
The Minnesota co-ops recently invested in the future of 
37 promising students by sponsoring them on a tour to 

Washington, DC. in June as part of the annual National Rural 
Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) Electric Cooperative 
Youth Tour. Since 1963, co-ops have been sending teens to our 
nation's capital to learn about cooperatives, U.S. history, the political 
process, and their peers from across the country. This year, electric 
co-ops across the nation brought 1,833 student delegates to D.C. 
with 308 staff and chaperones from 42 participating states.

Interested youth tour delegates have the opportunity to apply for 
the Minnesota position on the National Youth Leadership Council 

(YLC). This year, the youth tour delegates selected Ethan Price 
as the Minnesota YLC delegate. He was sponsored by Redwood 
Electric Cooperative and will be a junior at Red Rock Central High 
School in Lamberton, Minn. this fall. 

Students can apply for youth tour through their participating 
electric cooperative in early spring. After the candidate(s) are 
selected, the name(s) are submitted to MREA no later than April 1. 
The cost of approximately $2,000 covers airfare, lodging, meals, 
and events. The tour dates for next year are June 13-18, 2020. If 
your co-op would like to get involved, please contact Gayle Karol 
gayle@mrea.org.
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By Shari Wormwood, MREA Communication Specialist

When Jack Schwab, Steele-Waseca Electric Cooperative 
safety manager, and lineman of 29 years began planning 

his first mayday drill as Steele-Waseca’s new safety manager, he 
wondered about using a cell phone for the call. He scheduled a 
meeting with the directors of the Rice & Steele 911 Center to inquire 
about this, and the meeting ended up lasting almost three hours. 
The center directors convinced Jack that using a cell phone is the 
quickest way to get help above all other systems. Minnesota 911 
centers are also very interested in organizations holding mayday 
drills to enhance their dispatcher’s knowledge and experience.

Jack shared, “In Steele Waseca’s case, our line workers all have 
radios in their trucks. During the day, a radio mayday emergency 
call goes to somebody in the office, and that person is to collect 
the information and then dial 911.  We now strongly encourage 
our people to use their cell phone; to get help the quickest way 
possible.” The county dispatch centers welcome cell phone calls 
and texts if a call isn’t possible. Safety managers and line workers 
should review this Minnesota text to 911 - Call if you can, text if you 
can’t fact sheet, which was deployed across the state in December 
2017.

After meeting with the Rice & Steele 911 Center, Jack arranged to 
shut down the Steele-Waseca office for a company-wide mayday 
drill. The drill scenario featured a lineman who had collapsed in 
a bucket. The bucket was in contact with a power line, and the 
condition of the lineman was unknown. The crew didn’t know where 
the lines were or if they were live. Within seconds, the dispatcher 
had the address of the caller. Because the call came in on a cell 
phone, a triangulation process with three cell towers was used 
to determine the location. After the drill, the Steele-Waseca line 
crew updated their tailgate process to include writing down the 
job address before they start a job; for quick reference in case, an 
accident occurs. 

The Steele-Waseca staff also learned about the National Grid 
System, an alphanumeric system, in place at the Rice & Steele 
911 Center. If you identify a grid number to a 911 operator, they 
immediately know where you are. The eight or ten-digit number 

identifies exact locations on earth.  Staff members practiced using 
an app with a 10-digit alphanumeric number that can locate a 
person within one square meter. As time goes on, people will use 
these apps when reporting accidents, abductions, and foul play. 

The Rice and Steele 911 Center sent a representative to the 
cooperative during the drill because they knew there would be 
questions. There were a lot of them, all the way down to, “Hey, if I 
have an electrical burn and want to go to Regions, am I able to do 
so?” They made it clear that the local EMT is going to decide where 
to transfer a victim. Great River Energy Field Training Specialist 
Tom Huber also attended and afterward, he asked if the Rice & 
Steele 911 Center would coordinate a drill for the GRE facility in 
Elk River. 

“Because we had the victim down in the bucket,” Jack shared, 
“the local dispatch followed protocol to roll the call to Mayo 
Medical Services at Mayo Clinic, the experts on what to do if a 
victim is unconscious from a possible electric shock. We listened 
to them give instructions over the phone, and it was unbelievably 
professional. They directed us saying, ‘You cannot go near this 
vehicle because you don’t know if the electricity is on.’ They have 
the smarts to do that, where our local 911 center might not.” The 
drill led Jack to begin electrical training for their local 911 dispatch 
centers, and now, several dispatchers understand the correct 
way to instruct people when they’re in a car accident involving 
electrical wires. 

Jack stated, “Since technology is changing so fast, we need to 
do these drills frequently.”  In rural areas, wireless technology is 
ahead of most 911 center databases, so Jack is planning to hold a 
mayday drill each year, rotating through the 911 centers within their 
service territory. 

From Jack’s story, we see the benefit of carefully planning a mayday 
drill, cell phone use during an emergency, and the importance of 
learning about local dispatch center capabilities. We encourage 
all Minnesota cooperatives to learn from the Steele-Waseca 
experience.

STEELE-WASECA HOLDS AN ALL-STAFF EMERGENCY 
MAYDAY DRILL USING A CELL PHONE
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The Arrowhead Cooperative Board of Directors is thrilled to 
announce that John Twiest is their new CEO/general manager.

A 4th generation resident of Cook County, John graduated 
from Cook County High School, and served in the Navy for six 
years. He joined the Arrowhead cooperative in October of 2005 
as an apprentice lineworker. When the opportunity to work with 
broadband arose, he raised his hand and took on the new and 
exciting challenge. As the first communications lineman, John 
identified make-ready issues on the electric system and met with 
members regarding concerns about the installation of the new 
fiber optic lines. He worked closely with the engineers to ensure 
the design, location of the powerlines, and equipment were in the 
most efficient areas.

