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Solar group seeks PSC ruling on third party ownership

 The Wisconsin Solar Energy In-
dustries Association (WiSEIA) peti-
tioned the Public Service Commission 
on Monday, asking for a declaratory 
ruling that “no member” of the solar 
group will come under public utility 
regulation “when it executes power 
purchase agreements or leases to pro-
vide energy to customers in the State 
of Wisconsin from solar photovoltaic 
systems and/or PV systems coupled 
with an energy storage device.” 
 Treatment of the request by 
the commission (PSC) would be an 
important step toward resolving a 
controversy that’s simmered for years 
between solar developers and other 
power providers including coopera-
tives and investor-owned utilities. 
 In effect, the petition sets up a test 
case in which WiSEIA members pro-
pose to furnish third-party financed 
distributed energy systems under a 
power purchase agreement or lease for 
two elementary schools and two high 

schools in Waukesha County’s New 
Berlin school district, and for two fam-
ily homes. A PSC position favoring the 
petition, the WiSEIA said, “will allow 
these projects to move forward without 
the risk of regulation as public utilities 
and provide Wisconsin’s [distributed 
energy resource] companies the guid-
ance they need for other projects with 
similar characteristics.”
 WECA Government Relations Di-
rector Beata Wierzba was wary of the 
petition, characterizing it to Condenser 
as “opening the door to something 
that’s a fiasco waiting to happen.”
 The WiSEIA petition cited Illinois 
as an example of a neighboring state 
where third-party ownership of distrib-
uted generation has been authorized, 
but Wierzba said there are problems 
south of the border and Illinois law-
makers are revisiting the issue.
 “We can’t just scrap what we have 
and do what they’re doing in Illinois,” 
Wierzba said, adding that “Illinois 
consumers have been misled. People 
weren’t getting service when problems 
occurred.” 
 Under third party ownership (or 
“3PO”), a developer and a property 
owner arrange to install—for exam-
ple—a solar array. In exchange for use 
of the property, the owner receives 
free or reduced-cost electricity and 
the developer sells any excess genera-

tion, which under net metering laws 
the incumbent utility must buy at full 
retail rates. 
 The issue surfaced in Wisconsin 
in 2014, with solar developers and 
environmental groups promoting 
third-party ownership. A proposal 
was expected in the 2015–16 legisla-
tive session but none was introduced.  
Opponents point out that under cur-
rent Wisconsin law, persons providing 
electricity to the public are defined 
as a public utility and subject to PSC 
regulation, making an exemption 
necessary for developers to collect 
the proceeds of the subsidy built into 
electric rates by net metering. 
 Opponents say utility customers 
who aren’t buying the developer’s 
product are made to subsidize both 
the developer and the participating 
property owner, who receive full use 
of the grid to buy and sell electricity 
while avoiding the cost of grid instal-
lation and upkeep.
 William Skewes, executive direc-
tor of the Wisconsin Utilities Associa-
tion, told Condenser the PSC’s position 
on third-party ownership has run 
contrary to the petition’s reasoning.
 “Historically, PSC staff have 
opined that 3PO arrangements are 
subject to regulation, since the law says 
that if you provide electricity to the 

Early snow brings 

ROPE deployment

 Crews from Barron, Jump Riv-

er, Polk-Burnett, and Taylor Electric 

Cooperatives joined in power resto-

ration efforts after heavy, wet snow 

beginning last Friday interrupted 

service to nearly 2,200 Bayfield 
Electric members. 

 The four co-ops deployed 

ROPE (Restoration of Power in an 

Emergency) crews Sunday after 

Bayfield personnel contended 

through the weekend with the ef-

fects of snowfall as deep as six to 12 

inches covering the Bayfield service 
area. Bayfield Electric CEO Diane 
Berweger told Condenser four of the 

co-op’s substations were disabled 

by the early winter weather.   

 The deployment was com-

pleted last Sunday. 

 U.S.-based solar energy companies remain divided after Tuesday’s deci-
sion by the federal government’s International Trade Commission (ITC) to 
support a call for tariffs to protect two domestic producers against compe-
tition from imported solar panels. The appeal for tariffs came from Solar 
World Americas and now-bankrupt Suniva, companies that say they can’t 
compete with mainly Chinese manufacturers of less expensive panels.
 The broader solar industry, through its Solar Energy Industries Associa-
tion (SEIA), opposed the decision which it said would mean higher com-
ponent costs discouraging installation of new solar facilities. A weekend 
editorial in The Wall Street Journal, a frequent SEIA critic, backed the associ-
ation’s anti-tariff position under the headline, “How to Kill American Solar.”   
 The ITC suggested less stringent import restrictions than the 40 cents per 
watt requested by Suniva. The Trump administration now has until January 
to decide whether to adopt, decline, or modify the ITC’s recommendations.

Tariff talk makes solar industry nervous
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public in Wisconsin, you are, by defi-
nition, a utility,” Skewes said. “The 
petitioners’ intention clearly seems 
to be to sell electricity to the public, 
regardless of how the transaction is 
configured to avoid falling under the 
statute.”
 “Ultimately,” he said, “it is the 
Commission’s decision, but the utili-
ties would be concerned about the 
potential for shifting the costs of the 
electric system onto the remaining 
customers.”

