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State budget includes help for Island’s cable work 

 Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers 
has included a $2 million appropria-
tion in his biennial budget bill to help 
cover disaster recovery costs incurred 
by Washington Island Electric Coop-
erative as a result of last June’s subma-
rine power cable failure.   
 The Wisconsin Electric Coopera-

tive Association (WECA) was notified 
late Thursday morning by Evers’ office 
that the provision would be part of 
the budget package the Governor was 
scheduled to present to a joint session 
of the Legislature Thursday evening. 
 The provision was to call for $1 
million in state assistance to the re-
covery effort in each year of the state’s 
2019–2021 fiscal biennium.
 Discussions among the Washing-
ton Island co-op, WECA, area legisla-
tors, and the Governor’s office have 
been ongoing for several weeks. In co-

Wild weather brings ROPE deployments
 Line crews from Richland Electric, Riverland Energy, and Vernon 
Electric Cooperative answered the call for help from Oakdale Electric last 
weekend when freezing rain, snow, and high winds caused numerous 
power outages spread across the Oakdale service area. 
 Crews were forced to operate in whiteout conditions at times, as wind 
drove snow horizontally across the countryside.
 The same weather system left co-ops in several Heartland states and 
as far east as New Jersey battling outages this week. Oakdale’s was the 
only mutual aid deployment in Wisconsin.  

PSC to study 
EV questions

Co-ops, others, dislike frequency allocation plan
 The National Rural Electric Co-
operative Association (NRECA) and 
other trade groups have filed com-
ments with the Federal Communica-
tions Commission (FCC) objecting 
to the regulatory agency’s proposal 
to allow unlicensed operation in the 
6 gigahertz (GHz) frequency band, 
warning of an “unreasonably high” 
potential for interference with critical 
infrastructure communications.
 The organizations said the 6 GHz 
band is uniquely suited to highly reli-
able communication, making it subject 
to heavy use in critical operations of 
electric, oil, natural gas, and water 
companies. Interference by unlicensed 
operations “would put at risk the 
safety of life, health and property that 
incumbent licensees help to protect,” 

the comments said. 
 The mid-February filing argued 
that the critical infrastructure indus-
tries now using the band “lack rea-
sonable alternatives,” but that “there 
are other spectrum bands that could 
be opened to support the unlicensed 
operations envisioned by the FCC” 
without presenting the same risk of 
interference and jeopardy to critical 
infrastructure.
 Mitigation of interference through 
automated frequency coordination 
as proposed by the FCC is “a purely 
conceptual approach that has not been 
proven to perform as promised,” the 
groups said. Along with NRECA, those 
joining in the comments included the 
American Public Power Association, 
Edison Electric Institute, and others.  

 Wisconsin’s Public Service Com-
mission (PSC) published notice last 
Thursday that it will conduct an inves-
tigation of issues related to electric ve-
hicles in Wisconsin. The formal notice 
said the three-member panel will “con-
sider present and future policies and 
regulations of electric vehicles (EV) 
and their associated infrastructure as 
they pertain to electricity service in 
the State of Wisconsin.”
 The commission has authority to 
undertake investigations (i.e. stud-
ies) on its own initiative, to examine 
matters with potential relevance to 
the operation of public utilities and 
which may or may not be found ripe 
for regulatory action.
 A partial list of issues to be stud-
ied includes consumer expectations 
of EVs such as their availability and 
access to charging stations; utility 
policies and standards for EV infra-
structure; ownership and operation of 
EV infrastructure; and EV impacts on 
electric storage, distribution, transmis-
sion, and generation infrastructure. 
The notice spelled out that specific 
issues to be studied are not limited to 
those listed.
 The notice indicated that all elec-
tric utilities are automatically parties 
to the proceedings and that all others 
may receive party status upon request, 
allowing them to intervene. As of press 
time, RENEW Wisconsin and the Citi-
zens Utility Board had filed requests 
to intervene.     

operation with WECA last Wednesday, 
State Rep. Joel Kitchens (R-Sturgeon 
Bay) and State Sen. Andre` Jacque 
(R-De Pere) formally requested the 
assistance in a letter to Evers. 
 Total costs arising from the inci-
dent exceed $4 million, the lawmakers 
wrote, emphasizing that the proposal 
they hoped to see included in the 
budget calls for a 30 percent local 
cost share and is supported by the 
Door County and Town of Washington 
boards. As of press time for this week’s 
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Condenser, the finer details remained 
under embargo along with the rest of 
the budget proposal. Closer analysis 
of the bill will be ongoing during the 
next few days and weeks.   
 Because of Washington Island’s 
isolation, the impact of cumulative 
ice damage to the cable over multiple 
winters was not regarded as broad 
enough to qualify for aid from the 
Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA), even though the 
cost “vastly exceeded” the county per 
capita threshold for FEMA assistance, 
the legislators wrote.
 The two told Evers they were “com-
mitted to helping lead a bipartisan, 
multi-organizational effort” support-
ing state help for the island community.
 Like all gubernatorial budgets, the 
current proposal is certain to undergo 
heavy modification between now and 
late spring, first by the Legislature’s 
Joint Finance Committee, and prob-
ably to a lesser extent in the two party 
caucuses of each house. At press time, 
WECA and Washington Island Electric 
were preparing grassroots efforts to 
demonstrate bipartisan support for 
preserving the appropriation as the 
budget winds its way through the 
amendment process.  

