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  The Honorable Senator Darling, Co-Chair 
  The Honorable Representative Nygren, Co-Chair 
 
FROM: Ellen Nowak, Chairman 
  Wisconsin Public Service Commission  
 
SUBJECT: PSC Agency Briefing Remarks 
 
 

Good morning, co-chairs, and members.  Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you 
and address a few items in the Governor’s budget with respect to the Public Service Commission 
and, more importantly, answer any questions you may have. 
 
  As you know, Governor Walker has made expanding broadband service to each and 
every corner of the state a fundamental priority of his administration.  He created the Broadband 
Expansion Grant Program in the 2013-2015 biennial budget, with an allocation of $500,000 per 
fiscal year.  Last budget, Governor Walker and the Legislature increased funding for broadband 
expansion grants to $1.5 million annually, and in December, announced an additional 
$35.5 million for broadband expansion and technology improvements over the next three years. 
 
Broadband Expansion 
 

• Provides for an increase in funding to allow for $14 million in funding for broadband 
grant expansion programs in FY 17-18.  This increase in funding is made available by a 
one-time transfer from unencumbered balances from the USF fund.  This program has 
proven to be an effective economic development tool for the state.  In fact, just last week, 
Mills Fleet Farm announced that it is building a distribution center in the Lake Wissota 
Business Park in Chippewa County.  This is a capital investment of $69 million that is 
expected to employ more than 325 people.  Just last year, the PSC awarded a broadband 
expansion grant to improve broadband access at this business park.   
 

• The budget also allows for $225,000 in SEG annually for the PSC to fund operational 
expenses related to program support and administration, including but not limited to 
contract expenditures, mapping services, surveys, and materials and supplies.  All other 
related expenses (mainly salary and fringe of the Broadband Office staff) would continue 
to be funded through the PSC’s utility regulation appropriation.  
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• The funding mechanisms in the budget are reflected in AB123 and SB49, two companion 
bills that have been introduced in the legislature.  Those bills also include additional 
provisions related to grant administration.  Both the Senate Committee on Revenue, 
Financial Institutions and Rural Issues and JFC have approved SB49 and it awaits an 
April 4 vote on the Senate floor.  AB123 received a public hearing in the Assembly on 
March 21 and it is my understanding that the Assembly plans to take SB49 off the 
message following Senate passage. 
 

• Therefore, there is a high likelihood that this issue will be moot by the time that the 
committee starts voting in May.     
 

• Under both SB49 and the budget, the PSC grant appropriation is changed to continuing to 
allow for the $14 million to be utilized for the grants until it is fully expended.  Once the 
$14 million is expended, the grants would be funded on an ongoing basis from the PSC’s 
USF appropriation and any unencumbered balance that is transferred from the USF 
appropriations at PSC, DPI, DOA, and UW.  This funding structure begins in FY18 under 
both bills.  The $1.5 million annual limit is eliminated.   
 

• The PSC has the administrative framework in place to begin to implement this initiative 
as soon as the legislature and Governor enact it.  If it is enacted in April, as it appears it 
will be, implementation would be moved up by about three months, a positive for the 
communities that are ready and waiting for the application program to begin.  
 

To encourage participation in Commission proceedings, the Governor’s budget restores 
some funding that was eliminated in the 2015-17 budget related to intervenor compensation. 

 
Intervenor Compensation 
 

• Intervenor compensation (IC) provides funding to interested parties and organizations 
in various kinds of proceedings before the Commission, such as rate cases or large 
construction cases, pursuant to Wis. Stat. § 196.31.  Intervenor compensation does 
not fund litigation expenses of parties if they decide to appeal a Commission decision.   
 

• The party submits an application to the Commission with a work plan and budget 
demonstrating how they plan to spend the funds and on what.  For example, 
intervenor compensation dollars can be used to fund attorneys or experts to help the 
intervenor present its case.  In the past, intervenor compensation was also used to 
fund grants not to exceed $300,000 to non-profit organizations dedicated to ratepayer 
(customer) advocacy before the Commission.   
 

