
GREENING THE ELECTRIC GRIDGREENING THE ELECTRIC GRID
Use utility-scale investments to provide universal access to renewable 
energy and a just energy system for people of color.
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Electricity powers our homes, businesses, 
streetlights, appliances, computers, and even 
our cars. A reliable electricity supply is of critical 
importance to our modern society. Historically, the 
major fuel sources used to generate electricity are 
coal and natural gas. These fuels, when combusted 
to produce electricity, also produce greenhouse 
gases which are the major contributors to 
climate change. The “Greening the Electric Grid” 
strategy aims to accelerate the switch to clean 
and renewable sources of energy, such as solar 
and wind, that reduce, and eventually eliminate, 
emissions from the electric power sector. 

Greening the Grid accounts for 57% of the change 
needed to meet Milwaukee’s 2030 emissions 
reduction goal. The shift to a clean, renewable 
electric grid also underpins other strategies like 
vehicle electrification. Greening the Grid also 
accounts for the energy used to heat homes 
and businesses, commonly natural gas and 
heating oil. To achieve net zero carbon emissions 
by 2050, natural gas would need to be largely 
eliminated as an energy source for heating in 
our built environment and be replaced by heating 
sources that are carbon-free, such as electric air-
source heat pumps powered by renewable energy 
technologies. 

Tools for Greening the Grid

The electric grid is largely under the control and 
operation of electric utility companies. These 
companies are involved in the generation, 
transmission, and distribution of electricity from 
source to consumer. Wisconsin’s investor-owned 
utilities (IOUs) and energy market are regulated 
at the State level through a combination of state 
laws and administrative oversight by the Public 
Service Commission of Wisconsin (PSC). Local 
governments do not play a direct role in regulating 
electric utilities. In addition, local governments and 
residents have fewer options than communities 
in other states to purchase renewable energy. 
In response to these limitations, the City of 
Milwaukee and Milwaukee County have become 
active advocates for climate policy at the PSC 
through the Wisconsin Local Government Climate 
Coalition (WLGCC) and through direct intervention 
on PSC dockets. WLGCC and its members are 
authorized to file comments in dockets and cases 
before the PSC. This is an important pathway 
towards designing and implementing the policy 
and regulatory changes necessary to enable a 
transition to a clean electric grid. 

Over the last decade, Wisconsin, and as a result, 
Milwaukee, have lost ground relative to other 
states and cities with regard to policies that 
support adoption of renewable energy on the 
electric grid. The CCTFCEE researched possible 
energy policy tools and placed them into context 
for the state of Wisconsin. These are directly 
applicable to Milwaukee’s Greening the Grid 
priority. See the table titled “Renewable Energy 
Policy Tools” for a complete overview of these 
tools on the next page: 

Reducing our energy use and building with 
sustainable, long-lasting infrastructure 
will help improve our air quality, reduce 
our reliance on fossil fuels, and help us 
save resources in the long run..

““““COMMUNITY VOICESCOMMUNITY VOICES



RENEWABLE ENERGY POLICY TOOLS

POLICY DESCRIPTION STATUS IN WISCONSIN

Net Metering Rates

Net metering policies allow distributed 
generation customers to sell excess 
electricity to a utility at a specified rate 
and receive credit on their utility bill. This 
credit offsets the customer’s electricity 
consumption during other times of the day 
or year, which reduces the expenditures the 
customer must send to a utility.

Net metering rates over the last decade 
have been lower in Milwaukee than other 
cities. Additionally, an annual net metering 
reconciliation policy would benefit 
customers more than the monthly net 
metering currently offered by We Energies. 

Third-Party Financing 
for Rooftop or 
Ground-mounted 
Solar Energy Systems

Third-party financing allows solar providers 
to finance and install solar on a customer’s 
property. This financing mechanism helps 
make the up-front investment in solar 
more affordable, especially for schools, 
governments, and non-profit institutions 
that cannot otherwise take advantage 
of federal tax credits for solar energy 
production. 

We Energies has denied interconnection of 
third-party financed solar projects under the 
legal interpretation that solar companies 
offering this financing are acting as “public 
utilities.”

Community Solar 
Programs

Many homes, apartments, and businesses 
are not conducive to rooftop solar 
installations due to roof orientation, tree 
cover, or other factors. Community solar 
involves the development of an off-site 
solar installation through which multiple 
customers can buy or lease solar panels and 
receive a bill credit for electricity generated 
by the system. 

Although other Wisconsin utilities offer 
community solar, We Energies currently 
does not. Current state law does not allow 
other solar providers to offer off-site solar 
programs to consumers. 

