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Wisconsin Co-ops Respond to Threat of COVID-19

Wisconsin’s electric cooperatives have stepped up 
measures to help stop the spread of the novel 
coronavirus, which causes the illness known as 
COVID-19, and is now a global pandemic. The virus 
is spread by close contact among infected persons, 
particularly through coughing or sneezing. Symptoms 
are similar to the flu and include fever, cough, and 
shortness of breath, which can cause deadly 
respiratory illness for some people.

As of today there are more than 10,400 confirmed 
COVID-19 cases, including 150 deaths in the United 
States. In Wisconsin, there are 155 confirmed cases 
in 21 counties. There have been three deaths in 
Wisconsin, including a man in his 90s in Ozaukee 
County, a man in his 50s in Fond du Lac County, and 
a 66 year-old man in Milwaukee County. “Community 
spread,” which means confirmed cases with no 
known travel or contact with an infected person, is 
evident in Dane (27 confirmed cases) and Milwaukee 
(62 confirmed cases) counties. Other counties with at 

least one confirmed case, according to the Wisconsin Department of Health, include Bayfield (1), Brown 
(2), Calumet (1), Columbia (4), Eau Claire (1), Fond du Lac (14), Kenosha (4), La Crosse (2), Outagamie 
(1),Ozaukee (3), Pierce (1), Racine (3), Sauk (1), Sheboygan (6), Walworth (2), Washington (2), 
Waukesha (12), Winnebago (5), and Wood (1).

To prevent the spread of COVID-19, state and federal restrictions are in place, including a statewide 
moratorium on gatherings of more than 10 people.

Limiting person-to-person contact

Wisconsin cooperatives across the state are taking various measures to limit in-person contact to protect 
the health and safety of employees and members.

“This is uncharted territory for all of us,” said Byron Nolde of Oconto Electric Cooperative. “We need to 
keep our heads about us and do the right things for all of us. Which starts with keeping ourselves 
informed to the best of our abilities regarding COVID-19. As a cooperative, our members, employees, 
and families are of a concern for all of us and we need to be sure to follow guidelines to keep us all safe 
and healthy. Hand washing and limited contact with others that we have not already been exposed to are 
critical in helping to get this under control, as is social distancing.”

Electric cooperative responses vary, as some are closer to the actual outbreak than others. Actions taken 
include closing the front lobby, scaling back meetings, and having some or all employees work remotely.

“Our linemen are doing line patrol, etc., with their own truck by themselves,” Diane Berweger, Bayfield 
Electric Coopertive CEO, told Condenser. “If they do end up working together, the line crew, along with 
the inside staff, wipe down their work areas and have social distancing.”

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/outbreaks/index.htm


“Our employees have acted very responsibly given our efforts to step up office hygiene and create some
personal distance within our office,” said Mike Wade, president/CEO of Central Wisconsin Electric
Cooperative. “We have closed our front lobby to the public. We are fortunate that we were able to notify
our members of the annual meeting postponement in the WECN magazine before it went out. As of
(Thursday), we are still meeting with members in the field and performing line extensions and upgrades.
As the pandemic progresses and we find ourselves in a position to isolate even more and focus only on
emergency services, our membership will see the greater impact of the pandemic.”

“Dairyland invoked our Business Continuity Plan this week to protect our workforce while ensuring
reliable operations,” said Brian Rude, vice president of government and community relations at Dairyland
Power. “Employees (outside of key operational personnel) are adapting to remote work protocols to help
shelter system operation work groups. The goal of telecommuting is to reduce the risk for all employees
through limited exposure to others and to ensure a healthy environment for those who are unable to work
remotely due to the nature of their position. Together, we are looking out for our members and for each
other during unprecedented times.

We are doing our part to ‘flatten the curve’ through social distancing to slow the spread of COVID-19.
Given the information from health officials, we have been expecting the virus to reach our area and are
heeding all recommendations.” (La Crosse County confirmed its first two cases this week.)

“Being a co-op with 25 employees, many of whom don’t have broadband access or laptops to take home,
has created a situation where we can’t simply send our staff home to work,” said Nate Boettcher,
president and CEO of Pierce Pepin Cooperative Services. “Some of the co-ops are splitting their staff in
two, but for us in some areas, we have two people and only one person would be working in a
department if we split. We’ve built in contingency plans so that in case we end up sending people home,
we can cover member calls, up to a certain point.”

