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Clark Appointed to Governor’s Broadband Task Force

Shannon Clark addresses the 2020 NRTC Annual Meeting
in New Orleans

Governor Tony Evers announced
the creation of the Governor’s
Task Force on Broadband
Access this week, aimed at
increasing access to reliable
broadband across the state.
Shannon Clark, CEO & general
manager of Richland Electric
Cooperative, is among those
named to the committee.

“Wisconsin’s rural communities
require broadband to grow and
prosper,” Clark said. “While
broadband access alone doesn’t
ensure economic vitality, lack of
broadband access will
undoubtedly lead to stagnation
for many rural communities. I’m
honored to serve Wisconsin in
this capacity.

For over 20 years I’ve tried to drive home the point that policy decisions can incentivize rural broadband
deployment or hamper it. The economics of deploying ubiquitous broadband throughout Wisconsin is
challenge enough—we’ve got to ensure that policy drives broadband deeper into rural Wisconsin, not
create barriers.”

Clark has been instrumental in efforts to help electric cooperatives navigate the process to bring
broadband to more of their members, directly or indirectly. He has been involved in the delivery of internet
to rural areas since long before it was on the political radar. Back when dial-up internet was still a luxury,
and before the Telecom Reform Act of 1996, Clark was working to connect rural areas to what we used to
call the “world wide web.”

He has served for more than 10 years on the board of NRTC, a national cooperative seeking technology
solutions for more than 1,500 electric and telephone co-ops in the country.

Clark was approached by staff from the Wisconsin Public Service Commission about serving on the
panel, and after weighing the time commitment against the important work that still needs to be done, and
whether or not this effort could make a difference, he agreed.

“I know the cost and the challenges with last-mile delivery, not only in Wisconsin but everywhere that has
few consumers per mile,” Clark said. “New state and federal financial incentives, coupled with stable
market prices for deployment, make now a great time to help build the business case for rural broadband
access everywhere. By being asked to serve on this task force, I hope to help connect all the pieces
together to make this vision come true.”
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The Task Force’s responsibilities include:

Research and recommend forward-looking broadband policies and initiatives that address state
broadband goals and needs
Promote the efficient, strategic expansion of the broadband facilities and adoption across the
state
Explore and develop solutions, in collaboration with key broadband stakeholders and experts
Report to the governor and Legislature, annually by June 30, on recommendations and
appropriate measures of digital inclusion and strategies for addressing identified gaps and
inequities; opportunities for coordination among state, local, and federal agencies; current and
future needs, barriers, and goals regarding broadband access, affordability, and adoption; and
opportunities for innovative approaches and partnerships to expand broadband adoption

The Task Force members are:

Chair - Brittany Beyer, Executive Director, Grow North Regional Economic Development
Corporation
Marta Bechtol, Executive Director, Educational Communications Board
Tom Boron, IT Director, Washburn County
Chad Young, CEO/General Manager, Norvado
Jean Pauk, Government Affairs Manager, TDS Telecommunications
Celeste Flynn, Director of Government Affairs, Charter Communications
Kurt Kiefer, Assistant State Superintendent, Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction
Theron Rutyna, IT Director, Red Cliff Band of Lake Superior Chippewa
Brett Schuppner, General Manager, Reedsburg Utility Commission
Jose Martinez, Vice President, UMOS
Chris Meyer, Director of Virtual Care and Telehealth, Marshfield Clinic Health System
Scott VanderSanden, President – AT&T Plains States, AT&T
Chris Her-Xiong, Executive Director/Principal, Hmong American Peace Academy
Emily Dittmar, Legislative Director, Wisconsin Educational Media and Technology Association
Andrew Faust, Senior GIS Analyst, North Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission
Robert Earl Baker III, Founder, RenderTech
Lori Collins, President/CEO, SonicNet Inc.
Gail Huycke, Community Development Specialist, UW-Extension Center for Community and
Economic Development
Shannon Clark, CEO & General Manager, Richland Electric Cooperative
Salvador L. Carranza, Founder, Latino Education Council of Dane County
State Representative Beth Meyers (D-Bayfield)
State Representative Jeffrey Mursau (R-Crivitz)
State Senator Howard Marklein (R-Spring Green)
State Senator Patty Schachtner (D-Somerset)

Increased access to reliable broadband was highlighted in the WEDC report Wisconsin Tomorrow–An
Economy for All. The Task Force will hold its first meeting later this summer.

