
 Noted here last week, the reso-
lution urged ALEC members to sup-
port state legislation specifying that 
“all electric utilities in the United 
States, both public and privately 
owned, should be restricted to the 
transmission and distribution grid, 
so that robust competition and con-
sumer choice can emerge in the re-
tail services and wholesale electric-
ity markets.”
 Those provisions would lead 
to development of “a modern, 21st 
century grid,” the resolution said.
 It was introduced by Michigan 
State Rep. Gary Glenn, who was de-
feated in a Republican primary this 
year. Glenn has been an advocate of 
broadening Michigan’s limited re-
tail choice program, which restricts 
customer switching to a maximum 
of 10 percent of any incumbent util-
ity’s existing load.
 Glenn’s resolution included nu-
merous debatable assertions, includ-
ing claims that retail choice “would 
lower energy bills and enhance con-
sumer value” and that traditional 

 The Wisconsin Senate Monday 
night confirmed Ellen Nowak as a 
member of the Public Service Com-
mission (PSC), for a term running 
until 2023. 
 Her appointment last Friday by 
Governor Walker is to complete the 
term of PSC Chair Lon Roberts, who 
plans to resign later this month. 
 Nowak, who previously served 
on the commission from 2011 and 
took over the chairmanship in 2015, 
resigned in February to become 
secretary of the Department of 
Administration, the state’s highest-
ranking cabinet post. 
 Friday’s appointment by Walker 
returns Nowak to the chair, most 
likely temporarily.  
 Commissioners serve stag-
gered six-year terms. Governor-
elect Tony Evers won’t be able to 
remove Nowak on taking office 
in January, but can make a new 
appointment in March when the 
term of Commissioner Rich Zip-
perer expires, and any Wisconsin 
governor has the authority at any 
time to designate the chair of the 
three-member regulatory panel.
 The remaining incumbent, 
Commissioner Michael Huebsch, is 
serving a term that expires in March 
2021.       
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Restructuring resolution crashes, burns  
 The brief campaign to win en-
dorsement by an influential organi-
zation of state lawmakers for a na-
tionwide revival of electric utility 
restructuring ended in decisive de-
feat last week.
 Last Friday’s vote tally was not 
revealed by the American Legisla-
tive Exchange Council (ALEC), the 
Republican-leaning counterpart to 
the Democrat-leaning National Con-
ference of State Legislatures (NCSL). 
However, individuals present at the 
ALEC meeting said the vote reject-
ing the retail deregulation proposal 
was “overwhelming.”
 Crediting contacts by WECA, Ja-
son Linde of the National Rural Elec-
tric Cooperative Association report-
ed that Wisconsin State Rep. Mike 
Kuglitsch (R-New Berlin) spoke 
“strongly” in opposition to the reso-
lution. Kuglitsch, who won re-elec-
tion last month, currently chairs 
the Assembly Committee on Energy 
and Utilities and assisted in turning 
aside a retail deregulation effort in 
the Wisconsin Legislature last year. 

Nowak returning 
to PSC 

Successor to long-time WECA lobbyist named 
 Rob Richard, currently of the 
Wisconsin Farm Bureau Federation, 
has accepted an offer to become the 
Wisconsin Electric Cooperative Asso-
ciation’s (WECA) new director of gov-
ernment relations, President and CEO 
Steve Freese announced Tuesday. 
 He will succeed Beata Wierzba, 
who has held the position since 2003. 
Today is Wierzba’s final day on the job 
with WECA. She has accepted a re-
gional position with the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association.     
 Now Farm Bureau’s senior director of government relations, Richard 
has 15 years’ prior experience as a legislative aide in the Wisconsin State 
Assembly and Senate, including a stint as an aide to Freese when he was an 
Assembly member. 
 Married with two children, Richard holds a degree in history from UW-
Platteville and resides near Sauk City. 
 To fulfill prior Farm Bureau commitments, Richard will join WECA on a 
part-time basis January 2, going to full-time status January 21.

regulation prevents the realization 
of “consumer benefits from competi-
tion in the wholesale sector.” 
 ALEC’s membership is divided 
into public- and private-sector com-
ponents, the latter including energy 
industry trade associations such as 
the Edison Electric Institute (EEI), 
which some reports pointedly iden-
tified as the main driver behind the 
resolution’s rejection.

