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Utility Workers Keep the Lights on During Pandemic
Wisconsinites ordered to “shelter at home” to stop spread of coronavirus

Deemed “essential” by state and federal
governments, Wisconsin electric co-op
employees are working to ensure core services
are not interrupted, while many working in other
industries are ordered to stay home as much as
possible.

As of 5 p.m. Thursday, the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) reported 68,440
confirmed cases of COVID-19, the illness caused
by the coronavirus, and 994 deaths. In Wisconsin,
according to the Department of Health Services
(DHS), there are now 707 confirmed cases,
including eight deaths.

“Safer at Home”

Governor Tony Evers this week issued a “Safer at
Home” order, which requires people to stay at
home and prohibits all nonessential travel, with
some exceptions. Emergency Order #12 remains
in effect until 8 a.m. on Friday, April 24, or until a
superseding order is issued. Read the full order
here.

“Issuing a Safer at Home order isn’t something I thought we’d have to do and it’s not something I take
lightly, but here’s the bottom line: folks need to start taking this seriously,” said Evers.

DHS Secretary-designee Andrea Palm said, “If we continued on our current path without implementing
Safer at Home to flatten the curve the model shows us that we would likely have 22,000 Wisconsinites
test positive for COVID-19 by April 8th, and an estimated 440 to 1,500 deaths. The only tool we have is
physical separation from each other. I implore you to stay at home.”

Under the order, persons are allowed to leave home for essential purposes, such as getting food or
medication, or to care for older adults or other vulnerable persons. All public and private gatherings of
people who do not live together are prohibited.

The order requires places of employment to close up shop or work remotely, except for businesses and
organizations deemed “essential,” such as health care facilities, food retailers, and other business that
provide critical services.

Emergency Order 12 includes an exemption from the stay-at-home requirement for those working to
operate and maintain “essential infrastructure,” which includes the operation and maintenance of utilities,
including water, sewer, gas, and electric, including power generation and distribution.

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/outbreaks/index.htm
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/outbreaks/index.htm
https://evers.wi.gov/Documents/COVID19/EMO12-SaferAtHome.pdf


The Department of Homeland Security also defines critical infrastructure workers to include: “Workers
who maintain, ensure, or restore, or are involved in the development, transportation, fuel procurement,
expansion, or operation of the generation, transmission, and distribution of electric power, including call
centers, utility workers, reliability engineers and fleet maintenance technicians.”

Under the order, businesses are encouraged to promote working from home whenever possible. Many
electric co-ops have responded to the pandemic by closing front offices and allowing people to work
remotely with the use of technology for things such as virtual meetings and conference calls.

The Safer at Home order is enforceable by local law enforcement and is punishable by up to 30 days
imprisonment, or up to $250 fine, or both.

Travel Letter Required?

While the state order does not require written verification for essential employees to carry while traveling
to and from work, or while on the job, many employers including co-ops are providing them. For a copy of
a sample letter, click here.

Congress Fast-Tracks Largest Stimulus Package
 in Modern History

This week, the Senate passed a $2 trillion stimulus package in an attempt to buoy the economy tanking
under the coronavirus pandemic.

The Senate package is expansive. Some of the main expenditures includes:

Direct one-time payments of $1,200 to those with adjusted gross income up to $75,000 for
individuals and $150,000 for married couples. Households will also receive an additional $500 per
child. Those earning more may also get checks, but they will be scaled back.
A significant boost to unemployment checks, including an additional $600 per week for four
months.
$350 billion in loans to small businesses. Funds used to pay for expenses, rent, interest on
mortgage obligations and utilities will be forgiven.
$500 billion in corporate aid, much of which will go toward backstopping Federal Reserve Loans.

The House is expected to take up the stimulus bill on Friday, and the president has said he will sign it.
Also this week, President Trump said he wants the country back up and running by Easter (April 12), but
many say that may be an overly ambitious goal.

Legislation that expands emergency family and medical leave and paid sick leave for co-ops and other
small businesses with fewer than 500 employees was passed and signed into law last week.

Immediate Relief for Electric Cooperatives and Rural
Communities

On behalf of electric cooperatives in Wisconsin and
across the nation, the National Rural Electric
Cooperative Association (NRECA) is urging
Congress and the Trump administration to take
various actions to ease the impact of the pandemic
on electric cooperatives.

“As Congress addresses these growing challenges, it is critical that you provide electric cooperatives with
the tools and flexibility to ensure we can continue to keep the lights on,” wrote NRECA CEO Jim
Matheson.

In a letter to Congressional leaders, last week Matheson asked for flexibilities for USDA Rural Utilities
Service (RUS) borrowers, additional funding for lending and other flexibilities under the RUS Guaranteed
Loan Program, access to personal protective equipment, aid for rural broadband customers in need,
increased funding for the Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP), federal funding to
address utility operational shortfalls, and more.
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Matheson also sent a letter to USDA Secretary Sonny Perdue asking for administrative action to offer
relief to co-ops, including loan payment deferrals, increased funding for programs serving people in need,
personal protective equipment for lineworkers, and other flexibilities.

