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Probity or politics? 
Co-ops warned of activist campaigns

(continued on next page)

 Leadership failures that fueled 
the recent purge of boards and man-
agement at a handful of U.S. electric 
cooperatives have prompted closer 
attention to governance practices, but 
may also have opened the door for 
social justice warriors hoping to bend 
co-ops to their own activist purposes.
 That is a takeaway message from 
last week’s National Rural Electric 
Cooperative Association CONNECT 
Conference in Houston, from separate 
NRECA advice to local co-ops working 
to protect their reputations, and from a 
Condenser examination of community 
organizing efforts by “online activists” 
identified in a CONNECT program last 
Tuesday.
 “Neglecting to be prepared for un-
wanted attention is a serious mistake,” 
said Wisconsin Energy Cooperative 
News Editor Dana Kelroy, a participant 
in the CONNECT event. “People with 
their own, perhaps highly politicized 
ideas of the community role of electric 
co-ops are organizing and picking 
targets, and when they’ve trashed a 
cooperative’s reputation, winning it 
back will be no easy thing.”
 Damaging governance controver-

sies—in some cases engineered or 
exploited by activist groups—have 
occurred in South Carolina, Louisiana, 
and Oklahoma, Kelroy noted. 
 Closer to home, she said, an activ-
ist “report card” on all of Minnesota’s 
44 electric distribution co-ops used 
inaccurate information in awarding 
them bad scores on availability of 
information to members. Every Min-
nesota distribution co-op but one was 
scored negatively for not posting on 
their websites the mix of resources 
in their generation portfolios—some-
thing none of them has.
 Calling into question the com-
petence of those who developed the 
report card, it omits any mention of the 
generation and transmission coopera-
tives serving Minnesota, that actually 
do produce power. 
 Prominent among groups seeking 
control of cooperatives is We Own It, 
with a polished online presence and 
organizers in numerous states. Many 
of its stated goals appear as if they 
might have been adapted from the 
language of the cooperative principles: 
democratic control and accountability 

Gadwill rites held
 Funeral services were con-
ducted Tuesday at Eau Claire for 
Robert Gadwill, longtime director of 
Eau Claire Energy Cooperative, the 
Wisconsin Electric Cooperative As-
sociation (WECA), and Cooperative 
Network (CN). Aged 80, he died at 
home in Altoona May 8, following a 
November 2018 diagnosis of Amyo-
trophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS).  
 Born at Ojibwa, Wisconsin, 
Gadwill was a graduate of Lady-
smith High School and the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin–Eau Claire. 
On June 2, 1962, he was com-
missioned a second lieutenant in 
the U.S. Marine Corps, married 
the same day, and graduated from 
college a day later. He served 25 
years in the Marine Corps including 
two tours in Vietnam, rose to the 
rank of colonel, and was qualified 
as a combat engineer and logistics 
officer.
 At the time of his death, Gadwill 
was in his 19th year as a co-op 
director. He was first elected to the 
board of then-Eau Claire Electric 
Cooperative in 2000 and became 
vice president of the renamed Eau 
Claire Energy Cooperative in 2002. 
In 2006 he was elected board chair-
man and served in that post until 
2012. He was elected a director 
of both the WECA and of CN in 
2009, serving in both of those posts 
through 2015. He became vice chair 
of the WECA board in 2012 and 
chairman in 2015.
 Gadwill is survived by Mary, 
his wife of 56 years; two daughters; 
one son; seven grandchildren; and 
one great-grandchild. Condolences 
may be addressed to Mary Gadwill 
at 1327 Glades Drive, Altoona, WI 
54720-2537. The family requested 
memorials to the ALS Foundation 
or Christ Church Cathedral in Eau 
Claire, in lieu of flowers. 

Nemadji opposition well-organized
 Public comments filed with Wisconsin regulators reveal a striking level 
of unanimity among opponents of the planned Nemadji Trail Energy Center.  
 Condenser reviewed all 28 comments submitted to the Public Service 
Commission from last Friday through this week Monday. Fifteen contained 
these statements, repeated identically and in the same order:
 “The most recent United Nations IPCC report is clear: we need to signifi-
cantly cut our carbon emissions within 12 years in order to avoid catastroph-
ic changes to our climate...
 “Luckily, we do not need new gas plants to meet our current energy needs…
 “The Nemadji Trails [sic] Energy Center gas plant is an unnecessary in-
vestment in old technology…”
 Numerous other statements duplicated verbiage from commenters scat-
tered across Wisconsin and one each in Colorado, Florida, and Georgia. 
Nearly all repeated the misstatement of the project’s name as the plural 
“Trails,” suggesting a closely coordinated and geographically widespread 
campaign to dominate the comment period that ends May 31.
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to member-owners. But the language, 
and the leaders’ associations, also hint 
at a more political agenda.  
 The We Own It website lists mul-
tiple motivations for seeking control 
of co-op governance, such as keeping 
cooperatives responsive to changing 
markets or to their members and com-
munities, to make them the preferred 
business model, “or to bring coop-
eratives into the movement for a just 
transition to a New Economy.”  Electric 
co-ops are cast as vehicles for achiev-
ing the undefined goals of “energy 
democracy” and “climate justice.” 
 According to one communication 
strategist presenting at the CONNECT 
Conference, We Own It operates a 
“Fellowship” paying activists $1,000 
monthly to organize co-op members 
in pursuit of governance changes.   

