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California Schemin’
PG&E Bankruptcy talk sets off furor
 Speculation ran rampant this 
week as California’s largest utility, 
Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E), and 
a host of its critics in state govern-
ment and the media pondered the 
fate of the company, beset by poten-
tial multi-billion dollar liabilities if 
it ends up taking the blame for wild-
fires that swept large areas in 2017 
and 2018, claiming more than 100 
lives.       
 Last week in a filing with the 
Securities and Exchange Commis-
sion, PG&E indicated it might file 
for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protec-
tion before the end of this month. 
The utility’s potential wildfire-re-
lated liabilities have been estimated 
at $30 billion. Debts totaling $9 bil-
lion were sufficient to send the com-
pany into Chapter 11 negotiations 
18 years ago, in the wake of Califor-
nia’s electric restructuring fiasco.
 But on Thursday, a major share-
holder denounced the bankruptcy 
option, claiming “overwhelming 
evidence that PG&E is solvent.”
 MarketWatch reported Thursday 
morning that BlueMountain Capital 
Management—which holds more 
than 4 million shares in PG&E—had 
addressed a letter to the utility’s di-

 The perennial favorite educa-
tion and professional development 
program for Wisconsin electric co-
operative employees, the Industry 
Updates, will be presented next 
week and the week after at six loca-
tions statewide.
 Programs will be presented 
Wednesday, January 23, from 8:30-
11:45 a.m. at the Kalahari Resort 
in Wisconsin Dells; and from 1:15-
4:45 p.m. at the Ramada White 
House Lodge in Richland Center. 
Thursday, January 24, brings the 
program to the Holiday Inn South 
at Eau Claire from 8:30–11:45 
a.m., and to the Barron Electric 
Cooperative headquarters in Bar-
ron from 1:15–4:45.  Presentations 
will be given on Friday, January 25, 
from 8:30–11:45 a.m. at the Stoney 
Creek Hotel in Onalaska; and on 
Wednesday, January 30, from 
8:30–11:45 a.m. at the Holiday Inn 
and Convention Center in Stevens 
Point.
 WECA President and CEO 
Steve Freese will kick off each 
day’s program with a talk about key 
state and national energy issues. 
He will also discuss ways for co-op 
employees to be actively involved 
in policymaking, and analyze the 
results of last November’s elections.
 The balance of the program 
will be a presentation by attorney 
Jennifer Mirus of the Boardman 
& Clark law firm, titled “Creating a 
Respectful Workplace in Today’s 
World.”
 Mirus will examine workplace 
behavior that does and does not 
constitute illegal harassment, 
suggest appropriate actions for 
employees to take if they believe 
a harassment problem exists, and 
present ideas on avoiding potential 
land mines in off-the-clock activi-
ties, third-party, and social media 
interactions. 

Industry Updates set
rectors calling a Chapter 11 filing 
“utter abdication” of the board’s duty 
to protect shareholders from destruc-
tion of the company’s value.
 At midweek, PG&E’s share 
price had plummeted more than 
80 percent over the preceding three 
months, MarketWatch noted.
 Bankruptcy would put deci-
sions about PG&E’s affairs in the 
hands of a federal judge, with the 
claims of creditors in line ahead 
of the interests of the company’s 
5.4 million electricity consumers 
and 4.3 million natural gas custom-
ers. Its sprawling service territory 
stretches from Eureka and Redding 
in the northern reaches of the state 
to Santa Barbara and Bakersfield in 
the south.
 Options that have been floated 
in recent days include a breakup 
into two separate electricity and 
gas distribution companies and/or 
the forced replacement of the entire 
board, noted here last week; and a 
possible state takeover or breakup 
and municipalization of the electric 
utility.
 Neither of the latter two options 
was considered very likely, as gov-

 For the second year in a row, commercial carriers required to register fleet 
vehicles under the federal Unified Carrier Registration (UCR) plan will see a 
decrease in fees, the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) has advised. 
 Fees for 2018 were reduced by about 9 percent, and those paid this year 
are down about 5 percent from last year’s level. Reductions for both years 
are based on recommendations from the UCR board of directors in view of 
collections exceeding expectations for several years. The most recent change 
took effect December 27. 
 The UCR Act requires motor carriers involved in interstate commerce 
and some other businesses to submit annual fees based on fleet size to 
supplement funding for state highway motor carrier registration and safety 
programs. Last week the DOT’s Matthew Marrin advised the Wisconsin Elec-
tric Cooperative Association that the agency has launched a new website 
(https://plan.ucr.gov/) to facilitate UCR-covered businesses, state employees, 
and others obtaining needed program information.