Renewable Energy 
Sleeve Tariffs 

Renewable Energy Tariffs allow large 
institutional customers to work with their 
utility to plan and build large renewable 
energy projects. Customers continue paying 
their regular electric rates to the utility, but 
are able to invest and receive the benefits 
of solar production, including Renewable 
Energy Credits toward their climate goals. 
These programs are “on-bill”.

We Energies currently offers the Dedicated 
Renewable Energy Resource (DRER) pilot 
program that is a possible pathway for the 
City to achieve its 25% by 2025 renewable 
energy goal. This program currently has 
20+ year commitment terms and does not 
explicitly require local labor to build the 
projects. We Energies also offers the Solar 
Now program through which the utility 
leases land or rooftops from customers to 
install solar energy. The City of Milwaukee 
and Milwaukee County have both 
implemented large projects using Solar Now 
but have not yet utilized the DRER program. 
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RENEWABLE ENERGY POLICY TOOLS

POLICY DESCRIPTION STATUS IN WISCONSIN

Virtual Power 
Purchase Agreements 

Virtual Power Purchase Agreements 
(PPAs) are financial arrangements in which 
customers invest in large scale solar projects 
and receive some financial benefit from 
the power sold to the grid on the wholesale 
market as well as Renewable Energy 
Credits toward their energy goals. In these 
arrangements, the customer continues to 
purchase energy directly from their utility.

To date, neither the City of Milwaukee nor 
Milwaukee County have pursued these 
arrangements. Large scale solar projects 
on the wholesale market still require a 
utility “off-taker” to purchase the power. 
Some institutions have used Virtual PPA’s 
to invest in renewable energy in other 
states, but these do not yield local economic 
development benefits.

Community Choice 
Aggregation (CCA)

Community Choice Aggregation (CCA’s) 
are statutorily authorized retail electricity 
choice programs administered by 
municipalities, which aggregate the demand 
of all customers within their jurisdictional 
boundaries and enroll customers on an opt-
out basis. CCA’s leverage the negotiation of 
contracts with retail or wholesale energy 
providers.

Wisconsin law currently does not allow 
for Community Choice Aggregation. The 
Wisconsin Local Government Climate 
Coalition’s preferred approach is to increase 
renewable energy adoption through existing 
utilities when possible.

Green Rates

Green rates allow for a customer to 
voluntarily pay a higher rate to the utility for 
all or a portion of their electricity to come 
from renewable energy sources.

We Energies offers its customers the 
Energy for Tomorrow program. The City of 
Milwaukee previously used this program 
for 10% of the electric power at City Hall. 
These programs do not necessarily lead to 
new utility investments in solar systems 
and the end user does not formally get the 
renewable energy credits.

Renewable Portfolio 
Standards (RPS)

Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPS) 
are state laws that require utilities to 
increasingly use a minimum percentage of 
renewable energy over time as a portion of 
their energy portfolio. 

In Wisconsin, the statewide RPS Is 10%. 
This law has not been updated since 2005, 
but utilities have made public pledges to 
far exceed these legislative requirements. 
Strengthening the RPS will hold utilities 
legally responsible for procuring ever-
increasing amounts of renewable energy in 
their portfolio.
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Utility Involvement: We Energies

We Energies is a subsidiary of the WEC Energy 
Group and is an investor-owned utility (IOU) 
with a service territory that covers southeastern 
Wisconsin, including the City of Milwaukee and 
Milwaukee County. We Energies is Milwaukee’s 
sole public electric utility provider. The WEC 
Energy Group’s Corporate Responsibility Report 
outlines the company’s overall climate strategy 
and progress within their portfolio, and We 
Energies’ “Pathway to a Cleaner Energy Future” 
document outlines their commitment to a 60 
percent reduction in carbon emissions by 2025 
and an 80 percent reduction by the end of 2030. 

Despite the aggressive carbon reduction 
commitments as outlined above, We Energies has 
advocated for policies and legal interpretations that 
limit the adoption of distributed renewable energy 
systems that are not directly owned or controlled 
by the utility. In contrast to the traditional model 
of several massive power plants that must send 
energy long distances to consumers, “Distributed 
renewable energy systems” are smaller renewable 
energy systems that produce energy closer to 
where it will be used, serving either a single 
building or a microgrid. Distributed renewable 
energy systems can strengthen the energy 
independence and resiliency of communities. In 
addition, they can often be deployed more rapidly 
than large, central power plants, making them an 
important tool to quickly greening the grid. 

