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St. Croix Electric Cooperative Hosts 83rd Annual Meeting
“Drive-In” Style

Like many electric cooperatives, St. Croix
Electric Cooperative held its annual meeting in
unprecedented style this year. To protect the
health and safety of members, directors, and
employees, this year’s meeting was held drive-In
style at the co-op headquarters’ parking lot in
Hammond. Peace Lutheran Church in Baldwin
allowed the co-op the use of a transmitter the
church has been using to host drive-in worship
service to broadcast the meeting. More than 60
vehicles filled the lot for the brief 34-minute
meeting Tuesday night.

At the meeting, members were greeted at the garage by directors and employees in personal protective 
gear and registered by turning in the mailing labels from their annual reports. Sitting safely in their 
vehicles, about 90 members tuned in to learn about the electric grid, transformers, causes of outages and 
more from clips provided by the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) and 
Touchstone Energy.

President/CEO Brian Zelenak and Board Chair Paul 
Nyhus welcomed attendees from their podium set up on a 
flatbed truck. The other directors and co-op employees 
flanked the flatbed at tables, wearing their masks and 
reflective vests. Members unanimously accepted the 
agenda, approved the previous year’s minutes, and 
approved the audit report by honking their horns.

As it is every year, voting was done by mail. The only 
contested race was in District 3, and John Collins was 
declared the new District 3 director. Under bylaw 
revisions enacted last year, the single candidates of Bill 
Peavey in District 6 and George Yates in District 9 were ratified by unanimous horn honking.

“I was very pleased with how smoothly this unique 
meeting went, even with 80-plus degree, high-humidity, 
very sunny weather and gusty wind,” St. Croix Board 
Chair Brian Zelenak said. “With the patience, support 
and cooperation of our employees, directors and 
especially our members, we had a very successful, 
efficient event.”

There was no meal this year, due to social distancing 
rules, but attendees did receive insulated St. Croix 
Electric Cooperative “goodie bags” that included 

member-produced items such as a half-pound of Colby cheese from Cady Cheese Factory, and a 
package of honey ham sticks from Sailer’s Food Market & Meat Processing. The bags also included a 
coupon for a free gallon of milk at Kwik Trip through the Milk Gallon Giveaway Program, a partnership 
with the Wisconsin Electric Cooperative Association (WECA); and a cloth face mask.
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Dairyland Power Cooperative Names Brent Ridge Next President
and CEO

Dairyland Power Cooperative announced this week that Brent Ridge will
serve as the next president and CEO, taking over for Barbara Nick, who is
retiring next month. Ridge, 53, comes from Richland, Washington, where he
was employed since 2002 by Energy Northwest, most recently in the roles of
vice president, corporate services, and chief financial officer and treasurer.
Ridge also oversaw the agency’s hydro, wind, and solar operations.

“The board is confident that Brent will be an asset to Dairyland’s cooperative
membership as we continue to work for safe, sustainable and reliable power
in our four-state service area,” said Ed Gullickson, chair, Dairyland Board of
Directors. “Brent is well-respected as an ethical and transparent leader. He
will bring broad strategic, financial and operational expertise gained by
working with cooperatives and public power utilities throughout his career.”

Ridge’s responsibilities at Energy Northwest included finance, treasury,
enterprise risk management, asset management, human resources, supply
chain, information services, and energy services and development. He also served as vice chairman of
the Corporate Nuclear Safety Review Board for Columbia Generating Station in Richland, Washington.

Ridge holds a bachelor’s degree in civil engineering from the University of Idaho and an MBA from Regis
University (Denver, Colorado) He also completed the Reactor Technology Course for Utility Executives at
MIT, the Utility Executive Course at the University of Idaho, and the Advanced Management Program at
Harvard University.

Before joining Energy Northwest, Brent was a manager for a construction company specializing in
municipal water treatment plants and industrial installations at U.S. military facilities.

Nick’s last day at Dairyland is July 17.

PG&E Pleads Guilty to Involuntary Manslaughter
Bankruptcy default could lead to electric cooperative transition

Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) pleaded guilty to 84 counts of involuntary manslaughter in connection to
the 2018 Camp Fire, the most destructive wildfire in state history, which was sparked by a faulty PG&E
transmission line. The northern California blaze torched 153,000 acres and destroyed nearly 19,000
homes and buildings. The company filed for bankruptcy protection shortly after the fire, and a U.S.
bankruptcy judge this week said he will approve the reorganization plan that will keep the utility intact.

PG&E Corp. President and CEO Bill Johnson appeared before a Northern California county court and
acknowledged the "pain and anguish" of victims of the 2018 Camp Fire. "I make this plea with great
sadness and regret, and with eyes wide open to what happened and to what must never happen again,"
he said.

In March, the company announced it had reached an agreement to plead guilty to the involuntary
manslaughter charges, compensate victims and families, and pay $4 million in fines. Sentencing is
expected as early as Friday.

The company’s reorganization plan includes a $13.5 billion compensation fund for victims—built of cash
and company stock—as well as an additional $12 billion in payments to insurance companies and local
government entities affected by the fires. PG&E also agrees to a sweeping restructuring that will prioritize
safety and accountability, along with an unprecedented level of government oversight and regulation.
Shareholders won’t get dividends for three years, and the board of directors must be overhauled to
include industry experts and California residents.