Rob Richard Beata Wierzba
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 However, others present at the gathering said the vote turning down 
the resolution was overwhelming among both public- and private-sector 
members.
 Adoption of electric restructuring and retail customer choice in Wis-
consin was closely studied in the mid-1990s under the Republican admin-
istration of then-Governor Tommy Thompson, but GOP lawmakers turned 
away from the idea after it led to catastrophic manipulation of California’s 
wholesale power market and the bankruptcy of Pacific Gas and Electric, 
along with milder negative results in other states.
 Two years ago, a push by high-volume electricity users to introduce re-
tail deregulation in Wisconsin was received dismissively by both the Public 
Service Commission (PSC) and the state’s once-enthusiastic investor-owned 
utilities. (See “Revenge of the ‘90s,” Wisconsin Energy Cooperative News, 
October 2016.) One PSC official noted at the time that “virtually all” public 
comments favoring the concept came from outside Wisconsin and from 
organizations with a direct commercial interest in retail power marketing.  

Commentary
The short-memory theory of politics
 Despite all the chatter about a wave election, No-
vember’s legislative churning fell wholly within historical 
norms. So it’s worth looking back to the election that 
established the “wave” in popular terminology, as certain 
dynamics of 1994 repeat themselves.
 Opposition to government-run health care was one 
reason Republicans that year flipped 54 seats to win 
a majority in the House of Representatives for the first 
time in four decades. Another—one that also greatly 
diminished prospects of hearing the words “President 
Gore” later on—was something called the Btu Tax, a fed-
eral tax on energy use conspicuously advocated by the 
then-vice president but never enacted.
 The hope that American voters will forget that the 
intent of a Btu Tax then or a carbon tax today is to penal-
ize energy use by deliberately making it more expensive 
is a bipartisan project, as high-ranking officials of past 
Republican administrations have hopped on the band-
wagon in the past couple of years. Last week a handful 
of House Democrats and Republicans introduced a new 
carbon tax proposal.
 The latter group evidently drew no lesson from vot-
ers in the reliably blue state of Washington just weeks 
ago rejecting a carbon tax for the second time in two 
years. The 2016 attempt was supposedly “revenue 
neutral,” returning—redistributing would be more accu-
rate—the tax proceeds to the public. That didn’t fly with 
environmental groups who wanted to spend the money 
subsidizing programs they favored, so this year’s version 
offered the subsidies and still tanked by more than a 
dozen percentage points.
 Big-name GOP carbon tax proponents advocate 
the 2016 Washington approach nationwide, claiming it’s 
hardly a tax at all because the proceeds will be redistrib-

 The total U.S. volume of natural 
gas in underground storage at the end 
of the traditional refill season was at 
its lowest since October 2005, the U.S. 
Energy information Administration 
(EIA) reported in mid-November.
 Two factors were cited in the re-
port: a general increase in natural gas 
demand, and a colder-than-average 
spring prolonging the 2018 with-
drawal season well into the months 

uted across the populace. That claim also relies on short 
memories blanking out the history of taxes sold as rais-
ing the revenue needed to eliminate other taxes. (See 
Wisconsin state sales tax enacted as a property tax re-
placement, and subsequent sales tax increases.)
 Wherever carbon taxes are proposed, people push 
back. The Province of Ontario is suing to stop the Ca-
nadian government from imposing one, and some push 
back harder: A French tax aimed at cutting vehicle emis-
sions met with protesters burning cars in the streets. 
This week the government announced it would at least 
temporarily withdraw the fuel tax increase that sparked 
the rioting.
 However long or short their memories and however 
proponents deceptively label it (a November United Na-
tions report recommended words like “fee” or “contribu-
tion” in lieu of “tax”), voters here and abroad seem to 
know a carbon tax punishes economic activity and will 
do so for as long as renewable generation requires fossil 
backup.
 The worst public policy ideas never seem to go 
away—see our page 1 story about the attempted re-
vival of retail electric deregulation—but so far thought-
ful officials and an informed electorate have been able 
periodically to beat them back. The implicit possibility of 
a renewed French fuel tax proposal demonstrates that 
these issues will arise again and again. 
 Those who seek profit by touting carbon taxes 
no doubt expect to continue flying comfortably above 
any economic turmoil they would create. But as a Wall 
Street Journal editorial warned Tuesday, referring to the 
violence in France, “Nothing reveals the disconnect be-
tween ordinary voters and an aloof political class more 
than carbon taxation.”

when replenishment of gas supplies 
would typically begin.
 April 1 through October 31 is 
considered the refill season, the EIA 
noted. Greater natural gas demand 

Amid growing production, gas supplies at 13-year low
from the power sector “combined 
with increased natural gas demand 
from U.S. export markets” resulted 
in lower-than-average net injections 
of gas into storage, the EIA said.


