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Proposal in Congress Would Allow Co-ops to Take Advantage of
Lower Rates for RUS Loans

Could mean millions in savings for electric cooperatives

Bipartisan members of Congress have proposed the Flexible Financing for Rural America Act, which
would allow electric cooperatives and small rural telecom providers to refinance their Rural Utilities
Service (RUS) debt at lower interest rates. The measure is intended to support rural communities and
critical infrastructure providers in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and would amount to
approximately $2 million per year for the average rural electric cooperative.

The bill was introduced in the Senate this week by Sen. John Hoeven (R-North Dakota), Tina Smith (D-
Minnesota), John Boozman (R-Arizona), and Kyrsten Sinema (D-Arizona). U.S. Representatives Vicky
Hartzler (R-Missouri) and Tom O’Halleran (D-Arizona) introduced companion legislation in the House.
Representative Ron Kind (D-Wisconsin) has been in communication with WECA about the impact of the
pandemic on electric cooperatives, and he has expressed support for the measure.

The new interest rate available to co-ops would be the U.S. Treasury rate that most closely matches the
remaining term on the loan being repriced, according to NRECA lobbyist Hill Thomas. Co-ops would
receive that rate starting on the date they notify USDA of their repricing request, no matter how long it
takes the government to process it.

Based on current interest rates, the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) estimates
that co-ops could see a net savings of $10.1 billion from repricing $42 billion of direct and guaranteed
RUS loans held by about 500 co-ops.

Under current law, the RUS charges significant penalties when borrowers refinance their loans, and the
option is only allowed in limited circumstances. Rural electric cooperatives currently hold approximately
$43 billion in RUS Electric Loans, and small, rural broadband providers hold about $3 billion in RUS
Telecom Loans.

Rural electric cooperatives face challenges due to the pandemic as a result of a decline in electricity
consumption from industrial sources and an increase in unpaid bills from members who have faced
financial hardship.

Electric Cooperatives Hold Drive-In Style Annual Meetings
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After twice postponing the annual meeting in the hopes the pandemic would wane, Dunn Energy
Cooperative went ahead with plans to hold the meeting on June 27, but changed the format to drive-in
style. The meeting was held in the green space at the co-op’s office in Menomonie. Members remained in
their cars and listened to meeting on the radio, with the help of WRDN radio.

Registration opened at 9:30 a.m. and by 10:30, there were more than 70 members registered in
attendance.

The election results announced at the meeting are:
District 1 – Incumbent Larry Amble re-elected
District 4 – Incumbent Dean Stokke re-elected
District 9 – Rachel Kummer elected

Instead of the buffet lunch, which was originally planned, attendees received a boxed lunch to eat in their
cars.

Taylor Electric Cooperative

Taylor Electric also opted to change the format for its
84th annual meeting to a drive-in style, instead of once
again delaying the event.

Members gathered at the Centennial Community
Center in Stetsonville on the evening of June 30, where
they were served a brown bag picnic dinner in their
vehicles. There were 134 people in attendance, and
the business meeting was broadcast live on WKEB
Radio, 99.3 FM. Cheese and butter giveaways topped
off June Dairy Month, and each registered member
received a $10 bill credit. There were also door prizes,
including a $100 electric bill credit.

Board Chairman Dean Tesch and President/CEO Ken Ceaglske lead the condensed version of this year’s
meeting. Board of directors’ incumbents Patricia Waldhart and Chuck Zenner were re-elected to additional
three-year terms and the cooperative welcomed a newcomer to the board: Don Everhard of Medford. Don
will replace Dennis Engel, who retired from the board earlier this year.

Based on comments, members approved of the
necessary format changes:

“This was great! Loved it! You had it so well
organized, from the parking, handing out the lunch
and goodies and the live broadcast on the radio.
Very nice!! I liked it better than inside, especially
with the coronavirus. This was fun and something
different. Thank you!”

“We commend you for all the work you put into this
event. The virus has given everyone a challenge.
Thanks, wonderful!”

“Would like to thank all our linemen and staff for
the great, friendly service they provide for the cooperative. Also, for the creative annual meeting, love the
prayer and pledge too!”

“Great job and kudos to everyone involved."

East Central Energy Announces New President and CEO

East Central Energy’s Board of Directors announced the
selection of Justin Jahnz to serve as the co-op’s next
president and CEO. Jahnz currently serves as Manager of
Energy Services & Strategic Projects at East Central
Energy. He replaces Steve Shurts, who is retiring August 3.
Jahnz is the fifth President/CEO in the co-op’s 84 years of
service.

