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Oconto Electric Cooperative Hosts Drive-In Style Annual Meeting

For the first time in 49 years, members of Oconto Electric Cooperative did not gather at the Oconto Falls
High School for their annual meeting, but instead attended a drive-in style meeting at the Dirt City
Motorplex in Lena. The meeting was originally planned for March, then delayed until May, then postponed
again and ultimately revised in the interest of health and safety due to the pandemic.

Seventy-seven members attended the first ever drive-in style annual meeting that was held on Thursday,
August 6, a beautiful, breezy summer night. Upon arrival, and once registered, members were instructed
to remain in their vehicles and tune in their radios to the station printed on the agenda. Members
received hand sanitizer and a gift of $20 for attending.

The meeting was called to order at 6 p.m. by Oconto Electric Cooperative Chairman David Hischke. The
meeting was all business and wrapped up in less than 20 minutes.

Secretary Todd Duame read the meeting notice and proof of mailing, and attorney Howie Eslien
approved/ratified reports and actions of the officers and directors for 2019. Reports were unanimously
approved by several horn honks. Eslien also approved the director nomination for district 4, Doug Allen,
and district 6, Dan Kanack.

At the end of the meeting Hischke stated that they hope to be back at the Oconto Falls High School
Performing Arts Center for the 2021 annual meeting.
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Report: A Technology-Focused Power Plan for Wisconsin’s 
Future

The industry that supplies electricity to Wisconsin homes and businesses is changing, and a new report 
developed by key stakeholders over 10 months is aimed at addressing current issues and identifying 
what changes need to be made to both utility business models and regulatory frameworks to 
accommodate the needs of the 21st century.

The Wisconsin Energy Distribution and Technology Initiative (WEDTI) was co-convened by the Midwest 
Energy Research Consortium and the Great Plains Institute, which assembled a stakeholder group 
representing a broad spectrum of interests in grid modernization and technology, including investor—
and
consumer—owned utilities, regulators, consumer advocates, environmental advocates, state and local
governments, businesses, economic developers, and academic researchers.

Participants developed 14 recommendations to advance in collaboration with the Public Service 
Commission of Wisconsin, Governor Evers’ Task Force on Climate Change, and other industry leaders.

Brian Rude, VP of community and government relations for Dairyland Power Cooperative, served on the 
WEDTI Task Force. “The recommendations were developed by a collaborative process involving utilities, 
consumer and environmental organizations, academia, and businesses," Rude said. "We avoided 
controversy and focused on what we could achieve together. It’s basically focused on taking steps to 
move innovation and technology forward. While many of the recommendations are targeted at IOUs and 
the PSC regulatory process, cooperative boards and management will have the opportunity to voluntarily 
take steps to adopt those reforms which make sense for their members.”

The recommendations include:

Accelerate deployment of new technology in the utility space by fast-tracking PSC consideration
of $100 million a year in utility pilot programs for three years.
Advance clean energy through enhanced efficiency by aligning Focus on Energy program goals
with utility and state carbon reduction/clean energy goals and promoting more funding for cost-
effective programs.
Increase transparency of distribution planning and grid modernization plans through voluntary
collaboration between utilities and stakeholders.
Update Wisconsin’s interconnection rules through a consensus effort that involves key
stakeholders.
Foster innovative programs to help low-income customers, multifamily customers, and renters
reduce overall costs.
Advance key market rule changes related to distributed energy resources with participation and
leadership from the Wisconsin Public Service Commission, utilities, and other Wisconsin
stakeholders.

By “new technology” the report suggests utilities consider functioning as conductors, coordinating
independent generators, such as rooftop solar panels, while managing customer loads to balance supply
and demand. Another example: Working as a “conductor,” a utility could coordinate smart thermostats
across its territory with the ability to dial back air conditioners by a degree or two during extreme heat and
help avoid the need to access more expensive power.

Madison Gas & Electric (MG&E) is already piloting a conductor project. “Having the utility serve as overall
conductor is the one thing that provides benefits to everybody and not just the people who have the
device,” said Scott Smith, MG&E's assistant vice president of regulatory strategy and a member of the
group. “It’s not necessarily a customer avoiding a rate; it’s the utility avoiding a cost. If we avoid the cost,
that’s a savings for everyone.”

“Clearly technology is driving some really incredible opportunities,” added Dan Ebert, a former regulator
who now leads Midwest Energy Research Consortium. “With renewable energy competing and beating
carbon generation…and fast-changing technology to enable consumers to make better choices…We
viewed this as an opportunity for Wisconsin…to really accelerate innovation.”

