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Advocating for Electric Cooperatives

As the financial effect of the pandemic hits Wisconsin and the nation, the Wisconsin Electric Cooperative
Association (WECA) is working with the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) to
ensure federal legislation continues to include relief for electric cooperatives and members in rural
communities.

“With every passing day, it becomes more apparent that this will have a profound effect on electric
cooperatives, their members, and their communities,” said WECA President and CEO Steve Freese.
“Because co-ops are not-for-profit, it is more important than ever that we fight to ensure they and the
communities they serve get the support they need.” 

The $2 trillion CARES Act passed last month includes several provisions sought by WECA and NRECA,
including an additional $900 million for the Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program, which helps
some low-income and moderate-income consumers pay their utility bills, but that won’t help everyone
who needs it.

Congress is now considering the next round of legislation. In a letter to Congressional leaders, NRECA
President Jim Matheson reminded them that co-ops are not-for-profit, have no shareholders, and return
excess revenue to their consumer-members. Co-ops returned $1.2 billion to their members in 2018 alone.

“Because of this structure and the desire to keep energy costs as low as possible, some electric co-ops
have limited reserve margins to sustain high rates of nonpayment,” he wrote. “As a result of nonpayments
and load falloff resulting from economic hardship, some not-for-profit electric cooperatives are facing
significant operational shortfalls. Without federal assistance, co-ops may face severe financial distress.”

NRECA is asking lawmakers to include federal loan, broadband, and disaster relief provisions in the next
bill, including:

Direct the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Rural Utilities Service program to help co-ops save
money immediately by taking advantage of historically low interest rates to reprice or refinance
RUS debt without penalties for borrowers. Co-ops hold more than $40 billion in RUS electric
program loans.
Increase the amount of lending available under the RUS Guaranteed Underwriter Program. It
provides guarantees for loans made to co-ops by private cooperative banks such as the National
Rural Utilities Cooperative Finance Corp. (CFC) and CoBank.
Provide vouchers for needy families and small businesses to pay their internet service providers.
This would allow broadband providers, including co-ops, to keep customers connected and
provide new connections. Service is especially crucial during the pandemic for online school
assignments, teleworking, and telemedicine.
Invest more in existing programs such as the RUS ReConnect Broadband Loan and Grant
Program to bring high-speed internet service to rural areas.

COVID-19 Watch

The illness caused by the coronavirus has now spread to all but
ten Wisconsin counties.

In Wisconsin, there have been 2,885 confirmed cases* and 111
deaths. Nationally, there have now been 427,460 confirmed
cases*, including 14,696 deaths. The only remaining Wisconsin
counties that do not have any confirmed cases of COVID-19 are
Burnett, Forest, Green Lake, Lincoln, Langlade, Polk, Price,

https://www.rd.usda.gov/about-rd/agencies/rural-utilities-service
https://www.usda.gov/reconnect/program-overview
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/covid-19/map.htm
https://www.nrucfc.coop/content/solutions/en/stories/cfc-news/badger-state-educator--financial-planner-named-chief-of-cfc-boar.html?cid=pardot-solutions-040620&fbclid=IwAR2
http://rightofway.erc.uic.edu/national-monarch-ccaa/
https://monarchwatch.org/blog/2020/03/13/monarch-population-status-42/


Pepin, Taylor, and Washburn counties.
*Includes persons who have since recovered.

The statewide safer-at-home order remains in effect. All non-
essential businesses are closed, and all persons are asked to
remain at home as much as possible to stop the spread of the
virus.

Virus could be deadlier for those in rural areas

As the virus makes its way into more rural Wisconsin
communities, some warn residents could fare far worse than
those living in urban and suburban areas. In a recent Washington
Post
story titled, “Rural America Could be the Area Hit Hardest by
COVID-19,” writers point out that:

Rural populations are older on average, with more than 20 percent above the age of 65. Rural
populations also tend to have poorer overall health, suffering from higher rates of chronic illnesses such
as heart disease, diabetes and lung conditions, all of which put them at greater risk of becoming severely
ill —or even dying— should they become infected.

Rural areas also already suffer from a rural mortality penalty, with a disparity in mortality rates between
urban and rural areas that has been climbing since the 1980s.

The writers also warn that rural health systems are less equipped to handle an influx of patients, should it
become necessary.

Record Unemployment

Unemployment numbers continue to escalate, as a record 7.5 million Americans were receiving
unemployment benefits at the end of March. The Labor Department reported that another 6.6 million
submitted claims last week. Wisconsin received nearly 310,000 claims in the two weeks ending April 4,
up from roughly 78,400 over the same period last year.

Spring Election Results to be Released Monday

Some Wisconsin voters headed to the polls while others cast absentee ballots in the midst of political
wrangling over how the spring election should be handled during the pandemic. By federal order, results
cannot be released until Monday.

Statewide, the ballots include the presidential primary, and the state Supreme Court race. Political
analysts say legal challenges to the results are likely. Liberal-backed candidate Judge Jill Karofsky said
it’s too soon to think about that, but she said the timing of the election put voters in an impossible
position. The office of conservative-backed Justice Daniel Kelly said his campaign is preparing for the
possibility of litigation if he wins.