There are currently no confirmed cases of the virus in the Barron Electric Cooperative area, but Jennifer
Beaudette, director of member services, says they are taking precautions and are prepared to step up
response, if necessary. “We have put plans in place to separate our workforce if the threat heightens in
our area,” she said. “We have halted all business travel and we have closed the lobby to the public. All
employees are still reporting to work.”

Calming fears

The impact of social isolation on members can be greater in rural areas, where co-ops serve not just as
the utility provider, but also as a friend and neighbor, particularly to the older population, which is also
most at risk.

“This has removed the interaction with our members who like to stop and visit; it has taken our personal
touch away,” said Jim Anderson, president and CEO of Jump River Electric Cooperative. “I have isolated
my crews based on their service territory. I have employees that are worried that they could be infected
and go to the extreme to protect themselves. It makes for some trying times.”

“The greatest challenge so far is some older members want to pay with cash and are very worried of
leaving cash in the drop box and do not want to be late with their electric bill,” said Berweger. “We have
told them to not pay this month and they can pay with their next billing. Some are worried they will have a
late charge, which we have assured them they wouldn’t get one, or be disconnected.”

“I also worry about the mental health of our employees. We are on a 24-hour news cycle about COVID-
19 and it’s on everyone’s mind. I am worried about the stress and anxiety this is bringing to our
employees,” Added Boettcher.

“For us as individuals, we must not lose our heads and (we must) stay rational,” said Dietrich Vedder, vice
chairman of the Adams-Columbia Electric Cooperative board. “We must do everything possible to reduce
contact between individuals down to the minimum necessary, and at the same time make sure we don’t
forget about our neighbors and their welfare.”

Community first, the co-op way

Leaders of many Wisconsin electric cooperatives told Condenser they are focused on not only keeping
their employees and members healthy and safe, but also on supporting local businesses and keeping
communities strong in this unsettling time.

Nate Boettcher of Pierce Pepin said, “Our concern is the long-term ripple effect that it will have on our
communities. We shouldn’t see a big impact from a commercial load perspective because it’s a small part
of our revenue, but if we have residential members who are out of work, it will impact us. Three weeks
ago, we are sitting in a room of community leaders discussing how we tap into the economic growth that
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is occurring and now we are trying to figure out how to minimize the impact. It’s unbelievable how fast
things changed.”

 “Our area is rural— it is an hour drive to get to bigger city,” added Anderson. “Our local stores can’t keep
their shelves stocked. I talked to a cashier today and she said that the average purchase during the run
on the stores has been around $600. We are in a low-income group of counties; this is a lot of money
being spent because no one knows what is coming—fear of the unknown is starting to take root. The
restaurants and bars and other businesses shutting down is putting good people out of work and some of
these folks are just getting by and may never recover, both the owners and employees. So far most of our
employees are doing fine, they are concerned about family and friends as well as members.”

On Washington Island, which is largely isolated from the pandemic, it is mostly business as usual, but
they are concerned about the impact this will have on the community in the coming months. “The
population on the Island and in Door County in general this time of year is older, so we certainly want to
see precautions taken to protect them,” said Robert Cornell, manager of Washington Island Electric
Cooperative. “There is great concern, however, about the effect on longer-term tourism. If this goes on
too long, with people not working, they certainly will not be taking vacations.”

Preparing for whatever may come

Many co-op leaders told Condenser the greatest challenge is not the response to what is happening, but
planning for what may be yet to come.

“Our biggest fear is a situation where we have impacted employees from COVID-19 and also a rash of
outages due to a storm,” said Boettcher. “This could be a double whammy for us. Many of the other co-
ops are in the same situation and it’s going to be hard to call in ROPE help when there’s a chance you
could be going into an area that has had community spread. The uncertainty is the hardest part.”

Wade said, “Initially, our focus was on increasing awareness among our employees and board, improving
best practices regarding office hygiene, and limiting our exposure to the outside world. We now think
along the lines of how we will operate should key employees be quarantined. Working remotely and
operating our cooperative with limited resources is on our mind now.”

“Seeing the number of businesses that have closed or have sent employees home is concerning. We are
reaching out to local suppliers to ensure we will have fuel and other services that we count on to operate
our cooperative. It is unsettling to see your local grocery stores that have less than 100 percent of stock
on hand. We have concerns that supply chains will continue to be impacted as workforces become
quarantined,” Wade added.

For many co-ops, annual meetings have already been postponed. Anderson said, “Our annual meeting is
still on for the 25th of April. We are hoping to move forward with it, but we know we may have to cancel
on short notice.”