Read the full report here.

Iowa Agriculture Industry Leaders Push Trump for Biofuel
Backing
The hits keep coming for some Iowa farmers. A recent derecho windstorm wiped out up to 14 million
acres of crops, farmers are still struggling from challenges due to do the pandemic, they’re suffering the
loss of key export markets, and they say, a broken promise from the Environmental Protection Agency
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In a letter to the Trump administration, leaders of the Iowa Corn Growers Association, the Iowa Soybean
Association, the Iowa Renewable Fuels Association, and the Iowa Biodiesel Board thanked the president
for touring the storm damage and for expediting disaster aide, but they also warned that their support in
the upcoming election “may hang in the balance” if the EPA does not make good on a promise to fully
implement the federal Renewable Fuel Standard (RFS).

The ag leaders say it is imperative for the president and the EPA to make good on last fall’s agreement
that calls for blending 15 billion gallons of ethanol and biodiesel into other motor fuels. Since then, the
EPA has issued rules that Iowa elected officials, corn growers, and biofuels groups say fall short of their
agreement with the president.

“While we are appreciative of the disaster aid, rural Iowa will not complete the long road back to normal
without robust and stable markets for our crops and biofuels,” the four added. “So we write today
beseeching you to fulfill your promise to protect the RFS and to implement the program at statutory
levels.”

In the letter, the four ag leaders made their intentions clear. “Make no mistake, we often hear from
farmers: ‘If we can’t trust the Trump administration to do the right thing before the election, then why on
Earth would we expect them to treat us fairly after the election?’ Many rural voters are waiting to see if
you will uphold the RFS and your promise before the election. Iowa may very well hang in the balance,”
the four leaders wrote.

FCC: Accurate Data Required for Broadband Access Funds

Electric cooperatives, and rural residents still waiting for broadband access, got a long-awaited win
recently when the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) took major steps to improve mapping of
rural areas to more accurately show which do not have access, and are therefore eligible for broadband
funding programs.

The FCC will soon require internet service providers to submit highly detailed data about the areas they
cover and the service levels they provide. Currently, census blocks can be marked as “served” even if
only one household has internet access. The FCC’s new rules will take effect once Congress provides
funding and the FCC completes the process to set up the new system.

By marking an area as “served” based on a single household, the internet provider maintains the right to
expansion funds for the remainder of the area, whether they move forward with broadband access or not.
This prevents other entities, including electric cooperatives and rural telecom providers, from the
opportunity to extend service to those members. 

The FCC’s new order will not impact Phase I of the $20.4 billion Rural Digital Opportunity Fund, the
largest reverse auction of rural broadband funds. The auction begins October 22, when $16 billion will be
up for bid to deploy broadband in specific rural census blocks determined to be 100 percent unserved.

Phase II of the auction, which includes $4.4 billion of funds, will be delayed until the new, more detailed
broadband data on partially served areas is collected and analyzed.

Baldwin, Kind, Support Free or Discounted Broadband for Rural
Students

Senator Tammy Balwdwin (D)

Senator Tammy Baldwin (D-WI) and Congressman Ron Kind (D-
WI) have both signed on to support the Keeping Critical
Connections Act, which would provide funds to the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) to reimburse small-business
broadband providers, including co-ops, for voluntarily providing free
or discounted services to students learning from home. The
measure would also include funds for low-income households that
cannot afford broadband payments. The proposal has bipartisan
support from 40 U.S. Representatives and 36 Senators.

“The pandemic has taken an already important issue—broadband
connectivity—and placed an even greater urgency on it,” said Kelly
Wismer, NRECA’s lobbyist for broadband issues. “Co-op
consumer-members need robust, affordable broadband access in
their homes for distance learning, for working from home, for
telemedicine, and to stay in touch with loved ones.”

NRECA also is asking Congress to provide sustained funding for
Rural Utilities Service broadband programs, such as the ReConnect
Loan and Grant Program, to provide high-speed internet service to
rural communities that lack access.
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Congressman Ron Kind (D)

As Congress considers the next pandemic relief package, Baldwin
and Kind have also signed on to the support the Flexible Financing
for Rural America Act, which would allow electric cooperatives to
take advantage of lower interest rates for RUS loans, saving co-ops
an average $2 million each. This bill also has bipartisan support.