Jahnz has 20 years of experience in the electrical industry,
including 12 at East Central Energy. He has served on

Dunn Energy Cooperative
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planning teams for Great River Energy and the National
Rural Electric Cooperative Association. He has also been
an industry leader in the promotion of electric vehicles and
has developed many strategic projects in the area of load
growth to benefit members.

Jahnz prides himself on his servant leadership style,
inclusive nature, and strong understanding of the
cooperative business model. He has a Bachelor of Science
degree in business administration from Metro State
University, as well as a Master of Arts in strategic
leadership from Bethel University. He holds a Class A
Master Electrician license.

Jahnz officially started in his new role this past Monday.

Blistering Heat, Working from Home, Means Summertime Spike
in Electric Use
Overall usage still expected to drop 4.3 percent in 2020
The extension of persons working from home due to the pandemic, in combination with a solid heat
wave, means higher electric bills for many people across the country. According to analyst estimates and
the U.S. Department of Energy, summer power bills will be up about 25 percent due to people stuck at
home because they’re either unemployed or working remotely and depending on air conditioners during
this blistering hot summer.

Much of the Midwest and Wisconsin is wrapped in a heat wave that has most areas seeing highs in the
upper 80s and lower 90s for 10 days straight. Jump River Electric Cooperative reported benchmark
record sales in the days in and around the Fourth of July.

Many electric cooperatives are urging members to adjust electrical use during peak hours, if possible.
They are asking people to shift non-essential energy use to before 11 a.m. or after 8 p.m.

In spite of the current heat wave, U.S. electricity consumption is expected to be down by a record 4.3
percent in 2020 due to coronavirus-linked lockdowns, according to the U.S. Energy Information
Administration (EIA).

EIA projected total U.S. power demand will drop to 3,730 billion kilowatt hours (kWh) in 2020 from 3,896
billion kWh in 2019 before rising to 3,785 billion kWh in 2021.That compares with an all-time high of 4,003
billion kWh in 2018, according to federal data going back to 1949.

If power consumption falls as expected in 2020, it would be the first time since 2012 that total demand
declines for two consecutive years.

A Regulated Pandemic Bail-Out for Utilities?

A 'Utility Dive' contributing writer says it’s not fair to ratepayers

A story that recently appeared in Utility Dive suggests investor-owned utilities could stand to reap rewards
related to the pandemic, and it calls out Wisconsin utilities, specifically.

The article, by Travis Kavulla, vice president of regulatory affairs for NRG Energy and a former state
utility commissioner and president of the National Association of Regulatory Utility Commissioners,
suggests that while most businesses suffer during the economic downturn, utilities have the unique
opportunity to be “made whole.”

According to Kavulla, electric and gas utilities fortunes should be tied to the wider economy, and claims
the regulations intended to protect consumers, actually allow for a low-key bailout of the companies at the
expense of ratepayers.

Kavulla writes that in the past few months, at least 35 states have granted requests by utilities for
“accounting orders,” saying Typically, accounting standards require businesses to report losses to
shareholders as they occur. With an accounting order in hand, utilities are permitted to record on their
books an offset known as a “regulatory asset.” That is, a shareholder asset entirely backed by
regulation's promise to leverage a utility's monopoly to recoup losses through surcharges at a later date
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that would not be possible in a competitive market…An accounting order stands as a regulator's pinky
swear that a utility's other customers, not its shareholders, will pick up that tab.

In the national industry publication, Kavulla calls out Wisconsin specifically, saying, What's more, these
regulatory assets earn a return, at an amount calculated by the regulator rather than the open market. In
Wisconsin, utilities have asked that their regulatory asset accounts grow at between a 7.22% and 7.77%
annual return. In other words, a utility that couldn't collect $100 million from its customers during the
pandemic ultimately would be able to collect $115 million in two years. At a time when the Federal
Reserve has cut interest rates to zero, utilities are in a position not just to be made whole—but to make a
substantial windfall even as their customers can't pay their bills.

Condenser reached out to Bill Skewes of the Wisconsin Utilities Association, who told us, “The IOUs’ first
priority in this emergency has been and continues to be providing customers with safe, reliable energy.
Asking for a return that is commensurate with the utilities cost of money is not out of the ordinary and
shouldn’t be viewed as an opportunistic move. The financial health of the utilities is important to maintain
efficient access to capital markets, and, to get that access, utilities that tie up funds on the balance sheet
should be allowed to earn on those funds at the same rate they earn on any other utility investment.
Ultimately, it is the PSC’s decision whether to grant all, part or any proposed recovery, in the best interest
of the customer.”

Utility-Scale Solar Projects Hit Five-Year High in First Quarter

Utility-scale solar installations in the country totaled 1,962 MW of new capacity in the first quarter of 2020,
which is up 66 percent from last year, and the strongest first quarter in the last five years, according to
S&P Global Market Intelligence data.