 In a video presentation urging 
online viewers to join the organizing 
effort, Ana Babovic, the Fellowship’s 
lead trainer, says of the campaign, “It 
starts from electricity but it moves 
actually to [the] economy and then it 
goes back to democracy and empower-
ing people.” 
 Evidently predating her leader-
ship role with We Own It, Babovic 
was and remains executive director of 
the Leading Change Network (LCN), a 
group that publicizes many activities 
including its work with the Service 
Employees International Union or-
ganizing faculty members at Florida 
community colleges, and training chil-
dren and young adults to participate 
in last year’s March for Our Lives gun 
control rallies. 
 “Our members are social justice 
advocates that are organizing, re-
searching or training communities to 
build leadership to create change,” 
reads a statement on the LCN website.

Adams-Columbia Electric
 Members and guests of Adams-Columbia Electric Cooperative gathered 
at the Adams-Friendship Fine Arts Center in Adams on Saturday, May 11, 
for their 29th annual meeting.
 The cooperative (ACEC) returned $2.4 million in capital credit retire-
ments during 2018 and disbursed more than $41,000 through Operation 
Round-Up. Kilowatt-hour sales increased 7 percent compared with the prior 
12-month period, and operating expenses decreased $500,000. 
 The latter savings was attributed to aggressive right-of-way maintenance 
clearing brush and tree branches before they could damage lines.
 Bylaw amendments 1) clarified that a membership is not terminated 
when an account receives no electrical energy from the cooperative, so long 
as bill-payment continues for the cost of having service in place; 2) eliminat-
ed the option of withdrawing an absentee ballot cast by mail and substitut-
ing a ballot cast in person at the annual meeting; and 3) specified that at the 
board’s discretion, capital credits can be retired early when someone leaves 
co-op membership, provided the cooperative’s financial condition would re-
main unimpaired.
 Eight candidates competed for three seats on the board. Incumbents 
Larry Becker, Marge Colby, and Patrick Connolly were up for re-election 
and all fell to challengers. Becker was outpolled 478–234 by challenger Jon 
Ebert. Another challenger, John Church, received 85 votes. Colby ran behind 
challenger Aaron Hoernke, 495–268. Connolly fell to a challenge from Ethan 
Olson, 351–232, as another challenger, Adam Jones, received 190 votes.
 Ebert is ACEC’s former vice president of operations and engineering. 
Hoernke is an Ameriprise financial advisor, and Olson is a sales agronomist 
with TH Agrichemicals.
 A breakdown of the voting revealed that the overwhelming majority of 
ballots were cast electronically: Just 71 members registered to vote in person 
at the meeting, 165 mail ballots were counted, and 617 were posted online 
through evote.
 Board reorganization placed Cheri Gibeaut in the chair, succeeding Beck-
er; Dietrich Vedder becomes vice-chair, succeeding Gibeaut. Karen Fahey 
and Scott Link continue as secretary and treasurer, respectively.

Feds forecast cooled 
summer demand
 The Energy Information Ad-
ministration (EIA) anticipates U.S. 
households will consume about 5 
percent less electricity this summer 
than during the summer of 2018. An 
average household is expected to use 
about 3,080 kilowatt-hours from June 
through August.
 If that forecast pans out, it would 
represent the lowest level of electricity 
consumption since 2014, the EIA, an 
agency of the Department of Energy, 
said, adding that residential con-
sumption overall has been trending 
downward since 2010 in response to 
greater energy efficiency.
 In most of the U.S., electricity 
demand peaks during the summer 
because of air-conditioner use in 87 
percent of households, but this sum-
mer, the agency said, electricity de-
mand is expected to be lower because 
of milder projected temperatures.

 Elsewhere the LCN describes itself 
as “a community of organizers, educa-
tors, and researchers from more than 
30 countries” built around the work 
of Marshall Ganz, a Harvard faculty 
member and veteran of the Howard 
Dean and Barack Obama presidential 
campaigns, and a three-year project 
helping Sierra Club groups make 
themselves more politically potent. 
 Potentially harmful misinforma-
tion arising from such stunts as the 
Minnesota “report card” was illus-
trated last fall by a lengthy article in 
Midwest Energy News. Touting criti-
cism of the co-ops for an alleged lack 
of transparency, the reporter waited 
until the story’s 16th paragraph to 
disclose that the distribution co-ops 
don’t produce their own power. 
 Nowhere is it revealed that the 
generation mix being delivered at any 
given moment is determined by the 
resources available through a multi-
state wholesale power market.    

Activist campaigns


