed bylaw revision renaming the 
cooperative Hornbostel Electric, voted 
down by a wide margin. The general 
manager maintained the change was 
intended to honor local patriarch 
Elihu Hornbostel, who settled in the 
area during the late 19th century. But 
Frieda Hornbostel argued that it was 

(Please turn to page 8)

group campaigning in favor of heating 
regulations but dormant in the years 
since the ordinance was suspended. 
Disclosure filings indicated principal 
members of CASH include PolarWear, 
Inc., the web-based retailer Surviv-
alClothing.com, and the American 
Space Heater Alliance.   
 Council discussions of a new 
ordinance remained deadlocked over 
the issue of allowing even-numbered 
residences to be heated on odd-num-
bered nights and vice-versa, to avoid 
confusion between the city’s heating 
and parking regulations. 
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