Equity

Milwaukee residents are directly affected by the 
negative impacts of fossil fuel combustion for 
electricity. Air pollution is one significant and 
measurable impact. The EPA tracks air pollution 
through nonattainment areas that do not meet (or 
that contribute to ambient air quality in a nearby 
area that does not meet) the National Ambient 
Air Quality Standards (NAAQS). According to the 
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, 

the entire City of Milwaukee has elevated levels 
of pollution. Air pollution can negatively impact 
public health and the natural environment.

Switching from coal-fired power plants to natural 
gas in the short term and eventually retiring all 
coal-fired power plants in the Milwaukee area by 
2035 can reduce the factors that contribute to 
high rates of asthma and other respiratory illness. 
It is recommended that local governments, We 
Energies, and their contractors support equity, 
diversity, and inclusion (DEI) in the workforce 
necessary to support the existing electric grid and 
the build-out of renewable energy infrastructure. 

The City of Milwaukee’s Milwaukee Shines program, 
in partnership with the Midwest Renewable 
Energy Association and Walnut Way Conservation 
Corporation, have conducted solar energy training 
for communities of color. Going forward, the City 
can include workforce provisions in its renewable 
energy contracts to further support DEI as it 
relates to Greening the Grid. Moreover, the City’s 
proposed ”Renewable Pathways” program allows 
for local hiring provisions in working with the utility 
on large scale renewable energy procurements.

Expanding access to distributed solar energy can 
also support equity. Customers who install their 
own solar at their own cost reduce the need for 
large, polluting power plants that all ratepayers 
must pay for, especially at peak times of the day 
or year. Distributed renewable energy systems 
that provide energy closer to end users can also 
reduce the need for costly transmission lines paid 
for by all ratepayers.

Resiliency

According to the U.S. Government Accountability 
Office (GAO), the effects of climate change could 
cost billions and “affect every aspect of the grid 
from generation, transmission, and distribution 
to demand for electricity”. Specifically in the 
Midwest, warmer temperatures and heat waves 
can reduce the transmission capacity of power 
lines and heat waves can damage distribution 
lines, a vital lifeline for cooling buildings. As of a 
2021 report by the GAO, the DOE does not have an 
agency-wide approach to grid climate resiliency 
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efforts to ensure that resources are targeted 
effectively. Therefore, the City recommends that 
We Energies utilize new federal resources to 
improve grid resiliency in Milwaukee in the face of 
climate change. This can include grid hardening, 
to improve and strengthen grid infrastructure in 
the face of extreme weather, and investments in 
energy storage to extend the amount of renewable 
energy accessible to the grid when the sun isn’t 
shining or the wind isn’t blowing. Additionally, 
homeowners and business campuses should 
consider the creation of microgrids, small areas 
of interconnected loads and distributed energy 
resources that act as independent entities from 
the electric grid. Microgrids can pair battery 
storage along with on-site solar distribution to 
protect properties and the people they serve from 
broader and more frequent grid outages.
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CITY STRATEGYCITY STRATEGY
Through its Milwaukee Shines program, the City of 
Milwaukee has helped grow the market for rooftop 
solar, which increases the amount of renewable 
energy on the grid. Local strategies that should be 
continued and expanded include 1) streamlining 
the permitting process for installing solar energy 
systems, 2) continuing the financing for solar 
projects through Milwaukee Shines loans for 
residential projects and PACE financing for larger 
projects, 3) expanding workforce partnerships to 
develop Milwaukee’s solar workforce, particularly 
for people of color,; and 4) utilizing group-buys in 
partnership with the Midwest Renewable Energy 
Association to reduce the cost and complexity of 
solar installations. 

In addition to these current strategies, the City of 
Milwaukee and Milwaukee County will support 
a transition away from fossil fuels and toward 
renewable energy through both advocacy and 
direct purchasing of renewable energy. The 
City and County will support both a utility-scale 
transition to renewable energy and a robust and 
competitive rooftop solar market.

Advocacy

The City of Milwaukee will take positions that 
accelerate the transition to renewable energy 
and retirement of coal-fired power plants. This 
advocacy will include the submission of public 
comments and/or intervention in relevant dockets 
before the Public Service Commission as well as 
expressing support for statewide legislation that 
will speed adoption of utility-scale and distributed 
renewable energy. The City of Milwaukee may 
work in conjunction with other communities 
through the Wisconsin Local Government Climate 

Coalition to strengthen the collective voice of 
communities throughout Wisconsin that have 
aligned climate goals. As outlined in the Roadmap 
to Zero Carbon Investigation (PSC Docket 5-EI-
158), the City supports these policies as adapted 
from the WLGCC comments (PSC Ref #411458):

• Utility Scale Transition to Renewable Energy. 
The City will advocate for utility planning and 
decision-making that supports the retirement 
of all coal-fired generation in the state by 2035 
or sooner and other fossil fuel generation in 
the state by 2045. This recognizes that natural 
gas can act as a bridge-fuel, but that any new 
investments in natural gas infrastructure must 
be carefully considered within Wisconsin’s 
Energy Priorities Statute 1.12.  The City will 
support utility-specific progress toward clean 
energy goals, using 5-year benchmarks, and the 
transition to renewable energy for all customers 
at fair rates.

