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Governor Evers Wants Electric Cooperative Regulation During
Pandemic

Governor Tony Evers this week dropped what he calls a second package of comprehensive legislative
proposals to provide COVID-19 relief and support, including an aggressive move that would give the
Public Service Commission (PSC) some authority over “unregulated” electric cooperatives. Specifically,
the bill would direct the PSC to apply emergency orders to all electric cooperatives and propane suppliers
during public health emergencies. This would include Emergency Order #11, which prohibits investor-
owned utilities from disconnecting service based on non-payment.

Following Emergency order #11, PSC Chairperson Rebecca Cameron Valcq directed investor-owned and
municipal utilities in the state to stop utility disconnection for nonpayment for all customers, including
residential, commercial, industrial, and farm accounts; to stop charging late fees to customer accounts,
and to halt the practice of requiring deposits from customers for reconnection of service; to allow deferred
payment agreements for all customers who request them; and to remove any administrative barriers for
customers who want their power turned back on.

Unlike investor-owned utilities, electric cooperatives are not-for-profit, governed by a member-elected
board, and operate with small margins.

Electric cooperatives in other states have come under fire for disconnecting customers during the public
health emergency. The Huffington Post published a story this week titled, “She Begged For Mercy. The
Utility Cut Her Elderly Parents’ Power Anyway.” about one of the smallest electric cooperatives in North
Carolina, Halifax Electric Membership Corporation, disconnecting service to a couple’s home last week.
Like Wisconsin, the North Carolina Utilities Commission directed regulated utilities to stop disconnections
during the public health emergency. According to the story, Halifax is one of two co-ops in North Carolina
that did not halt disconnects.

Evers’ plan also calls for a bill that bans landlords from disconnecting utility service to renters.

COVID-19 Reaches Parts of Rural Wisconsin

As of late Thursday, in Wisconsin there were 1,730 confirmed
cases (cumulative) of COVID-19, including 31 deaths. Nationally,
the total number of cases is 213,144, including 4,513 deaths. By
contrast, there are 30,000 to 60,000 deaths in the United States
due to the flu each season, but experts warn the 2020 pandemic
has not nearly run its course yet

The virus has now reached many rural parts of the state, with
confirmed cases in 52 of the state’s 72 counties. All of those who
died of COVID-19 in Wisconsin are older than 40, and most (18)
are men. One in four Wisconsin cases requires hospitalization.

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/covid-19/map.htm
https://evers.wi.gov/Documents/COVID19/EMO11-PSCRuleSuspensions.pdf
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/coronavirus-utilities-north-carolina_n_5e836400c5b6d38d98a589b7


Federal Relief Package Includes Support for Electric Co-ops

During this time of crisis, the Wisconsin Electric
Cooperative Association (WECA) and other
statewides joined with the National Rural Electric
Cooperative Association (NRECA) to ensure
electric cooperatives and their members are not left
behind, as Congress fast-tracks relief packages in
an effort to best respond to the epidemic, and also
ease the effects of a suddenly embattled economy.

The $2 trillion coronavirus relief package passed last week includes many of the requests made by
NRECA CEO Jim Matheson to bring help to electric cooperatives and their members by offering millions
in aid for families in need, particularly those struggling to pay their utility bills. The bill includes funding for
the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program, Federal Emergency Management Agency disaster
relief, Small Business Administration, and broadband programs. Also, the Small Business Administration
loans included in the bill allow for loan forgiveness if the funds are used by the borrower to pay utility bills,
which will serve as a valued option and incentive for members and offer assistance to electric
cooperatives.

