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Lawmakers Push to Speed Up Broadband Funding
Move could benefit electric cooperatives

In light of the amplified need for high speed-internet in
underserved areas during the pandemic, some senior house
lawmakers are pushing a bill that close the gaps sooner, rather
than later. The bill is backed by electric cooperatives all across
the country, including Wisconsin, looking to expedite the process
to extend broadband to members who have already waited too
long for service.

In an open letter to Congress, managers of 70 electric
cooperatives, including Nate Boettcher of Pierce PepIn Electric Cooperative, wrote: In these uncertain
times, one thing is certain. The world is interconnected in many ways, and the future of information,
education, work, health care, social connection and entertainment are all tied to broadband internet
access. The COVID-19 crisis accentuates a point we have known for some time. For our kids to have the
same educational opportunity, for our young adults to find work without moving away from the community,
for our elderly to receive quality health care, rural America needs fiber broadband service.

The bill introduced Wednesday by House Majority Whip James Clyburn (D-South Carolina) and Fred
Upton (R-Michigan), former chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, would release
$16 billion in funding the Federal Communications Commission is planning to award starting this fall.
Specifically, the FCC would be directed to take certain actions to speed up the Rural Digital Opportunity
Fund Phase I auction and immediately fund shovel-ready, high-speed internet projects providing
consumers with broadband access within a year, according to the congressman’s bill summary. Rep. Ron
Kind (D-Wisconsin) has signed on as a co-sponsor.

The bill would order the FCC to send the funding ahead of schedule to rural areas where a single
company is ready to provide service. The hope is those still working from home or who are quarantined
or trying to social distance can get connected sooner.

“With so much uncertainty in today’s world, Americans should be able to be certain about this: affordable,
reliable internet,” Rep. Upton said. “If we can pass this bipartisan bill and implement it, it might be one of
the biggest leaps for rural America in our lifetime.”

The bill would require the agency to start accepting nationwide applications for the broadband funding
this summer and make final awards by the end of September in areas where there is only one company
bidding.

“Efforts to bridge the digital divide began nearly 25 years ago, yet millions of rural Americans
remain sidelined and disconnected simply because of their zip code. That’s unacceptable,” said Jim
Matheson, CEO, National Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA), in a statement supporting the
legislation. “More than 150 electric co-ops are answering the call and providing broadband that brings
new opportunities for education, business and healthcare. I thank Reps. Clyburn and Upton for their
dedication to expanding broadband access throughout the nation.”

To get the early funding, a company would have to offer gigabit speeds, which typically require fiber-optic
cable technology, and would have to be ready to begin construction within six months and make service
available within a year.
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Proposal to delay

On the flip side, last month FCC Commissioner Jessica Rosenworcel proposed delaying the October
auction until they have more accurate maps of existing service areas. FCC Chairman Ajit Pai says even
with the data problems, the auction will benefit many communities and should move forward on schedule.

“The choice we face as a nation is simple: Do we help them now, or do we delay relief until we can
determine who else needs help, too? To me, rural America has waited long enough,” he said in a
statement, adding that the FCC can fill in remaining service gaps when it has better data.

Report: Preventing Rural Decline
Broadband access one of two controllable factors

In a new study that looks at rural decline and the factors that cause it, access to
high-speed internet is one of two controllable factors identified to help slow the
drop in population. Deconstructing Population, a report by Forward Analytics,
finds two-thirds of Wisconsin counties lost population between 2010 and 2018.

An in-depth look at characteristics of the counties most resistant to population
decline finds most share five factors—the presence of a mid-sized city,
proximity to an urban area, desirable naturals amenities (lakes and streams), a
diverse mix of industry, and access to high-speed internet. The first three
factors cannot be controlled, but the last two can be the focus of future state
and local policies aimed at supporting rural Wisconsin.

The report finds that nationally, most rural decline (92 percent) is the result of net outmigration, or people
choosing to move out of the county. The remainder of the drop is due to natural decline, which means the
number of people who die is greater than the number of new births. In Wisconsin, the reason for rural
decline is more evenly split. Forty-seven percent is due to net outmigration, and 53 percent is due to
natural decline.

Jennifer Shilling Joins Dairyland Power

Former Senate minority leader Jennifer Shilling joined Dairyland Power this week where she is serving as
government relations manager. Shilling announced in April she would not seek another term, and
resigned from her seat in May, following two decades in state legislature.

Shilling accepts the Enlightened Legislator Award in 2015 with board and staff from Vernon Electric.

“Dairyland is pleased to add Jennifer Shilling to our government relations team,” said Barbara Nick,
president and CEO. “Jennifer’s record of service to the people of western Wisconsin is well known,
including her positive, proven ability to work with lawmakers of both parties.

Those capabilities 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.”
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Shilling was first elected to the Assembly in 2000, representing the 95th District, and she won a Senate
seat in the 2011 recall election. She held that seat, representing the 32nd Senate District since 2011. She
also worked as a legislative aide to State Representative Mark Meyer and Congressman Ron Kind.

She is a graduate of UW-La Crosse and a former La Crosse County supervisor. She served as Senate
minority leader since 2015.

Shilling attends a meeting with Vernon Electric
and Riverland Energy Co-op boards and staff in
August 2016.

Shilling attends 2020 Education and Lobby
Days in Madison.

During her years in the Wisconsin State Senate, Shilling served as a ranking member on the Joint
Committee on Finance, and also served on the Senate Committee on Government Operations, Public
Works and Telecommunications and was the ranking Democratic member of the Senate Committee on
Universities and Technical Colleges.

