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Pandemic Could Cost Nation’s Electric Cooperatives $10 Billion

New research released this week by the National Rural
Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) finds electric
cooperatives stand to lose $10 billion through 2022, due to
the pandemic and economic slowdown it has caused.

NRECA projections find electric co-ops will see a decline
of $7.4 billion in operating revenues as electricity consumption falls by 5 percent. Job loss and decreases
in income are expected to lead to additional delinquencies, resulting in a loss of $2.6 billion through 2022.

“Electricity powers the American economy and a stalled economy uses less energy,” said Russell Tucker,
NRECA’s chief economist. “As GDP growth falls in the wake of COVID-19, co-op electricity sales are
projected to decline. We expect reductions in electric co-op sales of 6.1% in 2020, 6% in 2021, and 3% in
2022, for an overall drop in sales of 5% over the period when compared to pre-COVID-19 projections.”

NRECA and the Wisconsin Electric Cooperative Association are working with state and federal
lawmakers on behalf of electric cooperatives. They are seeking flexibilities with the RUS loan program to
take advantage of lower interest rates without penalty, increased investments in broadband, federal
funding to address operational shortfalls, release of FEMA funds, additional funds for those who need
help paying utility bills through LIHEAP, funds and access to personal protective equipment (PPE) such
as gloves and masks, and co-op relief from the Gross Receipts Tax.

Wisconsin Electric Co-op Response to Pandemic Environment
Varies

Signs of economic slowdown begin to surface

The pandemic, and response to it, has shined a bright light on
the vast diversity of the state. The impact, the needs, and the
reaction all vary greatly among co-ops. While the confirmed
presence of coronavirus cases is greatest in urban areas of
Madison, Milwaukee, and Green Bay, the impact of the Safer
at Home order, and the economic shutdown, affects every
county, and may have an even greater impact on rural areas
and businesses that do not have the margin to survive
prolonged lack of income.

Condenser reached out to electric cooperative leaders across
the state to better assess how the pandemic and the response
are affecting their business and their members.

Full Financial Impact: Too Soon to Tell

Across the nation, electric cooperatives are reporting rising
delinquency rates, and most Wisconsin electric cooperatives
are also already seeing a year-to-year increase in number of
members falling behind on bills, and the total amount of
receivables.

Mike Wade, Central Wisconsin Electric Cooperative
president/CEO, reports an increase in delinquent accounts
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from early April totaling $171,000 past due, from 9 percent of
the meters they serve. “We need to see the impact of April
and May billing non-payment to really know what the full
picture of this will look like,” he said.

interaction. High winds caused a tree to fall on

a Central Wisconsin Electric Cooperative truck

this week, while it was parked. No one was

injured.

For Eau Claire Energy Cooperative, April 16, the day after the moratorium on disconnects ends, looked 
much different in 2020 than it did in 2019. “We serve over 11,000 members. As of April 16, 2020, we have 
615 accounts with delinquent balances totaling $210,247. Last year we had 195 accounts with delinquent 
balances of $60,347,” said Lynn Thompson, president and CEO.

East Central Energy reported 12 percent of members are at least 30 days behind paying their bill, and 
their largest load member, Grand Casino in Hinckley, MN, is shut down. According to Steve Shurts, 
president and CEO, “We are just starting to feel the impact and the percentages have minimal increases 
so far, but we expect they will continue to grow.”

“Our sales have been lower this winter due to the relatively mild winter,” said Jesse Singerhouse, general 
manager and CEO of Dunn Energy Cooperative. “However, we can see our receivables start to increase 
by about $20,000 this year, over last year, even with the mild winter. I really believe we are about one to 
two months out before we start seeing the true impact of this on our receivables.”

At Bayfield Electric, 142 accounts are past due, totaling almost $96,000, a steep increase from April 
2019, when 71 past due accounts totaled more than $34,000, but CEO Diane Berweger said, “With 
stimulus money coming available, we are still seeing a large number of members attempting to make 
payments and payment arrangements at this time.”

“Our territory is amongst the poorest in Wisconsin, and we have the highest number of dairy herds of any 
cooperative in Wisconsin. As we all know, farmers have been suffering from low milk prices for some 
time. But specifically to COVID, we have seen receivables, year over year comparison, increase 
approximately 4 percent from last year,” said Tim Stewart, Clark Electric Cooperative CEO and general 
manager, adding that he too expects to see a greater increase in delinquent accounts over April, May, 
and June. 

