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Montgomery & Cowles: Energy Efficiency And Renewable Power Bill Rolls Through Assembly

Madison – State Representative Phil Montgomery (R-Ashwaubenon) and State Senator Robert Cowles (R-Green Bay) were pleased that the comprehensive energy efficiency and renewable power bill (SB 459) received a vote of 94-0 by the State Assembly last night.

“We put the public back in the public benefits program by ensuring ratepayer dollars will no longer be used to balance the budget,” said Montgomery.  “It was also crucial that any changes in Wisconsin’s energy policy did not increase pressure on ratepayers.  This legislation balances our energy needs with the ability of consumers to afford those needs.”

“This bill is not some pie-in-the-sky initiative,” added Cowles.  “This comprehensive reform bill helps with two major efforts in renewable energy and conservation.  These measures are the most cost-effective way to address rising energy rates.”  

The major elements of SB 459 are:

Public Benefits Reform: Reform the energy efficiency program, known as Public Benefits or Focus on Energy by securing funding at an appropriate level for cost-effective energy efficiency programs.  These funds will no longer be used to balance the budget.

Energy Independence for Wisconsin: Increase Wisconsin’s utility renewable usage to 10% by 2015 to reduce our state’s dependence on out-of-state energy.  So-called “offramps” were included to mitigate any potential negative rate impacts.

Government Leading By Example: The bill also has sections devoted to increasing conservation and renewable purchases for state government.  A lot of energy will be saved by improving building codes for energy efficiency standards and construction practices for both the public and private sector.  
Local Government and Agricultural Development:  Finally, the bill requires a competitively bid program to reduce property taxes by reducing energy costs of schools and local units of government.  It will also improve the economic viability of Wisconsin’s farms by reducing on-farm energy costs and promoting renewable infrastructure such as wind and manure digesters.  
“We need to strengthen our power supply, but we also need to protect our ratepayers, the taxpayers and the environment,” said Cowles.
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We all know about the hurricanes and the ripple effect it has caused for energy prices and our economy.  Natural gas prices are up more than 30 percent over this time last year.  This summer, utility customers recently set new records for peak power usage because of the heat.  A growing population and economy means increasing energy demand.  The state has entered what is known as a major “building cycle” where billions of dollars in new power plants and powerlines are now under construction.  These factors combined will inevitably lead to higher electric rates, but there are measures we can take to help control these costs.

“One of the most important aspects of a sound energy policy is having a diverse energy portfolio to insulate ratepayers from the kind of spikes in fuel costs we have faced this winter,” said Montgomery.  “Incorporating additional renewable energy and efficiency measures into Wisconsin’s energy mix helps us achieve this goal.”

“Reliable energy is critical to adding and retaining jobs in Wisconsin,” said Cowles.  “Rapidly rising energy prices could not only cripple our economy from manufacturers to biotechnology industries, it could have a devastating impact on everyone, especially our most vulnerable citizens.”

SB 459 was the product of a broad consensus between utilities, business, labor, customer and environmental groups.  As a result, over thirty organizations testified or registered in support with none in opposition.  Montgomery and Cowles praised the former members of the Task Force and others for their hard work and for contributing to the success of this bill.

SB 459 passed the Assembly last night 94-0.  Last month, it passed the Senate 32-1.  The bill now heads to the governor’s desk for approval to become law.  The governor is expected to sign the bill in the coming weeks.
Rep. Montgomery is chair of the Assembly Energy & Utilities Committee.  Sen. Cowles is chair of the State Senate Energy, Utilities & Information Technology Committee. Cowles served as a member of the Task Force on Energy Efficiency & Renewables.
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