Passing the Baton at Dairyland Power Cooperative

Incoming and outgoing President and CEOs  of Dairyland 
Power Cooperative, Brent Ridge and Barb Nick

Today marks the last day on the job 
for the head of Dairyland Power 
Cooperative. Barb Nick is retiring and 
passing the baton to the new 
president and CEO, Brent Ridge. Nick 
has been at the helm since December 
2014. Ridge becomes the eighth 
leader of the generation and 
transmission cooperative, which was 
formed in 1941.

Ridge, 53, comes to Wisconsin 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.
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Ridge also oversaw the agency’s hydro, wind, and solar operations.

On Tuesday, Ridge had been on the job for only two days when he and Nick had a conversation
with Condenser about the change in leadership

Condenser: Barb, you have only a few days left in the office. How do you feel about the
transition to retirement?

Nick: It is bittersweet, an ambiguous feeling. I’m really sad to leave, but also really looking
forward to spending time with family, sleeping in, and not working full time. But the hardest thing
about this week will be saying goodbye to people.

Condenser: What are you most proud of from your time at Dairyland?

Nick: First to mind is definitely the people. For any leader, things change in the organization, but
what doesn’t change is the development of the people. I am still in touch with people I’ve known
since back in the ‘80s and ‘90s. Our focus on employee development is something that I am most
proud of advancing.

Our improved safety culture is also top of my list. My goal in 2014 was to have zero fatalities,
zero debilitating injuries, and zero safety incidents. Our motto today is, “Zero by choice, everyone
home safe, every day.” Our organization really embraced our ZERO safety culture. We hear
people talk about safety all the time. When you ask people what has changed over the past five
years, they say safety and offer specific examples. Safety is part of the culture here. I am proud
to say our safety record has markedly improved.

Also, when I arrived, a key imperative was to diversify our energy portfolio. In 1999, Dairyland
was 99 percent coal and will be below 50 percent in less than five years. We worked diligently on
smart, prudent, measured diversification, but it’s like moving a big ship. You can’t course correct
quickly. We have made great progress on diversification and decarbonization. It’s something
we’ve worked very hard to accomplish.

I’m also proud of our partnerships with distribution cooperatives. We’ve extended our Wholesale
Power Contract and added more flexibility for members. It’s like we have created a fly wheel of
positive change. There is so much to highlight—improving our communications, modernizing our
systems, staying true to our mission of service to members.

Condenser: How is the transition going?

Nick: Brent and I have been talking a lot and working diligently to ensure a seamless transition,
just short of a Vulcan mind meld, honestly! We almost simultaneously agreed that we wanted this
to be a textbook transition. It will be up to employees to decide if we accomplish that, but we are
both committed to it and from my experience, we are there.

Brent brings so much to the table here; he has 18 years of experience in construction and project
management, he just has a great skillset and experience in member-driven organizations. Putting
members first is part of what he does. Plus, he likes cheese! (Brent concurs.)

Condenser: Brent, even though this is only day two, how do you feel about the new position, and
why did you decide Dairyland was a good fit for you?

Ridge: So far it is all that I had hoped it would be, and more. The fit for me was the member
construct, and I see an organization that is operationally strong, and financially strong. It’s a
testament to Barb and the board and leadership, and their desire to support and develop their
people. The safety measures, and the downward trajectory, is just remarkable, from where they
were to where they are. My job is to help keep that going.