Lawmakers propose full-year gas, electricity sales-tax exemption

 Wisconsin lawmakers were invit-
ed this week to cosponsor legislation 
eliminating the sales tax on natural 
gas and electricity for residential use. 
 Those purchases are already sales-
tax exempt during the cold weather 
months under legislation enacted in 
1979 (and published 40 years ago 
Wednesday). The new proposal, 
which did not yet have a bill number at 
press time for this week’s Condenser, 
would delete the existing exemption 
for the months of November through 
April so the remaining language would 
exempt “Electricity and natural gas 

sold for residential use” without limit-
ing the tax break to specific months.
 The primary authors are State 
Senator Andre` Jacque (R-De Pere) 
and State Rep. Timothy Ramthun (R-
Campbellsport). 
 In a memo soliciting cosponsors 
Monday, the two noted that Wiscon-
sin’s residential electricity rates are 
higher than national and regional aver-
ages and that “Energy taxes themselves 
are also among the more regressive 
forms of taxation, as energy costs take 
up a significantly higher percentage of 
household budgets for lower income 
families than those with higher in-
comes.”
 Expanding the exemption has 
proven to be a heavy lift in past legisla-

tures regardless of which party was in 
control. The original 1979 six-month 
exemption was part of a wide-ranging 
package of tax reforms taking advan-
tage of a state revenue surplus. During 
his freshman term in the 2011–12 As-
sembly, Jacque authored a bill creating 
a year-round exemption but it failed to 
receive a floor vote before the session 
ended. Nearly identical language was 
introduced but failed to pass in 2009, 
2005, and 1999.
 At press time no fiscal estimate 
was yet available for the current pro-
posal. For the 2011 bill, the Depart-
ment of Revenue estimated respective 
state and local governments would 
forego annual revenues of $81.5 mil-
lion and $6.5 million annually. 

EIA: Cold-weather power demand short of record
 The extreme cold conditions of the polar vortex at the end of January 
triggered very high electricity demand on the MISO (Midcontinent Indepen-
dent System Operator) grid but fell short of matching the record set when 
the vortex delivered slightly less-cold temperatures in January 2014, the En-
ergy Information Administration (EIA) reported Tuesday.
 Natural gas consumption reached estimated record levels but gas prices 
did not, the EIA said.
 Despite the ongoing shift in the generation fuel mix, on January 30, the 
coldest day of the period—which the EIA said was “significantly colder” 
overall than either of two other recent cold events—coal supplied about 41 
percent of MISO’s load while natural gas supplied about 30 percent, accord-
ing to the EIA report. 
 Natural gas provided roughly the same percentage during January 2018’s 
so-called “bomb cyclone” while coal supplied more power than this year, 
45–50 percent, the EIA said, adding that during the 2014 polar vortex, coal 
was substantially higher, supplying more than 50 percent of load while 
natural gas ranged from 10–25 percent.
 Nuclear supplied 12–15 percent of load during all three winter events. 
Wind ranged from 1 percent to 13 percent during the previous two events 
and about 5 percent on January 30 this year, the EIA said, noting that wind 
generation dropped off late January 29 as wind facilities ran up against their 
cold weather cutoff thresholds.
 Total unplanned generator outages reached about 30 gigawatts January 30, 
higher than the 20–28 GW range during previous winter events, the EIA said.

EPA hit for keeping Obama rule

 The American Lung Association 
complained this week that the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
is subjecting millions of Americans 
to heightened risk of asthma attacks 
by maintaining the same air quality 
standard for sulfur dioxide pollution 
adopted by the agency under the 
Obama administration.  
 The Obama-era standard allows up 
to 75 parts per billion of SO2 in ambient 
air. The Lung Association and others 
campaigned for the EPA to tighten the 
limit, down to 50 parts per billion. 

The American Petroleum Institute has 
maintained that the standard is too 
stringent and should be loosened.
 The EPA declined to change the 
standard in either direction. An As-
sociated Press report Tuesday cited 
“a lengthy review” by the agency that 
found the current standard both nec-
essary and sufficient to protect public 
health.
 An EPA report noted here last 
week said annual SO2 emissions from 
power plants dropped 92 percent be-
tween 1990 and 2018.
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