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Passage of spending package is a victory for electric co-ops
 Following extensive efforts on 
behalf of electric co-ops in Wisconsin 
and across the nation, the House and 
Senate passed an appropriations bill 
this week that includes many priori-
ties, including the RURAL Act of 2019, 
the SECURE Act, and repeal of the 
Cadillac Tax. The key provisions are 
part of the nation’s $1.4 trillion federal 
spending package that funds the federal 
government through the rest of fiscal 
year 2020.  President Donald Trump is 
expected to sign the measure before the 
current government spending agree-
ment runs out at midnight tonight.
 “This spending package includes 
many victories for our members, and 
rural Wisconsin,” said Stephen Freese, 
WECA president & CEO. “Thank you for 
making your voices heard, and telling 
your stories. The synergy we created 
as a cooperative community paved the 
way to this successful outcome, which 
will help us in our mission to provide 
reliable and affordable electricity to 
those we serve.” 
 The RURAL Act: By including pro-
visions of the RURAL Act, the spend-
ing package addresses the unintended 
consequence of tax legislation passed 
in 2017 that threatened the tax-exempt 
status of electric cooperatives. The 

bipartisan legislation ensures that co-
ops that accept government grants for 
things such as disaster assistance or 
broadband expansion are not at risk of 
losing their tax-exempt status.
 Robert Cornell, manager of Wash-
ington Island Electric Co-op, lauded the 
move by Congress.  The inclusion of the 
RURAL Act saved the state’s smallest 
electric cooperative from losing its 
tax-exempt status, because the co-op 
accepted $2 million in assistance from 
the state to help repair the power line 
that runs service to the island.  Cornell 
estimates that without the RURAL Act 
in place, the co-op’s $2 million grant 
would have been reduced by as much 
as $300,000 to $400,000.
 The RURAL Act was backed by 
Wisconsin’s entire bi-partisan delega-
tion, and the provision includes retro-
action protection, going back to 2017.
 The SECURE Act: The SECURE 
(Setting Every Community Up for Re-
tirement Enhancement) reduces the 
premiums that electric co-ops in the 
Retirement Security Plan pay to the 
Pension Benefit Guaranty Corpora-
tion by adjusting the formula to more 
accurately reflect the lower risk. This 
premium reduction will ease burden 
on participating employers by offset-

ting future potential cost increases. 
The SECURE Act also provides non-
discrimination testing relief for co-ops 
in the Retirement Security Plan or in 
their own defined-benefit plans that 
are “closed” to new employees but 
continue to provide benefits.  The pen-
sion reform measure is expected to save 
co-ops in NRECA’s Retirement Security 
Plan more than $40 million per year.
 Cadillac Tax – repeal: The legisla-
tive package includes full repeal of the 
Affordable Care Act’s (ACA) Cadillac 
Tax, which eliminates the 40 percent 
excise tax on health care coverage pro-
vided through an employer-sponsored 
group health plan, for costs deemed 
excessive. This tax was first passed in 
2010, then repeatedly delayed. Previ-
ously scheduled to take effect in 2022, 
it is now permanently repealed. This 
is a victory for all electric co-ops that 
offer employees access to health care 
coverage, regardless of which plan 
or carrier they contract with for their 
group benefit coverage.
 Broadband Expansion: Congress 
also renewed its commitment to the 
USDA ReConnect Broadband Program 
by allocating $555 million to finance 
the deployment of rural broadband, 
and $35 million for the USDA Com-
munity Connect Program. This will 
help to bring much needed broadband 
to rural areas. Due to the RURAL Act, 
cooperatives won’t have to fear losing 
tax-exempt status in order to receive 
state or federal broadband grants..
 USAID Cooperative Development 
Program: The spending package in-
cludes a commitment of $17 million to 
the USAID Cooperative Development 
Program, which helps fund electrifica-
tion efforts such as the NRECA Interna-
tional program that WECA participated 
in this year, which brought power to a 
Guatemalan village for the first time. 
This is an increase from last year’s 
$12 million investment. Programs like 
this make it possible for electric coop-
eratives to continue the commitment 

 Oakdale Electric Cooperative appointed 
Chris Tackmann to serve as the coopera-
tive’s new general manager effective January 
13, 2020. Tackmann comes to Oakdale from 
Pierce Pepin Cooperative Services, where 
he served as vice president of member and 
administrative services. Tackmann takes over 
for Bruce Ardelt, who is retiring in January 
after 30 years with Oakdale.  
 Tackmann holds an undergraduate degree in business administration 
and management information systems from University of Wisconsin–River 
Falls.  He also holds a Master of Business Administration from the Universi-
ty of Wisconsin-River Falls. He joined Pierce Pepin in 2002 as an intern and 
was hired full-time in 2003 after graduating college.  
 Ardelt spent 10 years working as manager of finance and administration 
at Oakdale before he was selected as general manager in 2000. Prior to that, 
Ardelt spent 10 years at Adams-Columbia Electric Cooperative.
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to helping build communities, and 
particularly to assist underdeveloped 
populations. 
 Parking Lot Tax – repeal: The 
“Parking Lot Tax”, also a provision of 
the 2017 law, would tax parking, trans-
portation, and other benefits, such as 
fitness center memberships, provided 
to employees by non-profit employers.  
Electric cooperatives would have been 
taxed for the benefits as unrelated busi-
ness income, at a rate of 21 percent.
 Additional priorities included:
• RUS Electric Loans: $5.5 billion 

