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Co-Chair Marklein, Co-Chair Born, and committee members, thank you for the opportunity to 
discuss the Public Service Commission’s budget proposals. 
 
I’m Becky Valcq, Chairperson of the Public Service Commission of Wisconsin (PSC).  As you 
know, we are an independent state agency that regulates more than 1,100 of Wisconsin’s 
public utilities.  The PSC’s mission is to ensure safe, reliable, affordable, and environmentally 
responsible utility services and equitable access to telecommunications and broadband 
services.  
 
Broadband 
First, I would like to thank this Committee for its ongoing commitment to meeting the 
broadband needs of the people of this state.  Thanks to the leadership of Governor Evers and 
your support, over the past two years the Commission’s Broadband Expansion Grant Program 
has been able to award over $48 million in grants to projects throughout the state.  Just last 
month we awarded our largest grant round yet - $28.4 million.  In total, the Commission has 
awarded $72.5 million in broadband grants that have provided  or are anticipated to provide 
service to over 120,000 unserved locations. 
 
Second, I would like to thank each of you for your individual efforts to promote the Broadband 
Expansion grant program in your respective districts.  Outreach and partnerships in all corners 
of the state are important for ensuring that the Broadband Expansion Grant Program moves all 
of Wisconsin forward together.  As you can see from the information we provided to your 
offices on the projects that were awarded broadband grants in each of your districts, we have 
brought broadband access to the places where it is needed.   
 
By way of example, three projects in the Town of Land O’Lakes received a total of $453,000 in 
expansion grants over three years.  That funding, along with an equal match from the township 
and additional commitment from the internet service provider, connected over 600 locations 
with fiber.  Construction for those projects finished last year just in time to be of use as the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit Wisconsin. 
 



 

 

Another example is  the areas around Wisconsin Dells, Reedsburg, Spring Green, and Richland 
Center where the traditional service provider was not providing sufficient speeds to be 
considered broadband.  Expansion grant program investments to the Reedsburg Utility 
Commission and local telephone cooperatives have turned this part of the state from an area 
with slow and spotty coverage, into an excellent example of what we can do with state, local, 
and private partnerships. 
 

Unfortunately, one of the hardest parts of a Commissioner’s job is selecting which applications 
to approve. There are still many projects that we have not been able to fund.  Since 2019, the 
Commission has received $112 million in funding requests, which outpaced available funding by 
$60 million.  This past year we all witnessed how important quality, high-speed and affordable 
internet service is for Wisconsin families and businesses. Unfortunately, according to FCC data, 
7.1% of Wisconsinites - 410,000 people - lack access to at least one fixed, terrestrial broadband 
service with a speed of 25/3 Mbps or better, compared to the national average of 5.6%. Of 
those 410,000 people, 398,000 are located in rural areas. In recognition of this, Governor Evers 
declared 2021 the “Year of Broadband”, emphasizing that every Wisconsinite should have 
access to affordable, reliable, high-speed Internet.  The package of broadband proposals 
included in the Executive Budget reflects this priority.   
 
To address this need, the Executive Budget includes a $151.7 million investment in the 
Broadband Expansion Grant Program over the biennium.  With recent announcements at the 
federal level, there is a prospect that even more funding will be available to Wisconsin than is 
provided in the Executive Budget. The PSC and the Governor are committed to finding the most 
effective way to leverage state and federal funds, while not letting the prospect of federal 
funding delay or deter the state from taking action through the Executive Budget.  The 
investment provided in the budget is a commitment that reflects the priorities of the people of 
the state, and  is an approach that is about more than just monetary investment. 
 
The Executive Budget approach to broadband is about three things:  
(1) Local Capacity: Equipping communities to develop projects at a local level, in a way that 
meets the particular needs of each community;  
(2) Investment: Providing the state investment that communities need to make their plans a 
reality. 
(3) Accountability: Giving the Commission the access to information that it needs and the staff 
that it needs to ensure that not only is infrastructure being built, but that access is being 
improved in the most efficient and effective manner possible. 
 
Local Capacity 
Local leaders and organizations are the true experts on what their communities need.  One of 
the best ways to ensure that grant funds are spent wisely is to equip these leaders to develop 
projects and approaches that meet their local needs.   
 