Dean Tesch Elected President of CFC

Dean Tesch, chairman of the Taylor Electric Cooperative Board of
Directors, was recently elected president of the National Rural Utilities
Cooperative Finance Corporation (CFC) Board of Directors. Tesch was
first elected to represent District 5 on the CFC board in 2015 after serving
as a director for Taylor for almost a decade, including taking the helm as
chairman in 2014.

Tesch’s experience includes working as a teacher before becoming a
certified financial planner. His first cooperative leadership role was as a
board member of a local credit union. He also served as a director of
Dairyland Power Cooperative.

Tesch earned a bachelor’s degree from Martin Luther College and
master’s degree in education from the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh. He is an NRECA Credentialed
Cooperative Director and has earned the NRECA Board Leadership certificate.

Read the CFC’s story on Tesch’s new role here.
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Monarch Butterfly Decline: More Than Expected

Historic conservation agreement includes partnership with energy partners

The Monarch Butterfly population is declining more rapidly than expected,
according to a recent study. Scientists estimate the number of monarchs was
down 53 percent in 2019, compared to 2018. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service is expected to make a decision on whether to list the monarch
butterfly as threatened under the Endangered Species Act in December
2020. Such a listing would potentially have a big impact on co-op operations,
maintenance, and construction.

Meanwhile, this week efforts to stem the decline of monarch butterflies took a giant leap forward with the
completion of a historic agreement between the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the University of
Illinois-Chicago. The agreement encourages transportation and energy partners to participate in monarch
conservation by providing and maintaining habitat on potentially millions of acres of rights-of-way and
associated lands.

Read more about the Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances (CCAA).

Q & A with Dan Salas, Senior Ecologist at Cardno
How is the monarch population doing?

The monarch butterfly population is tracked in two geographically separate populations. The western
population overwinters in coastal California and spends summer throughout states located west of the
Rocky Mountains. The eastern population is the population well-known for its annual migration from
central Mexico to the northern states of the U.S. and southern Canada.

The western population counts were announced in January. Unfortunately, the population count was
nearly identical to last year‘s numbers, which are less than 1% of historic levels. Many biologists consider
this population to be on the brink of collapse. The eastern population was announced in mid-March. After
experiencing high overwintering numbers in the winter of 2018-19, many were hopeful that that trend will
continue this winter. However, the population also experienced a decline in overwintering numbers, albeit
not as severe as the western population. Eastern monarchs are estimated at being down approximately
53 percent compared to last year.

A summary of the eastern monarch overwintering count, including this past winter’s count of 2.83 ha.
Image from Monarch Watch.
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Monarch butterflies are lower in numbers due to habitat loss, but also a number of other factors, including
variability in weather and conditions they experience throughout the year across their range. The loss of
milkweeds specifically, as well as grasslands in general, have reduced the amount of habitat available for
monarchs. Monarchs need milkweeds for critical portions of their life cycle. As adult butterflies, they need
a wide array of flowering plants that produce nectar to feed upon. Their annual migration is amazingly
made up of four distinct generations of monarchs that move throughout the U.S. At each stage and
location, the combination of habitat, weather, temperatures, ambient conditions, and seasonality plays
large role in the growth and sustaining of the annual monarch population.

What does it mean for utilities?

The plants and habitat monarchs need are common throughout Wisconsin’s rights-of-way in areas that
are unmowed or have natural grassland. A decision by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service to list the species
under the Endangered Species Act has the potential to greatly restrict work activities in grasslands and
unmowed areas throughout much of the year. As a utility, co-ops need to assess the extent of potential
monarch habitat on their rights-of-way and determine to what extent such restrictions may affect them.

What if no action is taken?

If no conservation or other measures are taken to support the monarch butterfly, then we will likely
continue to see the ongoing declines, or low levels of populations documented. Some studies have
documented that these low levels of monarchs are potentially too unstable for the monarch’s long-term
survival. Under such a scenario with continued declines, the listing of the monarch on the Endangered
Species Act becomes more likely. Environmental or citizen action organizations would likely petition the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to list the monarch as an endangered species in order to provide the
highest degree of legal protection possible.

What can be done?

There are several things that co-ops can do to help monarchs and prepare for the listing decision:

1. Continue your pollinator projects. We cannot control the weather, but we can help put habitat
on the ground that will help monarchs rebound their populations and be more resilient to changes
in weather. Continue to plant and promote pollinator conservation through the work you do and on
the lands that you own or manage.

2. Consider the effects of a possible monarch listing. As mentioned, a listing of monarchs has
the potential to impact co-op operations, maintenance, and construction. With the scale of
potential impact a listing could have on utilities, a monarch listing decision is something to be
seriously considered.

3. Consider enrollment in the nationwide monarch CCAA. The Rights-of-Way as Habitat Working
Group facilitated by UIC’s Energy Resources Center has worked with more than 45 partners
representing the energy and transportation sectors from across the country to create a
groundbreaking nationwide conservation agreement. This agreement allows utilities an
opportunity to commit to monarch conservation, track their efforts, and receive regulatory
assurances in exchange for their conservation work. This benefits monarchs through added
habitat, and helps co-ops maintain operational flexibility, reduced risks, and consequently lower
costs.

For more information on monarchs, conservation, or the nationwide monarch CCAA, contact Dan Salas,
senior ecologist at Cardno: (608) 620-0745 or dan.salas@cardno.com.
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What is causing the decline?
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