This is also a good fit because my family and I have always lived in small towns, near rivers, and
this area is beautiful. My wife loves to fish, so she’s already scoping out the good fishing spots,
and we couldn’t be more excited.

Condenser: Brent, what are your goals as the new leader of Dairyland?

Ridge: I have many, but my key goals are to continue to improve on our safety performance
record, to build on the culture where employees are developed to bring Dairyland to an
organization of excellence, and also to remain member-focused in all that we do. The industry is
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in flux right now and we could see a huge shift in the portfolio in relation to fossil fuels. The
waters ahead are rough, especially in the political arena, this is something I have experience in
and I believe I can bring some added stability to the organization.

I do want to thank Barb for placing the organization in such a strong position and I give her a lot
of credit. I would also like to thank the board and members with trusting me with this opportunity.

Condenser: You have both spoken of the culture of growing your employees. Why is that so
important?

Ridge: We are in the people business, and with an engaged, well-developed workforce, we can
do anything. We share the belief that the people are the engine of any business.

Nick: It’s yin and yang. Culture drives everything, It’s the great enabler for strategy, and so often
a silent influencer.

Ridge: Exactly. You can have the best strategy in the world, but without the culture, you won’t
achieve your goals. It’s like that saying, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” It’s absolutely true,
which is why we will continue to invest in our people, because they will move this organization to
the next level.

Nick: Before I go, I would like to thank
WECA leadership and board members for
continuing to build bridges and improve the
relationship between Dairyland and the
statewide. I am sure this will continue under
Brent’s leadership. With these
organizations working together, the future is
very bright for all Wisconsin electric
cooperative members.

Ridge: I add my thanks to Barb for an
exceptional and professional turnover. She
has set me up for success.

Ridge and Nick share
 a socially distant handshake.

Past Dairyland leaders include:

Barbara Nick
President and CEO
2015 - Present

William L. Berg
President and CEO
1990 to 2014

James W. Taylor
General Manager
1985-1990

Frank W. Linder
General Manager
1978-1985

John P. Madgett
General Manager
1947-1978

John N. Gundershaug
General Manager
1942-1945

E.J. Stoneman
First Board President
1941-1950

Polk-Burnett Hosts 82nd Annual Meeting Online

On July 8, Polk-Burnett Electric Cooperative presented its 82nd annual meeting online, instead of in-
person, due to the coronavirus pandemic. Almost 200 members and guests attended the meeting, which
is also available for viewing on the co-op’s website.
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“We look forward to gathering with co-op members each year,” said Board President Ed Gullickson. “This
year, our online format looked a little different, but the annual meeting remains an important way for co-op
directors, employees and members to connect, learn about co-op performance and provide feedback.”

The annual meeting agenda included a state of the cooperative report by General Manager Steve
Stroshane, election results, and a member Q&A forum, giving members an opportunity to make
comments and ask questions through an online chat.

Election results

District 1, incumbent Cindy Thorman of Osceola ran unopposed and was re-elected with 345
votes
District 2, incumbent Mike Morris of Luck was re-elected with 308 votes
District 3, incumbent Ed Gullickson of Amery ran unopposed and was re-elected with 339 votes

Members of Polk-Burnett Electric Cooperative re-elected three board directors this spring: Cindy Thorman of
Osceola, District (Left); Mike Morris of Luck, District (Center); and Ed Gullickson of Amery, District (Right).

Thorman, Morris, and Gullickson will serve three-year terms on the co-op board, beginning with the July
regular board meeting. Overall, nine co-op directors serve on the Polk-Burnett Electric Cooperative
board.

In his manager’s report, Stroshane said Polk-Burnett has gone more than 10 years without a rate
increase, but he warned it’s something they may need to consider soon, to cover operating costs. In other
financial news, Polk-Burnett returned $1.2 million in capital credits to members in 2019. Members also
received more than $160,000 in EnergySense rebates. Operation Round Up awarded more than $65,000
to 78 local nonprofits, including schools, fire departments, food shelves, and libraries.

