
Utility Scale Solar Developments Offer Job Opportunities for the Trades 

 For decades, electricity generated by solar technology was limited to residential rooftops 

and very small commercial uses due to the cost of solar panels, limits on technology use in states 

where the sun is often behind clouds, and battery storage restrictions.  Over the last decade, 

however, improvements in technology and a 75% reduction in cost have made utility-scale solar 

generation facilities a viable option. 

 Over the next 5-10 years, Wisconsin utilities intend to bring several gigawatts of solar 

electric generation facilities online with a capital investment price tag approaching $3 billion.   

Wisconsin utilities, such as Alliant Energy, have historically been friendly partners with the 

trades—often constructing and operating electric generation facilities with Wisconsin contractors 

and local tradesmen and women.  This makes sense because it is Wisconsin ratepayers that will 

ultimately pay for the facilities through their utility bills, so it should be Wisconsin businesses and 

workers that benefit from the economic growth spurred by large infrastructure projects.  

 However, many of the planned utility-scale solar projects are being developed by out-of-

state third parties.  Known as “merchant plants,” Wisconsin law allows a non-utility company to 

own and construct an electric generation facility and then sell the electricity at wholesale to 

Wisconsin utilities.  Third-party, out-of-state developers, however, often do not have the same 

commitment to the local economy that Wisconsin utilities do.  Studies show every dollar of a 

project completed by an out-of-state contractor, results in over two dollars in economic value 

leaving our state. 

 A merchant plant over 100MW requires a certificate of public convenience and necessity 

(CPCN) from the Public Service Commission of Wisconsin (PSC).  As part of an application for 

a CPCN, the owner of a merchant plant must disclose to the PSC: 1) the workforce size and skills 

required for project construction; 2) an estimate of how much of the expected workforce would 

come from local sources; and 3) the state and local economic impacts of the proposed project.i  

Out-of-state developers will promise to use 50-75% local labor in their applications,ii but some 

early projects demonstrated that the commitments were not honored.iii 

 Because of the inconsistency between what some third-party developers claim to the PSC 

and what they actually do during construction, Construction Business Group, Local 139 and other 

trades began actively participating in PSC dockets to encourage the Commissioners to hold third-

party developers accountable for their representations concerning use of local workforce and local 

economic benefits.  Specifically, we have asked the PSC to include in a decision approving a 

project a requirement that third-party developers regularly report their efforts to recruit and use 

local workers. 

 In a recent final decision approving a solar project proposed for Grant County, the PSC 

required the third-party developer to “publicly report to the Commission on a quarterly basis its 

efforts, and the efforts of its construction contractors, to recruit Wisconsin residents to fill 

employment opportunities created by the construction of the proposed project.”iv  For the first time, 



a third-party developer must account for its claims that local workers and the local economy will 

benefit from their project.  This is a huge win for the trades and local contractors of Wisconsin 

who now have a greater chance at bidding and winning this work. 

 Additionally, one of the first large utility-owned solar projects in Wisconsin is currently 

under construction in Wood County.  Alliant Energy used EPC contractor Burns & McDonnell 

who in turn is using its subsidiary, Azco, for the main solar array installation.  Tree clearing and 

site preparation were done almost exclusively with union contractors, employing dozens of 

Operating Engineers.  Azco recently began installing the solar arrays and is doing so using 

Wisconsin trades under the National Maintenance Agreement.  It is estimated that the Wood 

County solar project alone will have over 100,000 hours of work for Operating Engineers. 

 Utility-scale solar developments have the potential to provide great opportunities for 

Wisconsin contractors, Operating Engineers and other trades.  However, we must remain vigilant 

when the projects are developed by out-of-state third parties to ensure that Wisconsin contractors 

and workers are used to the greatest extent possible. 

 
i See Application Filing Requirements Solar Energy Projects, Sections 3.2 and 6.2. 
ii See e.g., Badger State Solar LLC CPCN Application, PSC Docket 9800-CE-100 at p. 3.39 (committing to 50% local 
workforce use); Point Beach Solar LLC CPCN Application, PSC Docket 9801-CE-100 at p.  30 (committing to 70% 
local workforce use).  
iii See, e.g., Comments Regarding Badger Hallow II Solar Electric Generating Facilities, PSC Docket 5-BS-234 at pp. 2-
4 (noting that despite the third-party developer’s commitment to create 400-500 local jobs, only 22% of the 
workforce were Wisconsin residents). 
iv Final Decision Grant County Solar LLC CPCN Application, PSC Docket 9804-CE-100 at p. 42, ¶ 20. 
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