Large Load Losses: Farms, Restaurants and Bars, Tourism Areas

Electric cooperatives across the state report they are very concerned about members both large and 
small that may not survive the loss of business. Major members from casinos, to hotels and waterparks, to 
restaurants and bars have gone dark, but the greatest concern is for those who may not bounce back.

“Our concern is with our dairy farmers,” said Nate Boettcher, president and CEO of Pierce Pepin 
Cooperative Services. “Our other large members are still operating, not at full throttle, but they haven’t 
shut down. Our dairies are getting hit hard as many know.”

Bill Caynor, president and CEO of Price Electric Cooperative, echoed that concern. “We have only 36 
dairy farms in operation, and I am afraid some of them may not pull through. Many restaurants are 
offering carryout to get them through, but it may not be enough.”

The concern is great on Washington Island, where 70 percent of homes and businesses are seasonal, 
and the local economy is dependent on travel and tourism. “We have already had one hotel that has 
announced that it has no plans to open this summer,” said Robert Cornell, Washington Island general 
manager. “State government, by continuing the Safer at Home order, is likely killing the summer economy 
here. Right or wrong, this is the reality.”

Care for Community: Working to Assist Members in Need

Electric cooperatives regularly work with customers who are having difficulty paying their electric bill, by 
setting up deferred payment agreements, or referring them to resources, and many are stepping up those 
efforts to support those they serve, including eliminating finance charges and waiving penalties.

“The vast majority of our members are good, honest, hard-working folk,” said Thompson. “We will work 
with members that need a little more time and while our cash flow might suffer temporarily, we are in a 
strong financial position and have access to low-cost capital though our cooperative lender, CFC.”

At Pierce Pepin, the board authorized an early capital credit distribution, typically done in the fall. Almost 
every member will receive part of the $600,000 payout ahead of schedule. “We will be sending a check 
out to our members in May,” said Boettcher. “Our hope is that it provides them a little bit extra to help pay 
for groceries or other expenses.”

In addition to offering individualized payment agreements to members, Clark Electric Cooperative is 
working with the Adler-Clark Electric Community Foundation to focus on community and charitable giving, 
and they are donating to food pantries in their six-county area.
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Protecting Our People: The Search for PPE

Most electric cooperatives report they have access to, or don’t feel they need, personal protective 
equipment such as masks and gloves, but they are struggling to find necessary cleaning supplies and 
hand sanitizer.

At Price Electric Cooperative, Caynor says it’s been a struggle to get any of it. “Gloves and masks are 
extremely difficult to obtain, and hand sanitizer has been impossible. We have placed multiple orders for 
hand sanitizer since March 13, and every order has been canceled by the suppliers. An order for gloves 
was canceled last week. Likewise, cleaning supplies for the trucks have been extremely difficult to find, 
and with stores limiting the quantities of items that can be purchased per order, we’ve been struggling to 
get enough of anything. An order for masks that had a two-week lead time was supposed to be delivered 
in the next day or two, and this afternoon we received an email that they are delayed at minimum 5-9 
days.” The co-op was able to purchase cloth masks which were made by a member, he said.

“People Need to See Some Light”

While many co-op leaders across the state feel the Safer at Home order is necessary to minimize the 
spread of the virus, and it is working as intended, they are not supportive of an extended shut-down, and 
some refer to the current situation as “on overreach.” The frustration is no surprise when you consider 
many co-ops serve counties with a lot more cows than COVID-19 cases. Most co-op leaders are anxious 
for a plan to open the state back up sooner, rather than later. “Mid-May” was a common goal.

“Rural economies are fragile enough to begin with,” said Wade. “Businesses need to take the necessary 
precautions to protect their employees and customers, but we need to make wise economic choices and 
begin bringing businesses back online that can operate in a safe and healthy environment.”

Thompson said people are anxious and scared, and agreed that it’s time the state has a clear plan to 
restart the economy. Simply put, he said, “People need to see some light.”

WI Legislature Files Suit Against Extended Safer at Home Order

Lawmakers argue for regional reopening to help rural areas

The Wisconsin State Legislature filed suit this week, challenging the authority of the Department of Health
Services Secretary to shutter all businesses deemed “non-essential,” and order people to stay at home
and not travel, saying the secretary has “laid claim to a suite of czar-like powers—unlimited in scope and
indefinite in duration—over the people of Wisconsin.”