She was awarded the Wisconsin Electric Cooperative Association Education (WECA) Enlightened
Legislator Award in 2015 for her work on behalf of electric cooperatives.

Shilling joins Brian Rude, former state senator from La Crosse, who leads Dairyland’s regulatory affairs
but is planning to retire later this year. Shilling interviewed Rude at WECA’s Education and Lobby Days in
January. The live conversation covered the challenges and accomplishments Rude experienced during
his time in the legislature and at Dairyland.

Report: Hurricanes Pick Up Speed

Fueling the debate about climate change, an analysis by the University of
Wisconsin-Madison Cooperative Institute for Meteorological Satellite
Studies and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration finds
that in almost every region of the world where hurricanes form, their
maximum sustained winds are getting stronger.

The groups studied 40 years of hurricane satellite imagery to come to this
conclusion. They speculate that the increase is due to a warming planet.
The paper was published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

Global Emissions Hit 15-Year Low

The pandemic brings good news for climate change activists pushing for reduced emissions. The global
lockdown has greatly reduced carbon emissions through reductions in power and transportation. The bad
news is that it is unlikely to last as people get back to work and life.

A study published in Nature Climate Change shows that daily emissions decreased by 17 percent
globally, dropping to levels last observed in 2006. Emissions from transport such as cars account for 43
percent of the decrease while industry and power together account for another 43 percent.
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Consumer Spending Down, but Utility Spending Up Slightly in
April

Consumer spending fell a record 13.6 percent last month, the steepest decline since 1959, according to
the Commerce Department. At the same time, personal income rose 10.5 percent due to one-time
federal-stimulus payments and padded unemployment checks aimed at stimulating the economy and
helping those out of work due to the pandemic.

The personal-saving rate, which is the difference between disposable income and spending, surged to 33
percent in April from 12.7 percent in March and 8.2 percent in February, the month before widespread
shutdowns. The saving reflects a dip in expectations about the economic rebound.

In April, consumers spent half as much on restaurants and hotels than they did in April 2019. Health-care
expenditures fell nearly 40 percent from a year ago. Spending on cars dropped 30 percent, and furniture
and appliance purchases were down 20 percent. Americans spent only half as much on clothing and
shoes in April 2020 as they did in 2019.

Spending on some goods and services, including utilities, fared better. Financial services and insurance
expenditures rose 3.3 percent, compared with the same month in 2019. Americans also spent slightly
more than last year on housing and utilities, as well as on groceries and other food and drinks bought for
at-home consumption.

EPA Limits State’s Ability to Block Energy Projects

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) announced this week that it has limited states’ ability to
block the construction of energy infrastructure projects, which could make it easier to build gas pipelines,
coal terminals, and other fossil fuel developments.

Specifically, the new rule would set a one-year deadline for states and tribes to certify or reject proposed
projects—including pipelines, hydroelectric dams, and industrial plants—that could discharge pollution
into area waterways. It also would limit any reviews to include only water quality impacts. The Trump
administration has claimed some states have blocked projects for other reasons, including climate
change impacts.

Andrew Wheeler, the administrator of the EPA, said the agency was moving to “curb abuses of the Clean
Water Act that have held our nation’s energy infrastructure projects hostage, and to put in place clear
guidelines that finally give these projects a path forward.” States, he said, would no longer be allowed to
use the law to object to projects “under the auspices of climate change.”

The move is expected to spur a legal clash with Democratic governors who have sought to block fossil
fuel projects.

The rule stems from an executive order President Trump issued in April 2019, in which he instructed
federal agencies to do everything possible to pave the way for energy infrastructure.

COVID-19 Watch: Cautious Optimism

In spite of more relaxed social distancing rules, the number of new cases of
COVID-19 statewide appears to be on the decline. Statewide, the cumulative
total is 19,892 confirmed cases* and 626 deaths. Some rural counties,
including Ashland, Bayfield, and Iron, have not had any cases in which the
illness onset began since March. Adams and Florence counties have not had
any new cases since April.

*Includes persons who have since recovered.
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$75 Million Small Business Funding Program to Launch June 15

A new stimulus program aimed at helping true small businesses struggling from the impact of the
pandemic kicks off shortly. The Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation (WEDC) says it will begin
accepting online applications for the “We’re All In” Small Business Grant program on June 15.

Unlike the Payroll Protection Program (PPP), only businesses with 20 or fewer full-time employees and
$1 million or less in annual revenue are eligible to apply for the program, which is funded with $75 million
from the federal CARES Act. Up to 30,000 small business will be granted $2,500 each. There are 90,000
small businesses with fewer than 20 employees in the state.

To be eligible, businesses must have been operating as of the end of 2019, and still open in February of
2020.

The online grant application will be open from 8 a.m. June 15, through 11:59 p.m. June 21. WEDC
intends to start distributing the grants by the end of June.

National chain stores are not eligible for the “We’re All In” funds, unless the business is a third-party
franchise. Businesses covered by other Wisconsin CARES Act Coronavirus Relief Fund programs such
as crop or animal production are also not eligible.

Cooperative Law Webinar Offered: June 18

The State Bar Association of Wisconsin, in co-production with the UW Law and Entrepreneurship Center
is offering a cooperative law webinar on June 18. It is being offered for 1.5 CLE credits. Click here for
more information.

The University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives (UWCC) has collaborated on content development
and presenters and has worked with the Federated Youth Foundation to make a limited number of
scholarships available for those who wish to register. Those interested should contact Lyn Pitman, UWCC
Senior Outreach Specialist at pitman@wisc.edu.

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
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