Most projects came on in January, before the pandemic stalled business nationwide. Florida saw the
highest utility-scale solar capacity added during the quarter at 596 MW, while California stood second
with 359 MW of solar capacity added. Texas has the largest amount of solar projects in the pipeline of any
state, with 25,738 MW of new capacity through 2024.

Wisconsin Large-Scale Solar Farm Delayed
Construction of Badger Hollow II, one of Wisconsin’s first large-scale solar farms, could be delayed up to
a year. Madison Gas and Electric and We Energies have notified state regulators of plans to push back
the startup date for the 150-megawatt project until December 2022 in order to stay within the approved
$195 million budget.

The utilities say the delay is needed to allow the developer, Invenergy, to manage acquisition of hundreds
of thousands of solar panels, which use glass backing to capture additional sunlight reflected off the
ground. The companies say the delay is due to possible tariffs on the panels.

Construction is underway on the first phase of the 300-megawatt Badger Hollow Solar Farm in Iowa
County and on a 150-megawatt Two Creeks Solar Farm in Manitowoc County.

Two Creeks is on schedule to be completed in December, while Badger Hollow is expected to come on
line in April. Badger Hollow was previously delayed by four months because of the COVID-19 pandemic,
which Invenergy said made it difficult to bring about 200 workers to the rural site.

Approved by the Public Service Commission in April 2019, Badger Hollow and Two Creeks would be
Wisconsin’s first utility-scale solar farms and represent a five-fold increase in the state’s current solar
capacity.

The PSC has since approved two more—a 149-megawatt project in Jefferson County and a 100-
megawatt project near Point Beach—and is considering applications for another five.

Madison-based Alliant Energy submitted an application in May to purchase six solar farms under
development with a combined capacity of 675 megawatts for roughly $900 million.

COVID-19 Watch: It's Not Over
While many rural counties continue to see low levels of activity from the 
coronavirus pandemic, the state as a whole is not out of the woods. Dane 
County and La Crosse County, in particular, both saw an unprecedented 
surge in cases numbers recently. The spike prompted Dane County officials to 
require masks in all enclosed buildings, other than homes where only those 
who reside there are present.
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Other states are seeing a resurgence as well. The country’s rolling seven-day 
average of daily new cases is maintaining a streak of consecutive record-high 
days. Arizona and Nevada have reported their highest numbers of 
coronavirus-related hospitalizations in recent days. The seven-day averages 
in 12 states hit new highs, with the biggest increases in West Virginia, 
Tennessee, and Montana.

Condenser is no longer reporting cumulative numbers of illness, as about 80
percent of those infected have since recovered. The “epi-curve” below serves as a more relevant
snapshot of the current situation. Click here to filter the data by county.

WECA Update:

Due to the surge in Covid-19 cases in Dane County, WECA has scaled back plans to bring all staff back
into the office. Those with responsibilities that must be done in-house are working staggered shifts,
whenever possible. Others continue to work from home and can be reached via email or cell phone.

Staff who are working from the office have been directed to leave before late afternoon, due to protests
and continued unrest in downtown Madison, near the WECA office building.

In Memory: Ron Churchill
A longtime, well-respected member of the Oakdale Electric Cooperative
Board, Ronald “R.C.” Churchill, 81, passed away Monday at UW Hospital in
Madison.

Churchill was born in Reedsburg, where he purchased his family’s dairy
farm in 1966, which is still in operation today. He also owned and operated
Farmsteadt Automation and sold farm equipment for many years. He
married his wife, Judy, in 1960, and they had five children.

Ron served as president on the board of Oakdale Electric for 35 years, and
also served on the board of Dairyland Power Cooperative. A local leader,
Churchill was chairman for the Town of Winfield and was on the Reedsburg
Ambulance board. Ron was an avid sports enthusiast and loved golfing,
football, and was a Badger season ticket holder for over 20 years. He was
a member of Sacred Heart Catholic Church, Reedsburg.

Ron was preceded in death by his parents, wife,
and son Keith. He is survived by four children, 12
grandchildren, and five great-grandchildren.

A Mass of Christian Burial is planned for Monday,
July 13, 2020 at Sacred Heart Catholic Church in
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Reedsburg. Burial will follow at St. Patrick’s
Cemetery, Winfield Township. Visitation will be on
Sunday from 2–5 p.m. at the Farber Funeral
Home, Reedsburg, and on Monday from 10 a.m.
until the time of the service at the church.

CORRECTION

In the Friday, June 26 edition of Condenser, we identified Brian Zelenak as the President and CEO of St.
Croix Energy Cooperative, but in the quote, identified him as the Board Chair. He is the President and
CEO. Condenser regrets the error.

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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