Also this week, Governor Tony Evers released his “Badger Bounce Back Plan,” which he says sets the
parameters in which the state will be able to reopen, in three phases. According to the plan, the first
phase will be considered once there is a decline in the number of flu-like illnesses and the number of
confirmed new COVID-19 cases (as percent of total tests) for 14 days.

Under the plan, restaurants and K-12 schools will be allowed to reopen first, in phase one, but bars and
post-secondary schools will not. “Non-essential” businesses will be allowed “partial reopening” in phase
one.

Assembly Majority Leader Jim Steineke, R-Kaukauna, says the lawsuit is necessary because the
governor’s plan needs additional input and consideration. The plan, for example, to treat the whole state
as one is impractical, he said.

“If (businesses) are able to open their doors even a crack, it will help them get through this incredibly
difficult time,” Steineke said. “Just because we may not be able to do it in one part of the state, doesn’t
mean we shouldn’t do it in other parts of the state to help those businesses and help those employees
survive this tough time.”

COVID-19 Watch: No Statewide Downward Trend Yet

Statewide Wisconsin data showed some promising signs of declining numbers before a spike in recent
days. The charts below represent the data that will be referred to in order to begin the reopening of the
state, according to Governor Evers’ plan, which requires a downward trajectory in the number of flu-like
illnesses and the number of confirmed new COVID-19 cases (as percent of total tests) for 14 days.
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Like last week, there are still seven rural Wisconsin
counties with no confirmed cases of COVID-19, and
many rural counties with just a handful of cases. In
Wisconsin, there have been 5,052 confirmed cases* and
257 deaths. The remaining Wisconsin counties that do
not have any confirmed cases of COVID-19 are Burnett,
Forest, Lincoln, Langlade, Pepin, Taylor, and Vernon
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.

Coronavirus Aid: Round Three Aims to Help Small Businesses,
Increase Testing

The House and Senate this week approved a plan to spend an additional $484 billion in pandemic relief.
The money is in addition to the more than $2 trillion already spent on direct stimulus funds and programs
aimed at propping up the struggling economy.

The most recent package, which President Trump is expected to sign into law, includes an additional
$310 billion for the Paycheck Protection Program, including $60 billion specifically for community banks
and smaller lenders, as well as $75 billion for hospitals, $25 billion for testing, and $60 billion for
emergency disaster loans and grants.

Forty-three percent of respondents to a Pew Research Center survey released Tuesday said they have
had their wages cut or lost their jobs due to the coronavirus pandemic.

President Trump said the next coronavirus bill, round four, will include more help for states and local
governments, infrastructure, tax incentives and a payroll tax cut, but some members of Congress have
voiced that they are ready to put the brakes on the federal spending.

The Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget projects that the national debt will exceed the size of
the economy this year and approach record levels soon.

Pandemic Hits Wisconsin Farmers Hard

Farmers are in crisis and in need of assistance, according to association groups requesting action from
Governor Evers. In a letter to the governor, the Wisconsin Farm Bureau and others say farmers are
suffering an unprecedented crisis. The groups are requesting $50 million in direct cash relief to help
farmers make it through the coming weeks and ensure stability of the food supply.

“Never before have we ever experienced the type of crushing economic destruction that this pandemic
has brought across our commodity markets. It has devastated our labor force, threatened our supply
chains, created panic buying from retailers and consumers and will likely bankrupt many multi-generation
farms in Wisconsin,” the letter reads.

4 04/24/2020



Agriculture industry impacts include:

Dairy – $66 million loss in February and March alone due to declining milk prices. Projected
losses reach hundreds of millions as farmers dispose of milk and/or cut production.
Pork – Projected production loss of $44.4 million as 25 percent of Wisconsin hog market is lost
due to shuttering of food service industry.
Beef – $180-$200 million in losses in 2020 due to declining prices and 25 percent loss of packing
capacity.
Potatoes – $17 million in current estimated losses. Oversupply due to lack of food service demand
expected to result in $100 million in losses for 2020.
Corn, soybean, and cranberry farmers are also experiencing significant losses due to decreased
prices and demand.

Youth Leadership Congress Canceled, District Meetings Delayed

In the interest of the health and safety of all involved, the WECA Board of Directors decided this week to
cancel the 2020 Youth Leadership Congress (YLC), planned for July 14–16 at UW-River Falls. This will
be the first summer the longstanding, popular youth leadership gathering will not be held since the
program was first launched in 1964.