Also in 2019, the co-op awarded $57,500 in annual scholarships to 46 students. For this year’s Class of
2020, Polk-Burnett increased the number of scholarships to 54, for a total of $67,500.

Stroshane also recapped the response to the
major storm that rolled through last July, causing
widespread damage and power outages for 9,000
co-op members across Polk County. Polk-Burnett
linemen were assisted by crews from 11
neighboring co-ops and three contractors, bringing
more than 100 people to the local restoration
effort. Within a week, all power was restored. The
storm response cost $2.2 million, and the co-op
has submitted claims to FEMA to help cover some
of the expenses.

Polk-Burnett invested $4.9 million to upgrade and
maintain the electric distribution system in 2019.

Polk Burnett Electric Cooperative Board President Ed 
Gullickson hosts Annual Meeting online.
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The co-op is upgrading substation equipment, so power can be automatically rerouted during a 
transmission line outage.

“We are proud to be in the top 25 percent of co-ops nationwide for reliability,” said Stroshane.

“Our 20,000-plus members experience an average of just two hours of power outages per year. And 
we’re always working to improve.”

Meeting participants also saw a video of co-op employees who performed 634 hours of community 
service in 2019.

Biden Pitches $2 Trillion Climate Change Plan

Joe Biden this week released a $2 trillion proposal to address climate change, including a goal to
eliminate carbon emissions from the production of electricity by 2035. Biden’s plan includes an effort to
address racial injustice, by allocating 40 percent of all proposed clean-energy and infrastructure benefits
to disadvantaged communities.

“Biden will be a president, unlike President Trump, who listens to the scientists," Biden said, "and that's
what the economic conditions demand, to get people back to work and stimulate the economy in the next
year."

Biden’s plan is focused mostly on renewable energy and electrification, which he described as a "one-
time" opportunity to reestablish the United States as a global economic and political leader.

He says sweeping investments would spur millions of jobs and the construction of energy-efficient public
housing and the installation of 500,000 electric vehicle charging stations.

He pitched the spending as a way to help the country recover from the pandemic. Biden described
climate change as an "existential threat" to the survival of humanity, but also as an economic opportunity.
"When I think about climate change, the word I think of is 'jobs,'" he said. "Good-paying, union jobs to put
Americans to work."

If elected, Biden said he will reinstate environmental and public health regulations blocked by the Trump
administration, and immediately invest public funds in renewable energy and other sustainable
infrastructure initiatives. Government-owned vehicle fleets would be electrified, and rebates made
available to help citizens trade in gasoline-powered cars.

Biden says his “environmental justice initiative” will help repair environmental and economic harms to
"fenceline" communities populated primarily by minorities, by addressing environmental hazards near
low-income neighborhoods. This part of the plan also includes government-funded building of 1.5 million
new, energy efficient homes to address emissions, and the affordable housing crisis.

Biden also wants to create a new "Environmental and Climate Justice Division" at the Justice Department
to prosecute companies, and potentially executives, for pollution that affects minorities.

Some parts of Biden’s plan would require new legislation from Congress, which could be difficult even if
Democrats retain the House majority and take the Senate majority. Others would be achievable with
existing executive authority like regulation and spending appropriated funds.

Trump Rolls Back Restrictions on Infrastructure Projects

President Donald Trump this week announced he is rolling back a Nixon-era environmental law that he
says stifles infrastructure projects. The changes to the National Environmental Policy Act ease regulating
restrictions and make it easier to build highways, pipelines, chemical and solar plants, and other projects.

“Together we’re reclaiming America’s proud heritage as a nation of builders and a nation that can get
things done,” Trump said. "Today's action is part of my administration's fierce commitment to slashing the
web of needless bureaucracy that is holding back our citizens."
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The 1970 law changed environmental oversight in the United States by requiring federal agencies to
consider whether a project would harm the air, land, water, or wildlife, and giving the public the right of
review and input.