• Universal Access to Renewable Energy. The 
City will advocate for adoption of policies to 
support distributed solar energy, including 
but not limited to, fair net metering rates 
that recognize the full spectrum of benefits 
distributed energy provides to the grid, fair 
interconnection policies, and the creation 
of community solar. In addition, the City will 
advocate for laws or rulings to clarify that solar 
companies that finance solar energy projects 
as a third-party are not public utilities under 
Wisconsin law, with an eye toward expanding 
access to renewable energy for all customers.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6037df5f4808c15334a7778d/t/60a5296a4444ce2a8b211476/1621436778365/WLGCC+Comments+to+PSC_Roadmap+to+Zero+Carbon+Investigation.pdf
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/1/12
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• Support the transition to the Utility of the 
Future. As described in PSC Ref 411458: “For 
most geographic areas of the State, Wisconsin’s 
historic utility regulatory model has encouraged 
investor-owned utilities (IOUs) to control and 
invest in utility infrastructure. The system 
has been generally successful in delivering 
a reliable and stable supply of electricity and 
gas. However, from the perspective of local 
governments who have explored programs 
nationally, Wisconsin utilities could be more 
responsive to the evolving opportunities for 
residents to take more control over their energy 
needs and be more collaborative partners with 
local government who have often tended to 
be more assertive in supporting a transition 
to renewable energy and energy efficiency 
in buildings. The PSC can play a role in 
establishing better incentives for Wisconsin’s 
electric utilities to support energy efficiency 
in buildings through on-bill financing or other 
means, distributed energy generation, pilot 
new technologies like battery storage and 
microgrids, and support electrification of the 
heating and transportation sectors. Wisconsin’s 
regulatory environment supports the traditional 
utility business model that grants a stable rate 
of return on large investments in generation, 
transmission and distribution assets. The City 
supports consideration of new utility business 
models that align a utility’s economic incentives 
with important public policy goals such as the 
fuel mix outlined in Wisconsin’s Energy Priorities 
law. §1.12, including the proper emphasis on 
energy efficiency and conservation and non-
combustible renewable energy. Specifically, the 
utilities themselves and/or the PSC should also 
examine utilities’ “Return on Equity” formulas 
and performance bonuses to incentivize energy 
efficiency, demand side management, and 
deployment of distributed renewable energy 
systems.”

Underpinning this advocacy strategy is an interest 
in working professionally with We Energies through 
a “Clean Energy Memorandum of Understanding” 
or other means to facilitate a timely and just 
transition to a clean electric grid. If benchmarks 

are not aligned toward this transition, the City may 
advocate for bolder reforms such as Community 
Choice Aggregation to allow for other pathways 
to achieve the necessary transition to renewable 
energy at scale.

Direct Purchasing

In 2009, Milwaukee joined other communities 
around Wisconsin to establish a 25% by 2025 
renewable energy goal for municipal operations. 
Other corporations in Wisconsin may have 
similar Environment, Social Responsibility, and 
Governance (ESG) goals that include greenhouse 
gas reduction goals. Since less than 8% of 
We Energies’ current fuel mix is composed of 
renewable energy, the City and other corporations 
need better options to accelerate their use of 
renewable energy. Rooftop solar is part of the 
solution, and the City should invest in additional 
rooftop solar arrays when cost effective. However, 
the City of Milwaukee maintains a large system 
of streetlights, water treatment and pumping 
infrastructure, and city buildings whose energy 
needs cannot be met only by rooftop solar.  
Therefore, the City will support options to opt-
in to new, off-site utility-scale renewable energy 
projects. 

The City has utilized We Energies’ Solar Now 
program to build the largest solar energy project 
in the City’s history, a 2.25 MW solar project on a 
City-owned landfill.  ECO has productively worked 
with We Energies to propose a new “Renewable 
Pathway” tariff (PSC Ref# 443104)  that would 
allow the City to procure up to 100% of its electric 
power needs from new renewable energy sources, 
utilizing local labor to build the City.  If approved 
by the PSC, the City and other large institutions 
will use this opportunity (or other new options that 
may become available through state policy) to 
achieve or exceed the 25% by 2025 goal. 

https://apps.psc.wi.gov/ERF/ERFview/viewdoc.aspx?docid=443104