Here are some of the key provisions for co-ops in the nearly 900-page bill:
Adds $900 million for the Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program, which helps low-
income and moderate-income consumers pay their utility bills.
Adds $100 million for grants through the USDA RUS ReConnect broadband program and $25
million for the RUS Distance Learning and Telemedicine grant program to expand investments in
telemedicine and distance-learning services in rural areas.
Adds $45 billion for the disaster relief fund administered by the Federal Emergency Management
Agency. Co-ops often rely on these funds to restore power after storms and other emergencies.
Creates a $349 billion Paycheck Protection Program that provides federal government loan
forgiveness (under Small Business Administration Section 7(a) loans) for small businesses to pay
up to eight weeks of basic expenses, including electric, telephone, and internet bills.
Creates a $10 billion SBA program to provide grants of up to $10,000 to small businesses to pay
their workers and pay rent or mortgages, among other uses. Co-ops with fewer than 500
employees may be eligible for this grant program if they plan to apply for SBA Economic Injury
Disaster Loans. Certain restrictions on those loans have now been waived.

As the full effect of the pandemic continues to unfold, Congress is considering a fourth relief package.
NRECA, along with WECA and other statewides, is already working with lawmakers on policy proposals
important to electric co-ops to address short-term challenges created by the current crisis and long-term
opportunities for economic growth.

Unemployment, Job Loss Hit Rural Areas Hard

As expected, the latest data from Wisconsin’s Department of Workforce Development show a dramatic
uptick in unemployment claims, with nearly 200,000 new claims filed since March 12, when social
distancing requirements were first rolled out. While rural areas may be last to see cases of COVID-19 in
the area, the lasting effect of the economic downturn may be even harder to recover from for small
businesses in towns and villages.

According to the latest Marquette Law Poll, 9 percent of Wisconsinites report they are now unemployed,
and another 22 percent report they have reduced work hours due to the coronavirus and its effect on the
economy. Another 29 percent said someone in their family had reduced work hours.

Nationally, new unemployment claims from last week alone are expected to top five million. For
perspective, the population of Wisconsin is 5.8 million.

The pandemic hits just as Wisconsin and the nation were experiencing historically low unemployment, at
about 3.5 percent, the lowest rate in about 50 years.
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https://www.electric.coop/
http://newsletters.email.nreca.coop/files/amf_nreca/project_150/20_NRECA_letter_to_Congress_Covid-19_Relief_Proposals_03_20_20.pdf


The statewide “safer-at-home” order demonstrates
more than ever the need for high-speed internet in all
areas of the state. Employees now working from home
and students continuing their studies outside of the
school building depend on high-speed internet.
Governor Tony Evers’ latest package of legislative
proposals in response to COVID-19 includes an
additional $20 million for broadband expansion over
the biennium.  

On March 19, the PSC announced $24 million in state
broadband expansion grants. The 72 grants are expected to extend high-speed internet service to about
40,000 unserved customers, mainly in rural areas. Approved grants will pay for broadband projects all
across the state from Vernon County, to Barron County to Door County. Click here to see the full list of
projects. 

Summer Youth Tour to Washington, D.C., Other Programs
Cancelled or Postponed
NRECA this week announced the cancellation of all programs through June 24, including the NRECA
Youth Tour to the nation’s capital. The agenda for the young representatives from Wisconsin’s electric
cooperatives included a tour of the White House, the FBI headquarters, and the Naval Base, among
other things. Thirteen students from 11 electric co-ops in Wisconsin were planning to make the trip in
June.

NRECA cancelled programs include:

Basic Benefits Training Course, May 5-7, Arlington, VA
New CFO Orientation, May 5-8, Arlington and Dulles, VA
CONNECT Conference, May 5-11, Denver, CO
Two CLCP Seminar 4, May 11-14 and 18-21, Madison, WI
MIP Group 4, Unit C, June 1–11, Madison, WI
Gettysburg Leadership Experience, June 2-5, Gettysburg, PA
Summer School East, June 5-10, Charleston, SC
MIP Select Group 1, June 15-26, Madison, WI
NRECA Youth Tour, June 19-25, Crystal City, VA

WECA cancelled or postponed programs include:

Director Duties and Liabilities (CCD), April 7 – Rescheduled for December 1
Board Operations and Process (CCD), April 8 – Rescheduled for December 2
Stepping Into Your Supervisory Role: Learning to Lead (SMDP), April 7 – Rescheduled for 2021
You Can’t Do It Alone: Building a Strong Team (SMDP), April 8 – Rescheduled for 2021
Employment Law Update, May 12 – Rescheduled TBD
HR Professionals Workshop, May 12-13 – Rescheduled TBD
Executive Media & Communication Training, May 27 – Rescheduled for October 29

FBI Warns of Scams Related to Remote Work Spaces,
Suspicious Mail

Scammers are working to take advantage of the workplace changes 
and compromised vigilance due to the pandemic. FBI's Internet Crime 
Complaint Center issued a warning yesterday about the risk of attacks 
exploiting the increased usage of online communication platforms for 
remote working and distance learning.

The FBI says to expect the scammers to target private organizations 
(such as electric cooperatives), government agencies, and individuals 
using virtual communications.

Pandemic Shines Light on Need for Broadband Expansion
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https://psc.wi.gov/Documents/broadband/GrantApplicationsApprovedOnMarch19.pdf


Do NOT share links to remote meetings, conference calls, or
virtual classrooms on open websites or open social media
profiles.
Do NOT open attachments or click links within emails from
senders you do not recognize.
Do NOT enable remote desktop access functions like Remote
Desktop Protocol (RDP) or Virtual Network Computing (VNC)
unless absolutely needed.
Do NOT provide exact information on children when creating
user profiles (e.g., use initials instead of full names, avoid using
exact dates of birth, avoid including photos, etc.)
Do NOT open attachments or click links within emails received
from senders you do not recognize.
Do NOT provide usernames, passwords, birth dates, Social Security numbers, financial data, or
other personal information in response to an email or phone call.
Do NOT use public or non-secure Wi-Fi access points to access sensitive information.
Do NOT use the same password for multiple accounts.

Hackers are also targeting businesses, including electric cooperatives, using corrupt USB drives sent
through the mail. According to the FBI, recently a cybercriminal group known for targeting businesses
through phishing emails has deployed the new tactic of mailing corrupt USB devices in the hopes
someone will plug it in to their computer. Electric cooperatives in Illinois have received such packages.

The mailed packages sometimes include items like teddy bears or gift cards to employees of target
companies working in the human resources, information technology, or executive management.
The enclosed USB device is a commercially available tool known as a “BadUSB” or “Bad Beetle USB”
device. After the USB device is plugged into a target system, the device automatically injects a series of
keystrokes in order to download and execute a unique malware payload commonly known as GRIFFON
malware, which is also a payload observed in several variations of the group’s phishing emails.

Dairyland Proposes Air Cooling for Nemadji Trail Center

Dairyland Power Cooperative and Minnesota Power are proposing air cooling as an alternative to water
cooling for the 625 MW Nemadji Trail Energy Center, which is a combined cycle natural gas facility
planned for construction in Superior.

The design change to air cooling eliminates the need for high-capacity water wells for the facility, and
offers other benefits including erosion control. According to Dairyland, air cooling is a proven technology
that eliminates the use of water for cooling and significantly reduces wastewater discharge. The redesign
will also eliminate the use of chemicals required for water cooling and help mitigate stormwater run-off at
the site.

Dairyland and Minnesota Power are making the plan change request to the PSC in response to concerns
by community members during the permitting process, relating to groundwater use and site erosion.

The Nemadji Trail Energy Center will allow for an expansion of renewable energy by providing reliable
back-up to intermittent sources of power, such as wind and solar.
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They advise:

https://www.fbi.gov/scams-and-safety/on-the-internet
http://www.weca.coop/
https://www.weca.coop/newsletter
http://campaign.r20.constantcontact.com/render?ca=e20612e9-2aa3-4a8e-a250-f4cadae954df&preview=true&m=1129786786527&id=preview
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http://www.constantcontact.com/index.jsp?cc=nge&rmc=VF19_3GE