Following the request letter, on Thursday the USDA Rural Development announced the following
immediate actions to help rural residents, businesses, and communities affected by the COVID-19
outbreak including:

Sixty-day moratorium on foreclosures and eviction for borrowers with USDA Single-Family
Housing Direct and Guaranteed Loans.
Guaranteed loan borrowers in default or facing imminent default due to documented hardship can
have payments reduced or suspended by their lender for a period not to exceed 12 months’
delinquency.
Streamlined application process for Single-Family Housing Direct Loans, and assistance option
for borrowers impacted by COVID-19.
Multi-Family Housing extensions and other flexibilities in place, including possible adjustments to
rent and/or forbearance.
Rural Utilities Service—Flexibilities including waiver of financial reporting requirements and
streamlined access to funds.
Rural Business-Cooperative Service—Beginning immediately, through July 31, 2020, USDA
Business and Industry Loan Guarantees (B&I) and Rural Energy for America Program (REAP).
Guaranteed lenders may assist borrowers experiencing temporary cash flow issues by deferring
payments for up to four months.
USDA also extended the application deadline for the Rural Business Development Grant (RBDG)
program to April 15, 2020.

Click here for a complete summary of the USDA immediate relief package.

CDL Licensing, Drug Testing, Training Relaxed During Pandemic

Many electric cooperative employees, such as those who operate large
trucks, are required to hold CDL licenses and undergo random drug and
alcohol testing, and pass physical examinations. The health care system is
prioritizing testing and care related to COVID-19, creating a challenge for
those working in these critical positions.

This week, the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA)
issued new guidance in light of the pandemic. For those who have not been
able to schedule routine medical appointments for random drug and alcohol
testing, this new guidance provides immediate flexibility in the testing
schedule. The new guidance is in effect until June 30, 2020.

Also, the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration (PHMSA) has provided there will not be
enforcement action for those unable to provide the required recurrent training during the pandemic.

For more information on the emergency declaration, click here.

For more information about changes to requirements for operation, please contact Tim Clay at
tim@weca.coop.

Electric Co-ops Losing Ground in National Customer Satisfaction
Survey

According to a national study, electric co-ops have the best satisfaction
rating among utilities, but the numbers are dropping across the board.

The American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) Energy Utilities
Report says overall, customer satisfaction with utilities dropped 1.5
percent to 72.1 in 2019, compared to 2018. Customer satisfaction for
both investor-owned utilities and municipal utilities dropped 1.4 percent
to 72. Cooperative energy utilities dropped 2.7 percent to 73.
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“If there was ever a sign that the energy utilities sector needed to
modernize the grids, 2019 was it,” says David VanAmburg, managing
director at the American Customer Satisfaction Index. “This past year
was marked by one natural disaster after another, and grids remain
under constant pressure from cyberattacks. At the same time,
consumers want cleaner energy, smarter technology, and energy-saving
practices. While utility companies have a long way to go, there’s at least
a path forward to meet customer needs and deliver the experience
customers want and expect.”

According to ACSI, almost a decade ago, cooperative energy utilities
outperformed investor-owned and municipal energy utilities by 8 to 9

points. Similarly, customer satisfaction with member-owned businesses in the financial sector, relating to
credit unions, is also down significantly over the past decade. The report claims the advantage gained by
in-person customer service has deteriorated in both industries.

Among all utilities, customers claimed less reliable electric service and decreased ability to restore power
as reasons for lower ratings.

The study is based on interviews with more 25,000 customers and members throughout 2019. Read the
full report here.

Travel Restrictions Delay Return of Ohio
 Lineworkers in Guatemala

A group of linemen working to bring power to two rural villages in Guatemala found themselves stranded
when the pandemic hit, leading to travel restrictions. NRECA International worked with Congressional
leaders and the U.S. State Department worked to bring them back home.

The Project Ohio 2020 group of 16 linemen were working a mission adjacent to the village where linemen
from Wisconsin, Illinois, and Iowa worked last fall, running power for communities that never had it
before. As the Ohio group worked to run electricity to about 90 homes, a school and church, commercial
airlines were cancelling flights due to the spread of the coronavirus. On March 16 the Guatemalan border
was closed.

Ohio’s Electric Cooperatives staff worked to secure a private charter flight from Guatemala City to Miami,
but encountered difficulty obtaining the necessary clearance to depart the country. With Congressional
assistance, and after some additional complications at customs, the group returned home to Ohio and
reunited with their families on Thursday, March 19.

Back in Ohio, they reflected on their life-changing trip and a mission accomplished.

"The opportunities we gave them, the hope we gave them. They can have a better life for their family and
children," Sean Luellen, lineman and father of two, said.

