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Stray voltage programs cut, co-ops, utilities discuss 
 Stray voltage investigation pro-
grams housed at the Public Service 
Commission and Department of Ag-
riculture, Trade and Consumer Pro-
tection are eliminated in the Walker 
administration’s 2017–18 state budget 
plan, and the state’s electric coopera-
tives last week joined investor-owned 
utilities in discussions of how the 
programs might be revised rather than 
discarded. 
 WECA personnel have also met 
with state lawmakers on the issue 
without yet advocating specific ac-
tions. Early discussions suggest al-
ternatives could include an attempt 
to revise funding of the programs to 
better align their costs with current 
usage levels. Those efforts could take 
shape as the legislature’s Joint Finance 
Committee begins its weeks-long, 
agency-by-agency examination of 
budget details.
 The deletions were unexpected, 
and in the case of the Agriculture 
Department (DATCP), appear to have 
been swept up in the administration’s 
call for an across-the-board 5 percent 
spending reduction rather than target-

ed specifically for elimination, people 
close to the situation told Condenser 
this week.
 Ironically, the move has little di-
rect value as a budget-cutting strategy, 
since stray voltage activities at both 
DATCP and the commission (PSC) 
are funded through program revenue 
derived from assessments on power 
providers, not through the state’s 
income- and sales-tax-fueled general 
fund, WECA’s Beata Wierzba and Tim 
Clay noted Tuesday. 
 And in fact the budget language 
aims more at personnel numbers than 
funding, simply deleting the statutory 
authorization for all six state employee 
positions involved in the programs, 
five at DATCP and one at the PSC.
 Cooperatives furnish revenue for 
the programs in two different ways: 
through a flat, $2,000 per co-op annual 
fee and in variable amounts based on 
the number of farms served by each 
co-op individually.
 The programs provide review by a 
disinterested third party—the state—
when stray voltage issues arise, giv-
ing affected parties an opportunity to 

determine whether a power provider 
has followed proper procedures and 
operated within state-approved stan-
dards. Terminating the programs was 
seen as risking a surge in litigation 
once the disinterested, science-based 
review becomes unavailable.

Education/Lobby 

program filling out
 Former Wisconsin 8th District 

Congressman Reid Ribble has con-

firmed he will appear on the WECA 
Education and Lobby Day program 

March 29, speaking from the per-

spective of a congressional veteran 
no longer seeking election.
 Also among event speakers con-

firmed for the 29th will be NRECA’s 
Keith Dennis. WECA Government 
Relations Director Beata Wierzba 
said Dennis will address the concept 
of “Beneficial Electrification,” envi-
ronmental benefits to be gained by 
expanding the use of electricity as an 
alternative to other energy sources. 

Customers First! event draws well—Last Thursday’s Customers First! Coalition Power Breakfast drew a strong 
turnout of state lawmakers and industry insiders to Madison’s Concourse Hotel. Seen at left chatting as the crowd assembled 
are Dairyland Power Cooperative’s Brian Rude (R) with State Senators Fred Risser (D-Madison) and Janet Bewley (D-Ash-

land), the assistant minority leader. Sarah Barry welcomes the attendees to her first Power Breakfast as the Customers First! 
executive director (center), and Public Service Commission Chair Ellen Nowak describes reasons behind her agency’s low level 
of interest in current efforts to revive electric utility restructuring (right).The coalition was co-founded in 1995 by the Wisconsin 
Electric Cooperative Association and several other entities to resist the initial attempt at restructuring the industry in Wisconsin.
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Developers offload St. Croix County wind project
 A Texas-based renewable energy 
firm has purchased a 42-turbine wind 
farm awaiting construction in St. Croix 
County, Wisconsin’s Public Service 
Commission was notified this week.
 The commission (PSC) on Tues-
day received a letter from Leeward 
Renewable Energy informing the regu-
latory panel that two weeks earlier, 
the Dallas-based LLC had “acquired 
all of the membership interests in 
Highland Wind Farm, LLC, including 
all development rights and assets” in 
the planned 102-megawatt facility. 
 Leeward “currently maintains 
ownership and operating interests in 
17 wind projects across eight states,” 
the letter said, adding that “Leeward 
has become familiar with the unique 
permitting history of the Highland 
Wind Project as well as the ongoing 
legal challenges to the Certificate of 
Public Convenience and Necessity 
(CPCN).”
 The project received its CPCN in 
October 2013 when then-PSC Chair-
man Phil Montgomery reversed his 
earlier vote against Highland Wind, 
switching a 2–1 denial to a 2–1 ap-
proval. The original developer, Emerg-
ing Energies of Wisconsin, is based in 
the Washington County community of 
Hubertus.
 Tuesday’s letter said Leeward “will 
be introducing itself to the local com-