We hear from many towns and villages in our state that a barrier to applying for grants to 
expand broadband access is they simply do not have the technical expertise or staffing to plan 



 

 

for and apply for grants.  In 2020, in partnership with the PSC, WEDC launched a “Broadband 
Connectors” pilot program that provides technical assistance to communities applying for state 
and federal grants to expand broadband with providers.  With only nine days to apply, 96 
communities from across the state applied for assistance.  In the end, again, demand far 
outpaced available resources and only six of the 96 could be selected to participate in the pilot.    
 
Given such interest, $600,000 is provided over the biennium for broadband leadership and 
planning grants. Many communities in dire need of broadband connectivity do not have the 
capacity or expertise to successfully pursue broadband service opportunities or know which 
providers to reach out to for help. Leadership and planning grants are designed to provide 
much needed resources to these communities so they can move forward with provider 
partnerships and apply for available funding opportunities. 
 
We also hear from local officials about the need for flexibility to meet the particular needs of 
each community.  The Executive Budget also includes several provisions to allow other entities 
to help us reach our goal of providing broadband access to all of Wisconsin.  The provisions 
lessen restrictions on municipalities directly investing in broadband infrastructure in unserved 
or underserved areas in the state and make these communities eligible for participation in the 
expansion grant program.  Currently, broadband expansion is dependent on whether an 
internet service provider desires to expand to a particular area based on its financial model.  
But what if there are not any providers interested or willing to serve a particular place?  Are 
those people simply ‘out of luck’?  What if people could provide broadband to themselves 
through their municipal government?  This would follow a model established one hundred 
years ago when it wasn’t broadband that was the challenge, but electricity and rural 
electrification.  By allowing local governments to provide broadband service when no one else 
will, residents in these communities can take control of their own connectivity without waiting 
years for a buildout that may never come.   
 
There are also provisions in the budget allowing utilities and electric cooperatives holding an 
electric easement to use the easement to install, maintain, or own broadband infrastructure on 
that easement. Utilities and electric cooperatives can then partner with internet service 
providers to extend service to remote, unserved areas. 
 
Investment 
The Executive Budget includes $151.7 million over the biennium for the Broadband Expansion 
Grant Program. In order to minimize the digital divide and make sure that all of Wisconsin has 
access to reliable and affordable broadband we need to find new and creative ways to 
supplement the expansion grant program.  The Executive Budget also includes several 
proposals that provide additional tools.  
 
One item is $5.4 million over the biennium for line extension grants.  For many rural households 
it is the last quarter mile, down their driveway or through their property, which is the barrier to 
accessing service. We hear about this problem from people frequently and I know that you and 
your colleagues do as well.  A service provider has broadband at the road, but has said that it 



 

 

will take $2000, $5000, $10,000, or more to extend the line to the residence.  The return on 
investment for the provider would not be there to make the expansion feasible, and the added 
cost is simply not something that people can afford. In our latest round of Broadband Expansion 
Grants, an individual residential customer applied for a grant for this exact purpose. This is 
where line extension grants come in.  The grants are designed to partially offset the line 
extension cost to make the existing infrastructure accessible to more households. The Executive 
Budget also includes one position to design and administer this program.  
  
Accountability 
Accountability with broadband dollars is a top priority for the Commission, Governor Evers, and 
each one of you.  Our staff at the Commission work hard to hold grant recipients accountable 
by disbursing grant funds only on a reimbursement basis.  By taking this approach, we make 
sure that equipment is purchased and contractors are paid before dollars go out the door.  
However, this is only one piece of the puzzle.  Knowing that the infrastructure has been built is 
important, but we need access to information held by broadband service providers in order to 
truly measure the success of each recipient and the state’s overall progress.   
 
The Executive Budget includes a provision requiring providers to submit granular coverage data 
on an annual basis and funding for a position so the data can be processed and used effectively 
to enhance mapping and planning efforts. This will help ensure that we are putting the 
expansion grant dollars to the best use by targeting the most unserved locations, and that grant 
recipients have achieved their stated goals.  The Executive Budget also includes a position to 
help administer the growing grant program.  This position is essential to ensuring continued 
program and fiscal integrity.   
 
Granular, accurate, and up-to-date broadband coverage maps are a vital tool for making smart 
infrastructure investments.  Currently, our maps are based on federal FCC data that is provided 
to us infrequently, is not accurate enough to show exactly who has broadband and who does 
not, and is months out-of-date.  As we make progress in securing broadband access across the 
state, we need to use a scalpel rather than a paintbrush to carve out solutions for smaller and 
smaller areas. The current census block level data that is available from the FCC does not lend 
itself to targeted solutions. 
 