WECA staff is already working to reschedule planned speakers for 2021 event. WECA is also working
with co-ops to allow the youth board and youth representatives to have the opportunity to participate in
the 2021 YLC and/or Washington, D.C., trip. The 2021 YLC is tentatively set for July 13–15, 2021.

The board also decided to postpone July district meetings. The current plan is to hold those meetings at
the annual meeting in the fall.

PSC Launches Internet Hotline, Interactive Map

Wisconsin’s Public Service Commission (PSC) has launched a new interactive map and a hotline to help
direct people to internet services during the pandemic.

The online map shows a map of free, open Wi-Fi connections, many of which are in schools, libraries, or
other public buildings that are physically closed. The tool is accessible by smartphone.

The PSC has also set up a phone line to help explain what internet and phone services are available in
each area of the state. The hotline number is (608) 267-3595 and it is staffed during normal business
hours.

More than 28% of Wisconsinites living in rural areas do not have access to broadband service, according
to a 2019 report by the Federal Communications Commission. Last month the PSC approved $24 million
in grants to help bring high-speed internet service to underserved communities.

Pandemic Response: WHEAP Assistance for Utility Bill
Payments

In response to the COVID-19 crisis, the Department of
Administration (DOA) has adjusted the eligibility
requirements for residents who are seeking heating
and electric assistance through the Wisconsin Home
Energy Assistance Program (WHEAP), the state’s arm
of the federal LIHEAP program.

Under the new rules, eligibility will now be based on
the household's previous month of income, rather than
the former requirement of the previous three months of
income. This move was made to ensure those who are
recently affected by the COVID-19 response are able
to receive assistance quickly.

The Wisconsin Home Energy Assistance Program (WHEAP) provides a one-time payment to help cover
some, but not necessarily all, costs related to heating and electricity. In most cases, the payment is made
directly to the utility on the applicant’s behalf.

The amount of assistance is dependent on the hous

e

hold size, income and energy costs.
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For more information on the Wisconsin Home Energy Assistance Program (WHEAP) and how to apply,
please call 1-866-HEATWIS (432-8947), or visit the "Where to Apply" tab on www.homeenergyplus.wi.gov
to find your local energy assistance agency.

Dane County Releases Climate Action Plan as Model for State

Dane County this week released its Climate Action Plan, which leaders hope will become the template for
other counties in the state. The plan outlines more than 100 steps that individuals, businesses, and local
governments can take to reduce their carbon footprints but includes no mandates.

The plan includes:

Expansion of solar and wind generation and storage to meet 80 percent of the county’s electricity
needs.
Energy efficiency programs for buildings and transportation systems.
Programs aimed at reducing driving and encouraging use of electric vehicles.
Farming practices to capture more carbon.

The plan is expected to cut in half the county’s estimated 7.5 million metric tons of greenhouse gas
emissions. It does not meet the goal of a carbon-neutral economy by 2050, since that will require new
technology that is not yet available, according to the authors of the plan.

“It really is a 10-year plan—a plan that was intentionally meant to get us on a path to deep
decarbonization,” said Keith Reopelle, head of Dane County’s Office of Energy and Climate Change and
the lead author of the report. “The fact is there’s going to need to be some innovations in technology and
new policies.”

The plan took two years to develop, at a cost of almost $200,000. It does not include an estimate of how
much implementing the plan will cost.

Correction

In last week’s Condenser, we reported that under state law, annual meetings must be held within the last
six months of the year. State law actually requires meetings be held within the first six months after the
close of the fiscal year, or as directed in the bylaws. Condenser regrets the error.

185.13 Member meetings.
(1) Unless the bylaws provide otherwise, member meetings shall be held at the principal office or such other place

as the board may determine.

185.13(2)
(2) 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 6 months after the close of the fiscal year at the call of the

president or board.

Visit Our Website View Condenser Archives

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

6 04/24/2020

http://homeenergyplus.wi.gov/section.asp?linkid=119&locid=25
http://homeenergyplus.wi.gov/
https://daneclimateaction.org/climate-action-plan
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/185/13/2
http://www.weca.coop
https://www.weca.coop/newsletter
http://campaign.r20.constantcontact.com/render?ca=eb576c00-193e-4d45-8544-60b47ac034d2&preview=true&m=1129786786527&id=preview