(same as last year)
• Guaranteed Underwriter Program: 

$750 million (same as last year)
• Rural Economic Development 

Loans and Grants (REDLG): $50 mil-
lion for loans, $10 million for grants 
(same as last year)

• Rural Energy for America Program 
(REAP): No restrictions on manda-
tory funds available

• Rural Energy Savings Program 
(RESP): $12 million (increase of $2 
million from last year)

• Rural Cooperative Development 
Grants: $26.6 million total, $3 million 
for Socially Disadvantaged Group

Cardinal – Hickory Creek Project faces legal challenges
 Environmental activists torn 
between the seemingly ubiquitous 
drive to increase production and use 
of renewable energy, and the required 
expansion of transmission lines nec-
essary for access, are mounting legal 
challenges to the Cardinal-Hickory 
Creek Project.
  American Transmission Co., ITC 
Midwest LLC, and Dairyland Power 
Cooperative earned state approval 
for the plan to build the 102-mile, 
345-kilovolt line that will extend from 
Dubuque, Iowa, to Middleton. The 
Wisconsin Public Service Commission 
unanimously approved the project 
plan in September.

  Opponents say the approved 
route, which runs mainly along exist-
ing lines and highways and crosses 
the Mississippi River, would have 
negative impacts on county land and 
natural resources, including the Black 
Earth Creek Wildlife Area and the 
Driftless Area. Dane County filed a 
petition for judicial review challeng-
ing the project approval, arguing the 
PSC abused its discretion.  In a separate 
petition, Iowa County and two munici-
palities challenged the decision on the 
grounds that it prioritizes the develop-
ment of out-of-state renewable energy 
resources and is not allowed under 
state law. That petition also claims the 
Cardinal-Hickory Creek line will not 
proportionately increase the value or 
available quantity of electricity.
 Last week, the Wisconsin Wild-
life Federation and the Driftless Area 
Land Conservancy also filed a lawsuit 
in federal court, arguing two of the 
three PSC commissioners should have 
recused themselves from the case 
because of their ties to utility groups. 
PSC Chair Rebecca Cameron Valcq, 
appointed by Governor Tony Evers, 
and Commissioner Mike Huebsch, 
appointed by Governor Scott Walker, 
both denied any conflict of interest.  

Had they recused, the one remaining 
commissioner, Ellen Nowak, would 
have decided the case, and she voted 
to approve.
 In gaining approval, the utilities 
argued the $492 million project will 
offer economic savings, improve re-
liability, and relieve congestion on 
the grid. Proponents say the current 
system is “maxed out,” which limits 
the expansion of new solar and wind 
projects, and serves as a barrier to 
public policy goals seeking to in-
crease renewables power sources to 
be carbon-free by 2050. 
 The process of planning, approval, 
and construction of the Cardinal-
Hickory Creek Line, which is critical 
to enable additional megawatts of wind 
energy, will take a solid 10 years or 
more by the time the line is ready for 
use, which is anticipated to be in 2023.   
The Midcontinent Independent System 
Operator (MISO), the regional electric 
grid operator, identified 17 needed 
transmission line projects back in 2011. 
The Cardinal-Hickory Creek line is the 
last of the projects yet to be built. Con-
struction is expected to begin in 2021, 
pending approval from Iowa regulators 
and federal agencies, and assuming it 
clears the latest legal hurdles.

 The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) used new methodol-
ogy and determined the Midcontinent Independent System Operator (MISO) 
transmission owners’ current base rate of return on equity should be 9.88 
percent, a reduction from 12.38 percent. The decision comes in response to 
two back-to-back complaints, each filed by groups of multiple transmission 
owners including International Transmission Company, ITC Midwest LLC, 
and Northern States Power Company of Wisconsin and Minnesota.
  In September of 2016, in response to the first complaint, the Commis-
sion ruled MISO transmission owners adopt a 10.32 percent rate of return on 
equity, down from 12.38 percent, but that was vacated by court order. The 
latest ruling resets the rate at 9.88 percent and requires MISO transmission 
operators to provide refunds with interest for the time period of November 
12, 2013, through February 11, 2015 and also for the period from September 
28, 2016, to the date of the order, November 21, 2019. The transmission op-
erators have 30 days to issue the refunds.
 FERC Commissioner Richard Glick argued the refunds should extend 
to the time period covered by the second complaint (Feb. 12, 2015, through 
May 12, 2016), saying, “The law permits us to order those refunds and I see 
no reason to deprive customers of the full protections afforded by the Fed-
eral Power Act.”
 Going forward, the Commission will use the two-step discounted cash 
flow model and capital-asset pricing model to determine utilities’ cost of 
equity. They will not use the expected earnings or risk premium models. Ac-
cording to the Commission, this approach will more accurately reflect how 
investors make their investment decisions, while also avoiding deficiencies 
in other models.
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