Among the major changes in the new rule: limiting when federal environmental reviews of projects are
mandated and capping how long federal agencies and the public have to evaluate and comment on any
environmental impact of a project.

Wind, coal, and gas groups largely support the move in initial reactions as one that would allow projects
to get built faster. However, the wind industry, along with environmental groups and legal experts,
cautioned the rule could undermine federal regulators' ability to account for climate impacts of a project,
as well as limit the ability for opponents of a project to press their case.

Republican lawmakers applauded the new rule, saying an update was long overdue. “We can protect the
environment and move our economy forward at the same time. This rule gets that done,” said Sen. John
Barrasso, the chairman of the Committee on Environment and Public Works.

Former PSC Commissioner to Lead Wisconsin Water Alliance

Former Public Service Commissioner and Republican lawmaker, Mike
Huebsch, is now the head of the Wisconsin Water Alliance (WWA). The
non-partisan organization works to protect the state’s water resources
and advocates for sound water policies on behalf of farmers, businesses,
and communities.

The West Salem native was elected unanimously by the board of
directors to serve as the organization’s president. WWA is working to
bolster its presence as critical water issues take center stage across the
state.

Huebsch replaces Dan Ellsworth, former president and founding member
of WWA, who resigned to return to his home state of Colorado. Ellsworth
will continue to sit on the organization’s board.

“Thank you to Dan Ellsworth for his vision in creating an organization that advocates for sound,
reasonable water policy in the state,” Huebsch said. “I am excited to lead Wisconsin Water Alliance at
such a critical time for our state’s water resources. Policymakers in Madison and across the state must
protect our state’s water without imposing crippling regulations that stifle economic growth. Moving
forward, we will double down on efforts to advance measures that safeguard water and to stop efforts that
would bring economic harm to our state.”

Huebsch served in the Wisconsin State Assembly from 1995 until 2011, including a term as speaker.
Following his election, Governor Scott Walker appointed him to serve as Department of Administration
Secretary, overseeing all state government business. In 2015, he was appointed to serve as one of three
commissioners at the Public Service Commission of Wisconsin, which regulates the state’s utility services
including water. He resigned from that position in February.

The Wisconsin Water Alliance has recently fought attempts to regulate high-capacity wells and feedlots,
as well as limits on chemicals such as PFAS and phosphorus in ground and surface waters.

Madison Mayor Wants Disconnects Banned Until April 2021

Madison’s Mayor Satya Rhodes-Conway this week called on state and federal officials to offer more
assistance in response to the coronavirus pandemic, including a more than year-long ban on
disconnection of utility services.

On Wednesday, Rhodes-Conway held a news conference to make a public plea to the Wisconsin Public
Service Commission, which regulates investor-owned utilities, to extend the moratorium for utility shutoffs
through April of 2021. The annual moratorium started in the fall of 2019.

Conway said that when the state’s moratorium on utility shutoffs ends next week, households in
Wisconsin could be without electricity, air conditioning, and internet, which she says should not happen,
regardless of ability to pay.
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Wisconsin electric cooperatives voluntarily complied with the extension of the moratorium while the Safer
at Home order was in effect, but most have since resumed disconnections. Co-op leaders say they are
working with people affected financially by the pandemic, and directing them to resources.

Rhodes-Conway is also asking Congress to pass another federal aid package in response to the
pandemic.

COVID-19 Watch: Summer Surge

At a time when many hoped the coronavirus would be behind us, Wisconsin is
seeing a resurgence, driven by urban areas. According to the Wisconsin
Department of Health, the state overall has had record numbers of new cases
reported over the past week.

Some areas, including Dane County, are now requiring the use of masks in an
effort to stop the spread of the virus.

The “epi-curve” above shows the overall activity of the virus by identifying cases by date of symptom
onset, when possible. Click here to filter the data by county.

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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