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As the cost of solar energy continues to fall, Wisconsin’s investor-owned utilities continue to make major strides in growing our solar resources, providing customers with more renewable energy opportunities, and saving money on electricity generation costs while ramping up our use of renewable, carbon-free energy. We’re able to make this transition while maintaining a safe, reliable and cost-effective energy system that is diversified enough to have kept our customers warm throughout the February polar vortex and that consistently ranks below the national average in residential customer bills.

Wisconsin’s regulated system is the difference between rolling blackouts in Texas and our own reliable service, even when conditions are most harsh. It’s an agreement that dates to 1907 when Wisconsin utilities agreed to state regulation of their rates and cost recovery by the Public Service Commission. In return, utilities are required to provide reliable, safe, cost-effective energy to every customer who resides in their franchise territory.
Statutes specifically state that persons providing energy to the public, directly or indirectly, are utilities and subject to regulation by the PSC. As such, utilities agree to a system that provides extremely reliable energy at a steady predictable price by investing in the reliability of their systems to work even in extreme conditions because of this obligation to serve all customers. In addition, they also invest in a diverse portfolio of electricity generation. 
While the regulation of utilities and their obligation to serve has existed for over a century, how investor-owned utilities work alongside their customers to curate everything from the type of energy they consume to how they pay their bills is constantly evolving. One of the most notable changes in this space has been the industry’s significant shift to renewable energy. Due to a reduction in cost, solar has become increasingly utilized by Wisconsin utilities. Between 2017 and 2023, Wisconsin utilities will have proposed, built and placed in service roughly 2,000MW of solar power, enough to power about 330,000 homes. 
Expanding Customer Opportunities for Home and Business

Wisconsin utilities offer many flexible options to provide solar energy designed to meet their customers’ needs, including programs to: 

· Purchase all or a portion of personal or business energy from green sources, for a small premium.

· Host a utility-owned renewable generator on your property for payment.

· Buy shares of community solar projects and receive the energy from the project, including the renewable credits.
· Install a renewable energy source and sell excess energy back to the utility. 

· Subscribe to large-scale renewables projects and receive proportionate credit for the energy produced, the renewables capacity added to the system and the credits it generates; and

· Support renewables expansion simply by paying their utility bill, since all utilities are growing their portfolios of renewable energy resources. 
Balance is Threatened

With so many options to support solar energy in our well-regulated industry, why would we allow for the uncertainty of unregulated entities targeting Wisconsin customers? Yet, attempts to erode our regulated system are under consideration by some who are not bound by the regulatory compact and have no obligation to serve customers or control their rates. They can cherry pick those with the highest incomes and exploit the use of the grid our utilities are required to maintain, at the expense of everyone else who pays their bills, i.e. “cross subsidization”. 

Whether under the guise of Third-Party Ownership in which a company sells power to customers from solar panels to get a tax benefit in exchange for your electricity, or Community Solar in which “subscribers” sign contracts to receive energy and/or bill credits from a solar garden owned by an unregulated entity, none of these are legal and violate the regulatory agreement. Because these are not owned by entities that can be counted on to provide energy, they steer us toward higher costs, as the utility needs to “back-up” these resources and towards a Texas-style deregulated market that so recently and spectacularly failed its customers with tragic consequences. Third-party owned systems providing energy to multiple customers is not self-generation, but instead is selling electric services within a utilities franchise service territory to the public without any of the protections utilities must provide within the regulatory structure.
Wisconsin does not need to undermine the regulatory agreement by permitting third-party owners or other entities to act as unregulated public utilities who can cherry pick wealthy customers at the expense of those who cannot, or wish not, to participate. In fact, under Wisconsin rate designs, such arrangements actually worsen cross subsidization of wealthier customers who can afford such generation by those who cannot. 

Renewable Renaissance

Wisconsin utilities are amid a boom of utility-scale renewable generation construction which will provide all Wisconsin customers the benefits and cost savings of renewable generation—not just those who can afford to pay for individually-owned systems. This remains, by and large, the most affordable way to ensure renewable energy for all. As an industry, we are on track to dramatically change our energy mix, going from almost 70% of our energy from coal in 2005 to an estimated 80% of no or low carbon energy. In fact, our utilities are committed to be carbon neutral or carbon zero by 2050.

And for those who wish to purchase their own renewable generation, Wisconsin utilities are already partnering with their customers to construct distributed generation—leveraging both utility expertise and access to strong capital markets—without the need for unregulated entities and unidentified tax investors.

Programs such as WEC’s Solar Now and Nature Wise, Alliant’s Second Nature, MG&E’s Shared Solar and Xcel’s Renewable Connect programs are a success and should be expanded, not undermined by the third-party ownership’s or unregulated Community Solar’s false promises. 
We believe that legislation will soon be circulated that would impose a scheme that would raise costs for most utility customers and expose Wisconsin’s energy system to the reliability concerns we saw this winter in Texas.” 
Please call if you have questions and we’d be happy to discuss with you.
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