The day after the Project Ohio team’s emergency departure, EMRE, the local municipal utility, turned the
lights on in the village of Tierra Blanca Sebol for the first time. Much like the Wisconsin group, the Ohio
co-ops also raised $32,000 to buy shoes, water filtration systems, and school supplies for those who live
in the village.

President Trump Signs Broadband Legislation

The Wisconsin Electric Cooperative Association and the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association
(NRECA) also advocated for broadband mapping legislation, which President Trump signed into law
Monday. The Broadband DATA Act changes how the Federal Communications Commission (FCC)
collects information related to broadband access to give a more accurate picture of which areas are in
need. NRECA worked with members of Congress to ensure the legislation includes provisions to
increase broadband data collection, reporting enforcement and verification.

“The Broadband DATA Act charts a course for a more connected rural America and is a welcome
bipartisan solution under the leadership of the Senate Commerce Committee and the House
Communications and Technology Subcommittee,” said NRECA CEO Jim Matheson. “It builds on success
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of more than 100 electric co-op rural broadband projects and injects much-needed accountability into the
broadband mapping process.”

“Working from home through this Safer at Home Executive from Governor Evers has shown me just how
challenging it is for broadband service in rural Wisconsin. While I couldn’t get an internet cable brought to
my house in rural Hazel Green, I was able to get satellite internet. Speed was always good until everyone
had to work from home and it bogs down substantially”, said Steve Freese, WECA president and CEO.
“The current situation is shining a bright light on the need to ensure that rural parts of Wisconsin have
access to broadband services,” added Freese.

WECA has advocated on the state and national level to address shortcomings in FCC data collection that
create a barrier to broadband access and funding for rural parts of the state.

PG&E Pleads Guilty to Manslaughter for Wildfire Deaths 

This week, California utility giant Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) pleaded guilty to 84 counts of involuntary
manslaughter for the persons who died in the 2018 Camp Fire in the Northern California town of
Paradise, and one count of unlawfully starting the fire. The cause of the massive blaze was faulty PG&E
equipment that was not properly maintained.

The company is sentenced to a maximum fine of "no more than $3,486,950," plus $500,000 to the district
attorney’s office for the costs of its investigation.

Among other provisions, PG&E must establish a trust, compensating victims of the 2018 Camp Fire and
other wildfires to the tune of $13.5 billion, according to the plea agreement.

Under the deal, PG&E said prosecutors won’t pursue further criminal charges. Earlier this year, PG&E
announced it was spending $2.6 billion each year over the next three years upgrading and maintaining
infrastructure.

Job Market

Apprentice Lineworker—St. Croix Electric Cooperative, serving more than 11,000 member
accounts with more than 1,760 miles of distribution lines throughout rural St. Croix and neighboring
counties in western Wisconsin, seeks a Full-time Distribution Apprentice Lineworker.

This position performs a variety of tasks involving the installation, maintenance and repair of both
overhead and underground electrical power distribution lines and equipment.

As an apprentice you will learn about a very rewarding career, including on-the-job training during an
accredited apprenticeship program.

Requirements:
High School diploma or GED
Technical degree in Electric Power Distribution or equivalent from an accredited trade school
Valid State of Wisconsin Class A CDL, or the ability to transfer from another state, with air brakes
endorsement and an up-to-date federal medical card
Able and willing to respond to after-hour and weekend call outs
Capable of performing strenuous work under all weather conditions
Exhibit a teamwork attitude and be able to work well with others
Capable of, but not limited to, lifting up to 100 pounds, efficiently climbing wood poles of any
height, shoveling, using heavy tools in different positions and any other physical tasks as required
Totally committed to safety, quality work and customer service
Relocate within 12 road miles of headquarters in Hammond, Wis. within 90 days (timeframe may
be extended based on individual circumstances)

St. Croix Electric Cooperative offers a wide variety of opportunities in a fast-growing area of the state and
is focused on implementing technologies that benefit the changing needs of our membership. We offer a
competitive wage and benefit package along with a quality work atmosphere focused on safety and
customer service.

Please send your resume by email to humanresources@scecnet.net by March 27, 2020.
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Temporary Line Worker(s)—St. Croix Electric Cooperative, serving more than 11,000 member
accounts with more than 1,760 miles of distribution lines throughout rural St. Croix and neighboring
counties in western Wisconsin, seeks up to TWO 1,000-hour Line Workers for the 2020 constructions
season.

This position requires the ability to perform a variety of tasks associated with the construction,
maintenance and repair of the electric distribution system.

Requirements:
• high school diploma or GED
• technical degree in Electric Power Distribution or equivalent
• valid Wisconsin CDL

Applicants must meet the physical requirements and will be subject to a drug test and background
screening. The anticipated start date is negotiable, but no later than May 1, 2020.

Please send resume to humanresources@scecnet.net.

This posting will be removed when the positions are filled.
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