Wade is also preparing for what may come. “To some degree, it (the greatest challenge) is having to
imagine what the appropriate level of response will be for the next level of pandemic. Most co-ops have
never shut their front doors to members or canceled an annual meeting. Now we are thinking in terms of
operating our co-ops with a limited workforce due to the impacts of quarantines. I generally think about
operating my co-op with 100 percent of my workforce in mind. Now we think in terms of operating with far
less.”

 “The greatest challenge is the ever-changing nature of this pandemic,” agreed Beaudette.

Remember resilience

“As cooperatives, we have always pulled together and learned from each other,” said Nolde. “This is no
different. We talk amongst each other and implement things that will help the members, our families, and
the cooperative as a whole. I have lived my life with this basic philosophy—don’t worry about things out of
your control, because it is a waste of time. I know I lean on my faith at time like these.”

Many Annual Meetings Cancelled or Postponed

COVID-19 comes at a time when most members’ annual meetings are about to occur, in the months of 
April, May, and June. The Wisconsin Electric Cooperative Association reached out to the state for 
clarification on annual meetings, as it relates to Governor Evers’ Emergency Declaration, and 
recommendation that all gatherings be limited to 10 or fewer people. 
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Under the law, an annual member meeting shall be held at the time fixed in or pursuant to the bylaws. In 
the absence of a bylaw provision, such meeting shall be held within six months after the close of the fiscal 
year at the call of the president or board.

The state response directs co-ops to take any necessary measure to prevent mass gatherings to stop the 
spread of the virus.

The following is a list of changes to planned annual meetings. As this is a fluid situation, the list may not 
be complete.

March 17
Eau Claire Energy Cooperative – Cancelled

March 21
Chippewa Valley Electric Cooperative – Postponed
Dunn Energy Cooperative – Rescheduled for May 16
Oakdale Electric Cooperative – Postponed
Vernon Electric Cooperative – Postponed

March 28
Barron Electric Cooperative – Postponed
Oconto Electric Cooperative – Rescheduled for May 16
Pierce Pepin Cooperative Services – Rescheduled for April 7
Riverland Energy Cooperative – Postponed

March 30
Rock Energy Cooperative – Postponed

April 4
Richland Electric Cooperative – Postponed
Scenic Rivers Energy Cooperative – Postponed
Taylor Electric Cooperative – Postponed

April 7
Jackson Electric Cooperative – Postponed

April 18
St. Croix Electric Cooperative – Postponed

April 21
Central Wisconsin Electric Cooperative – Postponed

WECA April & May Education Programs Rescheduled

After carefully studying its options and in consultation with the WECA
Board of Directors, WECA management has taken the following steps to
reduce the potential spread of COVID-19. This decision recognizes the
importance of not jeopardizing the critical services provided by electric
cooperatives and that many co-op individuals who attend our programs are
at a higher risk of having serious complications if they are infected. WECA
is planning to reschedule these events in the future. Below is a summary
of the affected events/programs:

All Skill Builder programs scheduled for March, April, and May, have been
cancelled. We will be working to reschedule these programs at a more

appropriate time. WECA is committed to amendable arrangements with those co-ops that have pre-
purchased Skill Builder credits in anticipation of attending one or more of these programs. The cancelled
programs include:

April 7
Director Duties & Liabilities (CCD)
RESCHEDULED: Tuesday, Dec. 1 (Confirmed)

April 7
Stepping Into Your Supervisory Role: Learning to Lead (SMDP)
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To be rescheduled Spring 2021

April 8
Board Operations and Process (CCD)
RESCHEDULED: Wednesday, Dec. 2 (Confirmed)

April 8
You Can't Do It Alone: Building a Strong Team (SMDP)
To be rescheduled Spring 2021

May 12
Employment Law Update
RESCHEDULED for Tuesday, September 1

May 12 & 13
HR Professionals Workshop
RESCHEDULED for Tuesday, September 1–2

May 27
Executive Media & Communication Training for the Modern Age
RESCHEDULED: Thursday, October 29 (Confirmed)

NOTE: If you have made attendee hotel reservations for any of the above conferences, each co-op is
responsible for cancelling its reservations to avoid penalties.

WECA is working to reschedule all of these programs in either 2020 or 2021. There are a couple
programs that might not be feasible (schedule-wise) to reschedule in 2020. We will be in contact with you
and your currently signed-up attendees with the new dates/location. Our goal is to reschedule these at
the same location because we have contracts already in place already and want/need to fulfill those
obligations.