Democrats Walk Back Demand to End Fossil Fuel Subsidies

The party platform circulated at the Democratic National Committee meeting this week does not include
language calling for an end to fossil fuel subsidies and tax breaks, even though the language was added
last month. According to a DNC spokesperson, the amendment was “incorrectly included” and taken out
“after the error was discovered.”

On July 27, party officials added to a ledger of party demands voted on as one omnibus package, stating:
“Democrats support eliminating tax breaks and subsidies for fossil fuels, and will fight to defend and
extend tax incentives for energy efficiency and clean energy.”

It’s a position both Democratic presidential nominee Joe Biden and his running mate, Kamala Harris,
each pitched on the campaign trail, but it is no longer part of the platform.

In response, environmental activist groups slammed the party, and Greenpeace dropped the grade for the
overall democratic platform from a B-minus to a C-minus.

The Democratic party has long championed causes intended to combat global warming, but party officials
are also concerned that a hard-line stance against the energy industry will jeopardize both donations and
votes in fossil fuel-producing states such as Pennsylvania and Texas.

NRECA Cancels Annual Meeting in San Diego, Plans for Virtual
Event

Due to ongoing uncertainty related to the coronavirus, the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association
(NRECA) has announced the 2021 Annual Meeting and TechAdvantage Experience scheduled to take
place in San Diego February 18-24 has been canceled. NRECA is planning to host a two-day virtual
event instead.

NRECA is looking to use this new format as a way to enrich and expand the annual event to reach new
audiences. They also plan to conclude the Member Resolutions process, conduct an NRECA board
meeting, and accommodate the needs of valued partner organizations, which use the NRECA Annual
Meeting as a chance to gather and conduct their member meetings.

According to a statement from NRECA: The decision to cancel the in-person 2021 NRECA Annual
Meeting is a regrettable one; it is without question the flagship event for America’s Electric Cooperatives
each year and—more important—a valuable chance to gather with our members. It’s an inspiring
meeting for me and for all of NRECA, and it sets the tone for our whole year. Rest assured we will apply
that same high standard as we make alternative arrangements in the months ahead. We will continue to
give careful consideration to the changing circumstances relative to our other NRECA events and we are
approaching those decisions on a case by case basis due to different circumstances associated with
each one.

The NRECA Annual Meeting typically convenes thousands of electric cooperative leaders, employees,
and directors from 48 states, as well as the staff and memberships of several national cooperative
organizations and NRECA partners, speakers, exhibitors, and international guests. 
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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.

Wisconsin Farm Support Program Application Period Ends
Monday

The Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP) is accepting
applications for remaining funds in the Wisconsin Farm Support Program through Monday, August 24.
The agency announced there is $8.4 million remaining in the $50 million fund to support agricultural
producers who have been impacted by the coronavirus pandemic.

Producers of any commodity are eligible to apply if they:

Covid-19 Watch: Slow and Steady Decline in 
Wisconsin
Data tracking the pandemic in Wisconsin show a slow and steady decline in the state. 

The statewide mask mandate remains in effect.
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Had gross income from farming between $10,000–$5 million in 2019, and

Did not receive a payment in the first round of the program.

The Wisconsin Farm Support Program provides direct payments to support Wisconsin farmers who have 
faced financial challenges as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Following the first round of the program 
in June, $41.6 million was distributed to nearly 12,000 farmers in 71 Wisconsin counties.

Those awarded funds in this round will receive payments in mid-September. The specific amount 
producers will receive will be determined once the application period closes.

The application is available at https://tap.revenue.wi.gov/farm

In Memory: Merlin “Merle” Lebakken
November 6, 1937 - August 13, 2020

Merle Lebakken, 82, passed away August 13 at his home in Stoughton, WI.
Lebakken served as chief engineer for the Wisconsin Electric Cooperative
Association before founding his own business, Power Systems Engineering,
in 1974.

Lebakken was raised on a dairy farm near Galesville. He studied
engineering at what was known as La Crosse State College, before
transferring and graduating from the University of Wisconsin-Madison with a
degree in electrical engineering.

He married Anita Rae in 1960 and they spent 60 years together before she
passed away last October. He is survived by their four children and nine
grandchildren.

A drive-in funeral service is planned for 1 p.m today, Friday, August 21, at Christ Lutheran Church in
Stoughton. Attendees are asked to stay in their cars and tune in to FM 88.5. Masks are required at
visitation, which runs from 10 a.m. until noon. Burial follows at Lutheran Cemetery South.

Photo Credit: Wisconsin Energy Cooperative News, 1989

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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