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Co-ops Work to Influence National Policy

Iowans meet with elected officials in Washington

Des Moines, Iowa, May 9, 2003 — A contingent of Iowa’s rural electric cooperative (REC) leaders recently descended upon Washington, D.C., to discuss legislative issues affecting electric cooperatives and their members. The meetings were held during the 2003 Legislative Conference of the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA), May 4-7.  Over 2,100 co-op representatives from all over the United States participated in the conference. 

Christ Nygaard, vice president of the Iowa Association of Electric Cooperatives’ (IAEC) and president of Humboldt County REC’s boards of directors, says the group’s mission in Washington, D.C., was to focus on the co-op’s primary concerns with the national energy policy bills.  

“With the House just recently passing a bill and the Senate currently debating a bill, our timing couldn’t have been better,” Nygaard says.  “Certainly, the presence of over 2,000 people on Capitol Hill – all calling for the same thing – will make a difference.”

“The timing of this year’s Legislative Conference couldn’t have been better because the U.S. Senate is poised to seriously begin debate on the development of a national energy policy,” he adds. 

“In fact, opening remarks were given on the Senate floor and debate began during our visit to Capitol Hill. It may very well take several weeks, if not longer, for the Senate to complete its work,” Nygaard says.

During the meetings, the Iowa RECs also discussed other electric restructuring issues including taxes, incentive rates for transmission, participant funding for new transmission and renewable energy requirements. In the area of taxes the co-op delegation focused on a relatively new concept called “tradable tax credits.” 

“Tradable tax credits are a way to give tax-exempt co-ops the same kind of financial incentive for implementing renewable energy and clean coal technologies as that being made available for investor-owned utilities,” says Roger Arthur, board member of the IAEC and Allamakee-Clayton Electric Cooperative.  
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“We’re also concerned with a second tax issue involving corrections to the law that would allow certain revenues to be considered in a manner that would not violate the IRS’s 85/15 rule.  The Senate Finance Committee has already approved a bill that includes both tradable tax credits and our 85/15 fixes.  Senator Grassley (R-IA) will be proposing that bill as an amendment to the energy policy bill.  The co-ops strongly support the inclusion of that language in the energy bill.” 

The Iowa group asked their delegation to oppose any attempts to impose regulation of carbon dioxide (CO2).  Sufficient and cost-effective technology does not yet exist for utilities to control CO2 emissions.  Since overall 75 percent of the co-ops’ energy nationally comes from fossil fuels, regulating CO2 emissions would have a dramatic effect on our electricity costs.

Another important issue the group raised is the funding for the Rural Utilities Services (RUS) program.  The Bush Administration is proposing to cut the RUS program by 40 percent which would be devastating to this program.  Furthermore, they are proposing new regulations that would target the program to “needier areas.”  The co-op representatives argued that the RUS program is already means tested and such additional restrictions are unnecessary.  They encouraged support for full funding of the program at $4 billion.

“The Iowa delegation has always been very supportive of the co-ops and seemed to respond well to this year’s message,” says Dawn Vance, director of government relations for the IAEC.  “The difficulty was that the House has already passed a bill and their ability to influence the conference committee report could be somewhat limited.  It remains an important issue however to all of the delegation and they pledged their support of our efforts to clean up the bills.”

Meetings were held with Senators Charles Grassley and Tom Harkin, Representatives Tom Latham, Jim Leach, Jim Nussle, Leonard Boswell and Steve King.

Those representing Iowa RECs were: Roger Arthur, IAEC/Allamakee-Clayton Electric Cooperative Inc.; Carroll Boehnke, Prairie Energy Cooperative; Terry Bruns, Iowa Lakes Electric Cooperative; Nancy Carlson, IAEC/Western Iowa Power Cooperative; Ron Dieber, NIMECA; Tom Miller, Hawkeye Rural Electric Cooperative; Christian Nygaard, IAEC/Humboldt County Rural Electric Cooperative; Don O’Tool, Calhoun County Electric Cooperative Association/Corn Belt Power Cooperative; Shelly Quam, Farmers Electric Cooperative; Chuck Soderberg, Northwest Iowa Power Cooperative; Bob Swindell, Access Energy Cooperative; Kathy Taylor, Corn Belt Power Cooperative; Don Williams, Linn County Rural Electric Cooperative; and Brian Kading and Dawn Vance, IAEC.  
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