For questions about education programs, please contact Wendy Fassbind. We will do our best to work
with each co-op on rescheduling their employees and directors and using up their credits.

Government Response to Coronavirus

Below is a summary of relevant actions taken by federal, state,
and local governments in response to the pandemic:

● On March 18, the President signed the Families First
Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA), which among other things,
provides paid sick leave, unemployment benefits, free coronavirus
testing, and expanded Medicaid benefits for food and medical
care for people impacted by the coronavirus.

● Federal Stimulus Package Under Discussion: President Trump
has also asked Congress to pass a bill that would include direct
cash payments to taxpayers, $300 billion in small business loans, $50 billion for the airline industry, and
$150 billion for other severely distressed industries.

● Governor Tony Evers issued an Emergency Order waiving work search requirements and modifying the
availability requirements for unemployment insurance (UI) benefits for workers impacted by COVID-19.

● An extraordinary session is likely to be scheduled in the spring to address bills passed by the Assembly
in February 2020, as well as an aid/response package to assist individuals and businesses with the
COVID-19 pandemic.

● Other State Executive Orders:
School Closures: All Wisconsin public and private schools are closed indefinitely as of beginning
March 18, 2020.
Gatherings of 10 or more persons is prohibited. This includes the closure of bars, restaurants,
theaters, and indoor malls, among others. (Some exemptions apply.)
Daycare centers are restricted to no more than 10 staff at a time, and no more than 50 children
present at a time.

● State agencies are operational, but many employees are working remotely.
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● The Elections Commission has highlighted logistical problems with holding the election on April 7, but
does not have the power to reschedule it. Rescheduling the election would require court intervention, an
act of the Legislature, or an order of the governor. There is an organic effort to encourage people to vote
absentee.

● The state is working on an economic response, including up to $5 million in grants to small businesses.

Minnesota Supreme Court to Review Nemadji Trail Decision
Rare action may remove legal barrier to the project

In a rare move, the Minnesota Supreme Court has
agreed to review a decision by the Court of Appeals
that said Minnesota regulators were wrong to
approve a proposed natural gas power plant in
Superior. Both the Minnesota Public Utilities
Commission and the Wisconsin Public Service
Commission approved the $700 million renewable-
enabling Nemadji Trail Energy Center, which will be
constructed in Superior by Dairyland Power
Cooperative and Duluth-based Minnesota Power
plant.

Although the project will be built in Wisconsin, the Appeals Court in Minnesota intervened and ordered
the agency to conduct an environmental review.

Minnesota Power in January asked the Supreme Court to review the lower court's decision, arguing the
order was an overreach of the state's environmental review process because the project is in Wisconsin
and the court's decision would have wide impacts on other Minnesota businesses. The Wisconsin Electric
Cooperative Association (WECA), Wisconsin Manufacturers and Commerce (WMC), Municipal Electric
Utilities of Wisconsin (MEUW), Wisconsin Utilities Association (WUA), Upper Midwest Municipal Energy
Group (UMMEG), and Cooperative Network (CN) filed an amicus brief in support of the Nemadji Trail
Energy Center project, challenging the constitutionality of the Minnesota court’s attempt to require the
environmental review for a project based out of state.

“Dairyland is pleased that the Minnesota Supreme Court has agreed to hear the petition,” said John Carr,
Dairyland’s vice president, power supply. “The Minnesota Supreme Court very rarely takes up case
requests. We view this as confirmation of the precedent-setting nature of the Appeals Court decision that
directed the MPUC to extend its regulatory authority beyond state borders.”

The 625-megawatt Nemadji Trail center is part of the plan by the utilities to increase wind and solar
sources and move away from coal plants. According to Dairyland Power, the combined-cycle natural gas
facility will serve as the "power behind the power" supporting renewable energy investments, and
providing reliability when the wind doesn’t blow and the sun doesn’t shine.

The Nemadji Trail Energy Center is scheduled to be in service by 2025.

Visit Our Website View Condenser Archives

Prefer to read Condenser in your browser? Click View as Webpage

Wisconsin Electric Cooperative Association | 222 W. Washington Ave., Suite 680, Madison, WI 53703-2719

6 03/20/2020

http://www.nemadjitrailenergycenter.com/
https://elections.wi.gov/voters/absentee
http://www.nemadjitrailenergycenter.com/
http://www.weca.coop/
https://www.weca.coop/newsletter
http://campaign.r20.constantcontact.com/render?ca=b1ed2c68-f8b1-4a16-849a-d6680d96af6a&preview=true&m=1129786786527&id=preview