I am excited that the Executive Budget works to ‘connect the dots’ across state government to 
address the need for reliable and affordable broadband services.  We look forward to 
opportunities to work with the Department of Children and Families on an internet assistance 
program for low-income households, the Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer 
Protection on consumer protections similar to those currently in place for telecommunications 
and video services, and the Department of Administration on TEACH infrastructure grants to 
support rural schools and libraries as well as the new grant resource team designed to help 
local governments with, among other things, broadband connectivity. 
 
I would also like to briefly touch on other PSC provisions in the Executive Budget. 
 



 

 

Water 
In its regulatory capacity, the PSC oversees 578 water utilities and is committed to working with 
these utilities and other stakeholders to further the Governor’s vision of clean drinking water 
for all Wisconsinites. The Executive Budget provides $2.5 million in funding over the biennium 
for initiatives to support water utilities.   
 
The majority of the funding is for a water loss training program for utilities.  Utility water loss 
can create significant strains on financial and natural resources as well as drinking water 
infrastructure. Assisting utilities with water loss control is a key component of the Commission’s 
water conservation and efficiency initiative. This training will provide utilities with the tools 
needed to identify and reduce water loss, which will reap benefits for both utilities and 
customers. 
 
There is also funding and position authority to modernize PSC's water utility reporting 
database.  Enhancements to the database will improve and enhance PSC’s work to address 
financial and resource sustainability and water affordability and equity challenges.  We will be 
able to complete our work more efficiently and effectively, saving time and money. 
 
The Executive Budget also includes funding for a Water Assistance Program at the Department 
of Administration, designed to defray the costs of water bills for low-income families. The PSC 
looks forward to the opportunity to assist DOA as it implements and administers this program 
in partnership with water utilities. 
 
Clean Energy 
The PSC budget also contains provisions that will allow us to support the transition to clean 
energy in a safe, reliable, and affordable manner.  All of our state’s large, investor-owned 
utilities have goals to eliminate carbon-based fuels in their generation mix and replace it with 
clean energy sources by 2050, consistent with the Governor’s goal.  Utilities are choosing to 
shutter coal power plants because they are no longer cost-effective to operate and customers 
want clean energy.  Since 2019, the PSC has approved over 1000 megawatts of solar power 
with more than another 1000 megawatts proposed so far this year.  The change in the industry 
is the most remarkable and dramatic change we have seen in generations.   
 
The transition to clean energy cannot occur without investments in energy efficiency. The 
Governor’s budget doubles the utility contribution requirement for the Focus on Energy, which 
will provide approximately $100 million in additional funding each year. This program helps 
businesses, homeowners, renters, and property owners make energy related improvements.  
The most recent Focus on Energy potential study said that increasing funding for the program 
by $100 million will result in $250 million in annual energy savings for customers. Compared to 
our neighboring states, Wisconsin has fallen behind in funding for our energy efficiency 
programs.   
 
Energy efficiency is the most cost-effective way to drive down utility bills and avoid costly 
generation and transmission construction.  Focus on Energy drives down utility costs at a rate of 



 

 

more than 4 times what it pays. This means that additional Focus on Energy funding will drive 
down utility costs and save customers even more money.  
 
Unfortunately, low-income households spend a disproportionately higher percentage of their 
income on energy costs.  To address this, the Executive Budget creates a low-income customer 
track in the Focus on Energy Program that will offer enhanced incentives and unique marketing 
and outreach efforts to educate customers about energy efficiency. This initiative will ensure 
low-income customers receive the benefits of the Focus on Energy program at the same level as 
other customers. 
 
The Executive Budget also contains provisions expanding low cost debt financing of customer 
clean energy projects; requiring the PSC to establish the social cost of carbon and consider this 
cost when evaluating construction certifications; allowing utilities to securitize the unpaid 
balance of a retiring power plant; exempting a nonutility that supplies electricity through an 
electric vehicle charging station from the definition of a public utility; and creating a voluntary 
utility innovative technology pilot program. 
 
Gas Pipeline Safety Violations  
The Executive Budget also includes a provision to increase civil penalties for gas pipeline safety 
violations, aligning statutes with guidance issued by the U.S. Department of Transportation.  
This will result in additional federal funding for our Gas Pipeline Safety Program. 
 
 
Thank you again Co-Chair Marklein, Co-Chair Born and committee members for the opportunity 
to discuss these important initiatives with you today. I am happy to answer any questions you 
may have. 