Motor carrier fees reduced again
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ernmental units were expected to be 
reluctant to assume the expense of 
taking over the utility’s infrastruc-
ture. One measure of the seriousness 
of government takeover proposals 
may be the deadline for a regula-
tory report ordered by the mayor of 
San Francisco to identify necessary 
actions by the city to prevent inter-
ruption of electricity service. It isn’t 
due until three months from now.
 Renewable energy developers 
opposed a bankruptcy filing, say-
ing it would complicate state efforts 
to meet legislated environmental 
targets. California lawmakers have 
mandated 100 percent “clean en-
ergy” by 2045, and developers say 
achieving that goal depends on fi-
nancially viable utilities that can af-
ford to buy the required renewable 
generation, according to a report in 
the Los Angeles Times.
 Consumer advocates also ex-
pressed fears over a bankruptcy 
filing, suggesting the mere talk of 
PG&E exercising such an option 
might be a tactic to persuade the 
Legislature to immunize or other-

wise indemnify the utility against 
wildfire liabilities.
 Another of the speculated solu-
tions might run into a separate road-
block in the form of state environ-
mental policies making the breakup 
into distinct electric and gas compa-
nies unattractive. The Times report 
noted that California has a legislated 
target of reducing greenhouse emis-
sions 80 percent below 1990 levels 
by 2050, and noted that the use of 
natural gas for heating and electric 
generation might have too limited a 
future in the state for acquisition of 
PG&E’s gas assets to pay off.       

Marshfield headed for national science finals
 A team from Marshfield High 
School coached by a longtime Clark 
Electric Cooperative member will com-
pete in the 2019 National Science Bowl 
(NSB) this spring, after winning their 
regional competition last weekend.
 The NSB is sponsored by the U.S. 
Department of Energy (DOE), and the 
finalist teams will meet to vie for top 
national honors April 25–29 in Wash-
ington, D.C. 
 The team is coached by retired 
Marshfield teacher and 30-plus year 
Clark Electric member Paul Herder. 
The competition, involving thousands 
of middle and high school students 
from across the country, requires stu-
dents to solve technical problems and 
answer questions on a wide range of 
science disciplines including biology, 

chemistry, Earth and space science, 
physics, and math, presented in a fast-
paced question-and-answer format. 
 In a congratulatory statement on 
the Marshfield team’s regional win, 
DOE Secretary Rick Perry noted that 
the finals will bring together “some 
of the brightest science, technology, 
and engineering students across the 
country,” challenging them “to excel 
in the STEM fields so vital to America’s 
future.”
 More than 100 regional tourna-
ments will be conducted nationwide 
through March. The top 16 high 
school and top 16 middle school teams 
emerging from the regional events will 
compete in the national finals. The 
National Science Bowl is now in its 
28th year.

 Herder told Condenser this week 
the Marshfield team is “exceptionally 
good” and said he was hopeful they 
would be “a force to be reckoned with” 
in the finals. To win last weekend’s 
regional tournament, the Marshfield 
team overcame competitors from 
Appleton, Brookfield, McFarland, 
Middleton, Milwaukee, New Berlin, 
and Waukesha. 

Nuke project troubles continue
 A year and a half after it was abandoned, a nuclear power plant project 
was still causing turmoil this week for a pair of South Carolina utilities.  
 Overturning their own earlier findings, state regulators on Monday ruled 
that South Carolina Electric and Gas (SCE&G) and the state-owned utility 
Santee Cooper intentionally misled them about unfavorable finances for the 
V.C. Summer nuclear plant in order to win approval of rate increases to fund 
the project.
 According to a report in Columbia, South Carolina’s The State, SCE&G 
and Santee Cooper paid the Bechtel Corp. $1 million in 2015 for a review of 
the project and then deleted damaging information before handing over the 
report to regulators. 
 Lagging behind schedule and saddled with cost overruns, construction 
of the Summer project was halted in July 2017. Penalties were not speci-
fied for the utilities found to have behaved imprudently over more than two 
years of project review.
 Elsewhere, the only U.S. nuclear project currently under construction 
faces continuing litigation as environmental and consumer groups appeal 
the dismissal of their petition to block completion of two additional units at 
Georgia’s Plant Vogtle.  
 State regulators in 2017 allowed construction to continue on the facility, 
now five years behind schedule and with costs climbing to $26 billion, ap-
proximately twice the original estimate.  

Nuke research 
funds requested
 Nuclear scientists appealed to a 
Senate appropriations subcommittee 
Wednesday for taxpayer funding rang-
ing from $10 million to $30 million 
annually over the next several years, to 
support research and development of 
new, smaller, modular nuclear reactor 
technologies.
 The advanced technologies are 
being promoted as the key to future 
nuclear electric generation because 
of their smaller scale, enhanced safety 
through self-shutdown capabilities, 
and reduced production of spent fuel, 
compared with nuclear generation 
currently in commercial use.
 Meanwhile, President Trump this 
week signed a bill aimed at spurring 
development of new generations of 
power reactors. The legislation directs 
the Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
to update its licensing rules, in hopes 
of speeding up the current multi-year 
regulatory review.