Citing PG&E’s history of tragedy and sub-par performance, some municipal and state leaders were
pushing for the company to be taken over and transitioned to a member-owned electric cooperative, and
that is still a possibility.

Under the bankruptcy deal, if PG&E fails to follow through with the terms, or its negligence leads to more
fires, the company could have its operating license revoked by state regulators and be forced to sell its
operations to the state or a nonprofit entity, such as an electric cooperative. Both houses of the state
Legislature have already supported a bill that would establish a nonprofit public benefit corporation called
Golden State Energy that would be ready to buy PG&E assets.
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COVID-19 Watch: Cautious Optimism

Wisconsin continues to see a steady decline in new cases of COVID-19, with
the percent of positive tests coming in under 3 percent for more than a week,
until yesterday when it was 4 percent.

Statewide, the cumulative total is 23,876 confirmed cases and 719 deaths.
Health officials say about 75 percent of persons infected with the virus have
since recovered.

Also this week, Governor Evers announced he will send more than $80 million from federal pandemic
relief funds to K-12 schools and higher education institutions.

Wisconsin’s Moratorium on Utility Disconnections Ends July 25

The Public Service Commission of Wisconsin (PSC) has voted unanimously to lift the temporary
moratorium on utility disconnections for nonpayment during the pandemic. Regulated utilities are now
allowed to send disconnection notices starting July 15, with the moratorium on disconnects ending July
25. The commission also voted to allow utilities to resume charging late payment fees on debts incurred
after July 15.

“The longer deferral of payments are allowed, the more it will impact utility bills for everyone. Our actions
today will ensure that those who are able to pay will continue to do so, and those who are struggling can
seek a payment plan or apply for energy assistance,” Rebecca Cameron Valcq, chairperson of the PSC,
said. “When working out payment plans with customers, I strongly encourage utilities to provide extra
flexibility for those whose lives and employment continue to be severely impacted by this disease.”

PSC encourages customers who are behind on payments to contact their utilities and arrange for a
payment plan. Customers may also be eligible for assistance from the Wisconsin Home Energy
Assistance Program (WHEAP).

Wisconsin electric cooperatives are not bound by the moratorium, but all agreed to comply voluntarily
while the Safer at Home order was in place.

May Tax Collections Down $66 Million from 2019, Unemployment
Claims Down
State finances continue to take a hit due to the economic impact of the pandemic. According to the
Legislative Fiscal Bureau, state tax collections were down $66 million in May 2020, compared to May of
2019. April tax collections were down $870 million year-to-year, but that is largely due to the extension of
the tax filing deadline from April 15 to July 15.

State sales tax collections for May, which are a reflection of economic activity in April, were down $46
million (10.1 percent) from 2019. Taxable retail sales were 74 percent lower for clothing and accessories
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stores, 53 percent lower for restaurants and bars, and 28 percent lower for auto sales and parts. Taxable
sales were up though for online sellers (up 83 percent), building supply and garden stores (up 23
percent), and grocery and liquor stores (up 38 percent) compared to April of 2019.

From March 15 through June 6, there were 638,998 initial claims for regular unemployment insurance
benefits filed in Wisconsin. Initial claims measure the new flow of people into the UI system, while
continuing claims measure the number of persons claiming unemployment benefits. Continuing claims for
regular UI in Wisconsin were 321,063 during the week ending April 18, the highest level during the
outbreak. Since that time continuing claims have declined every week. The declining number indicates
that claimants are returning to work.

Unemployment data seems to indicate that more people are returning to work. From March 15 through
June 6, there have been 636,998 initial claims for unemployment insurance benefits filed in Wisconsin, a
sharp spike from 2019, when there were 53,131 claims during the same period. Initial claims reached a
peak of 116,129 for the week ending March 28, but have since declined each week to a current level of
22,497 for the week ending June 6.

The number of continuing claims was just over 269,000 for the week ending May 23, which is down from
321,000 for the week ending April 18, an indicator that people are beginning their return to work.

Clean Energy Jobs Down 18 Percent During Pandemic

The U.S. clean energy sector has lost more than 620,000 jobs, or 18 percent of its work force, due to the
weakened economy caused by the pandemic. A report out this week shows less demand for solar panels,
energy-efficient systems, electric vehicles, and clean fuels since the pandemic began.

The industry lost 27,000 clean energy jobs in May, but that is significantly less than the number lost in
April and March, when states first implemented lockdown orders to combat the spread of COVID-19,
according to the analysis of U.S. unemployment data conducted by BW Research Partnership.

Wind and solar companies are pushing Congress to extend deadlines for projects to qualify for sunsetting
federal tax credits to help relieve the impact caused by pandemic-related construction delays.

Like in previous months, the energy efficiency sector suffered the biggest losses during the month,
representing about 70 percent of the total.