munity in the [St. Croix County] towns 
of Forest and Cylon” in the immediate 
future and will be “reaching out to the 
commission and its staff sometime 
after the first week of March.”

Carbon tax a non-starter in House

 A “wind assets map” provided by 
Leeward indicates the company has 
operations in California, Colorado, 
Illinois, New Jersey, New Mexico, 
Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, and Texas.

 A Condenser commentary last Friday lambasted a proposal from former 
Republican cabinet officials calling for a $40 per ton federal tax on carbon 
dioxide emissions from fossil fuel combustion. Since then, reports on the tax 
proposal have been followed by strong indications that it has no prospect of 
being adopted by the current Congress.
 Former Secretaries of State James Baker and George Shultz have 
served as point men for what they’ve portrayed as a “free market” method 
of reducing CO2 emissions while holding out the prospect of the tax pro-

ceeds being distributed back to taxpayers.
 But last Sunday’s edition of the Washington Times reported statements 

of rejection that were exceptionally definitive for elected officials comment-
ing on prospective legislation. The Times reported that both House Speaker 
Paul Ryan and the tax-writing Ways and Means Committee “confirmed sep-

arately last week that any form of the [carbon tax] notion has zero chance of 
even being considered in this Congress.”
 A Condenser inquiry to Ryan’s office two weeks ago received a reply 
Tuesday asserting determination to overhaul and simplify the federal tax 
code “for the first time in 30 years” but saying nothing about a carbon tax.
 Sunday’s Times reported that a Ryan staffer “said he could rule out any 
plans for a carbon tax.”
 The proposal, pitched to White House staffers by Baker two weeks ago, 
has sparked a minor duel over what can be defined as “conservative” tax 
policy. Grassroots organizations on the right have swarmed in opposition to 
the idea, which they say will suppress economic growth by increasing en-

ergy costs.

Pruitt stresses “rule of law” in agency speech
 Environmental Protection Agency 
Administrator Scott Pruitt, newly con-
firmed on a near-party line vote of the 
U.S. Senate (with support from two 
Democrats and opposition from one 
Republican,) told about 100 employ-
ees Tuesday he expects their agency to 
respect “the rule of law” and the role of 
states in enforcing laws like the Clean 
Air and Clean Water Acts.
 Arguably the most controversial 

among a series of embattled Trump 
administration cabinet nominees, 
Pruitt’s appointment drew a protest 
demonstration by EPA Region V 
employees in Chicago and organized 
opposition from agency union leaders 
using social media to urge employees 
to contact their senators and request 
“no” votes on confirmation—a 
move POLITICO  described as 
“unprecedented.” 
 Pruitt’s Tuesday speech was 
notable in that the words “climate 
change” were not spoken, and in its 
criticism of the agency for the use of 
consent decrees in the process known 
as “sue and settle” and of agency “guid-
ance” to obtain desired regulatory 
outcomes without going through statu-
tory notice-and-comment rulemaking 
procedures. 
 Prominent among Pruitt op-
ponents outside the agency is the 
Madison-based Center for Media and 

Democracy (CMD), headed by former 
Clinton Administration Deputy At-
torney General Lisa Graves. The CMD 
obtained a court order directing the 
Oklahoma Attorney General’s office 
to turn over email files, which were 
delivered the same day as Pruitt’s 
agency address.
 The CMD contended the emails 
would show undue influence by fossil 
fuel interests. Extensive quotes from 
the emails published Wednesday by 
The Hill showed what so far appeared 
to be routine communication between 
the state agency and interest groups 
providing information for use in rule-
making comments.
 On Wednesday, the day after 
Oklahoma officials turned over some 
7,500 pages of emails, a CMD spokes-
man said the documents “shine a light 
on Pruitt’s emails with polluters and 
their proxies.” A further email release 
is expected on Monday. 