• The budget restores $371,300 in funding for intervenor compensation, giving a total 
appropriation for IC of $742,500 annually.   
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• Intervenor compensation is funded via direct assessments to the affected utilities; the 
annual $300,000 grants were funded through the remainder assessment, which is a 
year-end true-up that every regulated utility in the state contributes to, based on 
reported revenues.  The Commission only charges what is spent from the intervenor 
compensation fund.  

 

Next, the PSC works closely with the Homeland Security Council, Wisconsin 
Department of Military Affairs, Wisconsin Emergency Management, Wisconsin’s utilities, the 
regional grid operator and federal regulators on efforts to ensure cybersecurity awareness and 
preparedness. 
 
Operation Dark Sky 
 

• The Governor’s budget proposes providing one-time funding costs of $325,000 
related to the Department of Military Affairs Operation Dark Sky, which is a 
large-scale domestic operations exercise designed to prepare the state to respond to a 
widespread disruption of electrical power and communications systems caused by a 
cyberattack.   
   

• This amount is above the PSC base budget, and these funds will need to be collected 
from utilities through the PSC assessment.  It will not result in new staff at the PSC. 

 

In line with this budget’s historic support for public schools, Governor Walker has 
proposed additional resources for school buildings considering energy efficiency projects.   
 
Focus on Energy 
 

• The Governor’s budget requires that the Focus on Energy program spend at least 
$10 million more than the amount spent in 2016-17 on energy efficiency projects at 
elementary, secondary and postsecondary schools. 
 

• Total funding spent on these types of projects in calendar year 2016 was $6.1 million 
(this includes large universities.)  If large universities are excluded, total funding was 
$5.3 million for elementary, secondary and smaller postsecondary schools for 2016.  
Of that amount, $3.3 million was paid out in incentives (the balance was paid in 
technical and customer support.) 
 

• The entities eligible for this increased funding will still be required to match the total 
project’s cost.  In 2016, Focus on Energy funded between 10-30% of the total project 
cost (incentive amount depends on the amount of energy savings).  30% is the 
maximum amount for a Focus incentive so that a greater number of customers can be 
served.  Total project costs ranged from $84,000 to $358,000, with most in the six 
figure range.   
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The PSC and DATCP jointly administer the state’s Stray Voltage Program, which 
includes investigation protocols and a focus on electrical safety and wiring codes. 
 
Stray Voltage Program 
 

• The Governor’s budget eliminates the stray voltage program due to improved practices in 
electrical installation and grounding leading to fewer cases of stray voltage.  And, the 
number of lawsuits in Wisconsin regarding stray voltage have dramatically fallen since 
this program’s inception.  
 

• The proposal to eliminate the program was included in DATCP’s Act 201 budget 
submittal.   
 

• The stray voltage program is a joint program of the PSC and DATCP.  The PSC currently 
assesses investor-owned utilities and cooperatives to cover the costs of the stray voltage 
program.  For FY16, the total assessment for the stray voltage program at the PSC and 
DATCP was $590,405.  As a result, the elimination of the program would result in a 
reduced burden on ratepayers.   
 

• In 2016, DATCP veterinarians were involved in 22 new farm cases.  While none of the 
cases that DATCP was involved in ultimately were related to stray voltage, the PSC was 
engaged in more cases (approximately 125 per year) at varying levels of engagement 
(ranging from a full investigation to verifying the work performed by the utility).  
Approximately 20% of the cases reviewed by the PSC resulted in a finding that exceeded 
the level of concern that has been identified in the PSC protocols and procedures.   
 

• Elimination of the program would result in the elimination of 1 FTE at the PSC and 
5 FTE’s at DATCP. 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide a brief overview of some of the items in the 
Governor’s budget related to the Public Service Commission.  I look forward to working with 
you and answering any questions you may have.   
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