Wisconsin Utilities Project 40 Percent Reduction in Carbon
Emissions by 2026

A new report from state regulators finds greenhouse gas emissions
from Wisconsin utilities are significantly lower this this year thanks
to recent coal plant retirements. According to the Strategic Energy
Assessment, Wisconsin electric providers are on track to achieve a
40 percent reduction of 2005 carbon emissions by 2026—ahead of
the 2030 target. The Public Service Commission report is issued
every two years to show the adequacy and reliability of the state’s
electric grid. This is the first time the report has included data on
carbon emissions.

The assessment does not include a coal plant retirement announced in May nor half of the 1,000
megawatts of solar power Alliant Energy has announced plans to acquire by 2024. It also excludes solar
farms being developed by non-utility companies, and does not take into consideration the impact of the
novel coronavirus, as much of the analysis for the report was done last fall.

Contributors to the report say Governor Tony Evers’ policy goals include achieving carbon-free electricity
generation by 2050, but the lowered emissions are the result of a shift within the industry.

“The utilities themselves, even before the governor’s initiative, were starting to set their decarbonization
goals,” Fontaine said.

Between 2010 and 2018, the portion of Wisconsin’s electricity produced from coal declined from 63
percent to about 48 percent and is expected to drop to 40 percent by 2026. Natural gas, which accounted
for just 9 percent of the total in 2010, is expected to reach 33 percent by 2026. Solar energy, which now
accounts for less than 0.1 percent, is expected to reach 4.4 percent by 2026, making it the second-largest
carbon-free source behind nuclear energy.
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FCC Broadband Auction Rules Include Electric Cooperative
Priorities

The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) adopted two
electric cooperative priorities in the Rural Digital Opportunity
Fund (RDOF) Phase I auction rules approved this week. The
commission set an October 29 auction date, and the agency
will start accepting applications on July 1. There has been no
action yet on legislation introduced in Congress to accelerate
the auction.

The commission order requires RDOF bidding areas to be
based on census block groups, which will help electric co-ops better compete for FCC funding. The
commission also voted to prohibit low earth orbit satellite projects from bidding in the gigabit tier. Both
orders are in support of requests made by the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA).

Despite objections from NRECA and other groups, the commission did vote to allow bidders proposing
fixed wireless and DSL projects to compete in the gigabit tier on a case-by-case review. As NRECA
recommended, the RDOF auction order expands the network performance questions applicable to those
technologies.

Meanwhile, Republican members of the House sent a letter urging appropriations leaders to provide full
funding for the Broadband DATA Act (S. 1822) enacted in March. This will help ensure broadband maps,
which are used to base funding decisions, are accurate. The FCC is seeking $65 million to implement the
law.

PSC Denies Request to Block Green County Wind Farm

Wisconsin regulators voted to deny a request from some
Green County residents to stop construction of a controversial
wind farm near Monroe. The 65-megawatt Sugar River Wind
project proposed by EDF Renewables would consist of 24
turbines in the town of Jefferson near the Illinois border.

A group of people who live or own property within the 5,870-
acre project appealed the county’s approval, arguing the county deprived them of their due process by
gathering information before giving them an opportunity to review and comment on it at the public
hearing. The opponents say the turbines will reduce property values and affect their health.

The three-member Public Service Commission (PSC) voted 3–0 to deny the request to block the
proposal.

According to the developer, the project will generate about $250,000 a year in tax revenue for the town
and county in addition to some $300,000 a year in rent for participating landowners.

Warning: Beware of Utility Phone Scams

Members of the MiEnergy Cooperative in Winona County, Minnesota, are the target of a recent phone
scam aimed at utilities.

A member reports a caller claimed to be with MiEnergy, and told them that the power was about to be
shut off if they didn't pay their bill. The original caller then got in touch with MiEnergy, which confirmed
that it was a fraudulent call.

Electric cooperatives are advised to remind members that if they are behind on their accounts, they will
be notified by mail. If they have any doubts about a solicitation call, they should hang up and call the
utility directly.

In Memory: Chuck Forster
Charles “Chuck” Gerald Forster, 77, passed away on Tuesday, March 24, 
2020 at Agrace HospiceCare in Fitchburg. Forster was instrumental in 
helping the co-ops with stray voltage issues.
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Forster grew up in Kimberly and graduated from the University of
Wisconsin-Madison with a degree in electrical engineering. He worked in
the power engineering field and started his own consulting firm, Forster
Electrical Engineering, Inc., in 1981. The company offered electrical design
services to utilities and industries across the country.

After selling the firm in 2000, he began a new venture, Phasor Labs,
investigating stray voltage issues on farms. He also taught several
seminars for the University of Wisconsin Extension on a variety of electrical
topics.

Forster is survived by his wife of 53 years, Judy, as well as two sons and
four grandchildren.

The service was delayed due to the pandemic, but a limited-attendance memorial was held on Tuesday,
June 16, at Gunderson Funeral Home in Oregon. For more information go to:

http://www.gundersonfh.com/obituaries/Charles-G-Chuck-Forster?obId=12517396#/obituaryInfo

Do you have a news item you would like to see included in Condenser? Please don't hesitate to
send any suggestions, feedback, or general thoughts to Julie Lund, Director of News and
Communication at julie@weca.coop.

Visit Our Website

View Condenser Archives

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