Solar

Co-op law revisions advance
 Votes by the full state Senate and Assembly on proposed revisions to 

Wisconsin’s Chapter 185 co-op laws could come as soon as next week, 

with committees in both houses recommending passage. 

 Assembly Bill 353 was endorsed for passage on a 12–2 vote Wednes-

day by the Committee on Financial Institutions. A Senate version, S.B. 

281, was endorsed on a 3–2 vote last Thursday by the Committee on 

Elections and Utilities.

 Introduced at the end of May with statewide co-op support, the bills 

attracted Farmers Union opposition, mainly over language specifying 

conditions under which outside directors could serve on co-op boards and 

limiting member access to co-op financial records to three years plus the 
current year, amended last month to five years plus the current year.
 The bills would also facilitate consumer loans from electric co-ops to 

their members for purposes of energy conservation and efficiency, elec-

trical safety, and emergency generating capacity, provisions widely sup-

ported by groups that have opposed other aspects of the legislation.

Electric Line Superintendent—Vernon 

Electric Cooperative, headquartered 

in Westby, Wisconsin, has immediate 

opening for above-named position. 

Will direct day-to-day operation, con-

struction, and maintenance of electric 

distribution system to assure efficient 
utilization of construction and operation 

methods, techniques, and equipment. 

Will direct activities of personnel to as-

sure the service provided meets member 

expectations for promptness, expertise 

and professionalism. Must be a team 

player, customer focused, with excellent 

work and safety standards. Requires 

associate’s degree with minimum 10 

years’ experience or bachelor’s degree 

with minimum five years’ experience in 
an electric distribution utility (REMC pre-

ferred), either by progression through the 

ranks of a lineman and line foreman or 

in a middle management position. Must 

have a valid driver’s license. See com-

plete job description at www.vernonelec-

tric.org. Vernon Electric Cooperative is an 

equal opportunity provider and employer. 

To apply, please e-mail cover letter, 

resumé, and minimum three references 

to employment@vernonelectric.org. Ap-

plications accepted until position filled.

Buffalo/Riverland 

Director Weiss passes
 Funeral services were held Sat-
urday, October 28, for Gene Weiss, a 
director of Buffalo Electric Coopera-
tive and later Riverland Energy, who 
died Wednesday, October 25, at a care 
facility in Mondovi. He was 82.
 A retired dairy farmer and native 
of the co-op area he served, Weiss 
was born at his family’s home in the 
Town of Alma in 1935. His electric 
co-op service occurred in two separate 
stints, as a director of Buffalo Electric 
from 1975–83, and from 1991–2001, 
a decade that included the June 1, 
1999, merger of Buffalo Electric and 
Trempealeau Electric Cooperatives to 
form Riverland Energy. Weiss served 
as a director of Dairyland Power Coop-
erative from 1980–84. He also served 
as a director of the National Farmers 
Organization.
 He is survived by Janice, his wife 
of 60 years, eight adult children and 
eight grandchildren. Condolences may 
be addressed to Janice Weiss at 1222 
Golf View Drive, Mondovi, WI 54755.

Michigan plant’s replacements OK’d
 New generating facilities to replace 
the upper Michigan power plant at the 
heart of a Wisconsin-Michigan cost al-
location fight over the past four years 
got a green light from Michigan regula-
tors last Wednesday. The units aren’t 
expected to be in service until 2019.
 The Michigan Public Service Com-
mission approved construction of two 

new natural gas-fired plants in the 
Upper Peninsula by Upper Michigan 
Energy Resources Corp., to replace the 
coal-burning Presque Isle Power Plant 
at Marquette, owned by Milwaukee’s 
WE Energies.
 The Wisconsin utility has been 
eager to close Presque Isle but has been 
prevented from doing so by the MISO 
regional grid operator declaring it nec-
essary to maintain system reliability. 
The oldest of its five operational units 
dates to 1974. WE Energies now plans 
to close the aging plant in 2020.
 Last week, Condenser noted a 
federal regulatory decision cutting the 
amount WE Energies can collect from 
Michigan ratepayers for Presque Isle’s 
continued operation by $24 million. 
The 2013 retirement decision came 
when the plant lost most of its load, as 
two Upper Peninsula mines switched 
power providers under Michigan’s 
limited retail choice program.       

 Dairyland Power Cooperative and 
EDP Renewables North America plan a 
dedication and tour of the Quilt Block 
Wind Farm next Friday, November 10, 
at Darlington.
 The 98-megawatt facility about 
20 miles southeast of Platteville com-
menced commercial operation last 
month. Dairyland has contracted for 
the wind farm’s full output under a 
power purchase agreement with EDP.
 Next Friday’s activities begin with 
an 11 a.m. lunch at the Darlington 
Country Club, followed by the dedica-
tion, a noon ribbon cutting, and a tour 
scheduled for 12:30 p.m.

Wind farm 
dedication set