In January 2013, John was promoted to operations/outside plant 
manager. Since then, he has been instrumental in the completion 
of their fiber to the home project, installation, and design of 
Arrowhead's solar array, implementation of their advanced 
metering infrastructure, and the development of an entirely new 
vegetation management plan. John has demonstrated leadership 
through every step of these complicated and critical projects. 
He is deeply committed to the cooperative and the communities 
Arrowhead serves. John always says, "this is my backyard, too!"
Board President Roger Opp notes that the board was unanimous 
in their support of John for this role, adding, "We are confident 

in John's ability to build on the 
successes at Arrowhead and 
to lead the cooperative to an 
even brighter future."

John began as CEO/general 
manager on July 1, 2019. He 
is humbled and honored to 
have the complete backing 
of the board of directors to 
lead the cooperative into 
the future. John said, "Our 
vision of 'connecting the 
tip of the Arrowhead' has 
never been more important 
in the cooperative's history. 
Helping our members and subscribers understand the services 
and offerings the cooperative provides is a critical step in being 
an effective cooperative. Educating our members, especially 
the younger generations, will ensure a strong community and 
cooperative in the future. The future of the cooperative can be 
filled with many questions, but an effective communications 
strategy will help engage and build a strong membership. The 
cooperative spirit and values will help define a positive future."

ARROWHEAD COOPERATIVE NAMES
JOHN TWIEST CEO AND GENERAL MANAGER
By Shari Wormwood, MREA Communication Specialist

With the average price of lithium-ion batteries dropping to 
$176/kWh in 2018, electric utilities are beginning to consider 

investing in stationary energy storage. We are sharing the updated 
April 2018 version of a joint “Battery Energy Storage Overview” 
created by NRECA, CFC, CoBank, and NRTC.  

The report focuses on the current long and 
short-term choices of lithium-ion and flow 
batteries, cost trends, battery lifespans and 
recycling, electricity drivers, and other new 
battery technologies on the horizon.  

Several case studies are covered featuring 
Connexus Energy’s Solar + Storage project, 
to help lower peak demand and Dairyland 
Power’s residential behind-the-meter 
battery study. To read the full report, click 
here.

"BATTERY ENERGY STORAGE OVERVIEW"
FOCUSES ON LITHIUM-ION AND FLOW BATTERIES
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We are living in the age where the pace of innovation and 
disruption is getting faster and faster. As a result, keeping up 

with the latest-and-greatest technologies is becoming increasingly 
difficult, not to mention expensive. It seems that as soon as we 
upgrade our smartphone, a new model with a bigger screen and 
cooler features is released. 

One technology that comes with a lot of hype and confusion 
is “Blockchain.” Because this technology is completely digital, 
thereby intangible, it’s tough to truly grasp exactly what it is. 

Electric cooperatives know that with any new technology, we have 
to view it from every angle and consider how it will ultimately 
improve our services. With blockchain, that means recognizing 
its potential and limitations, both for Minnesota’s electric co-ops 
and the energy industry as a whole. It also means asking whether 
blockchain truly benefits our consumer-members.

What is Blockchain, exactly?

In simplest terms, blockchain is a digital, shared ledger that 
records transactions between buyers and sellers. The transaction 
records, or blocks, are linked together in a time series, or chain. 
When a new transaction is completed, a new block is added to 
the chain.

Electric co-ops make numerous transactions, such as billing, 
contracting with vendors and purchasing power on a daily basis. 
Even though we have secure, well-functioning systems already in 
place to handle these types of transactions, some see potential 
applications for blockchain and electric utilities.

What makes Blockchain unique?

What makes blockchain technology so unique is that when a 
transaction takes place, it’s recorded on a network of computers, 
also known as nodes. The chain is shared and synchronized among 
all participating nodes in the blockchain network, making it very 
difficult to alter the chain without the interference being detected.

Another important characteristic of blockchain is that it’s 
decentralized. As noted before, a blockchain is distributed across 
the systems of all participating parties, rather than residing within 
a single institution, like a bank. This particular feature is why some 
consider the technology disruptive. Someone in Arkansas can 
send money to someone in Japan directly, without needing to 
go through a third party. This feature makes it transparent and 
eliminates the need for the trusted third party.

What are some real-life examples and applications of blockchain 
technology?

Currently, blockchain works best when the product being bought 
or sold is virtual rather than physical. If the transaction involves a 
material product, whether it be a new home thermostat or a jumbo 
jet, some trust agent is usually required to certify that the physical 
transfer actually takes place. 

Eventually this technology may intersect with areas of your life 
when recordkeeping and processing requires security, efficiency 
and connectivity. In the coming years, experts see potential for 
blockchain technology in the fields of healthcare, supply-chain 
management, finance and lending, and more. Blockchain could 
even change the way we prove our identity, as well as issue and 
maintain birth, wedding and death certificates.

Blockchain, like all software, is a means to an end that will provide 
different solutions to different needs, and determining its impact 
starts with understanding what the technology is and how it works. 
Time will tell if blockchain proves useful for electric utilities in the 
future, but for now, we’re viewing this as a technology trend to 
watch. Our top priority will always be to provide our consumer-
members with the safe, reliable and affordable energy they 
depend on.

TECH TREND TO WATCH: BLOCKCHAIN
By Kaley Lockwood, NRECA writer on consumer and 

!
With each transaction, 
a new block is added 
and secured to prior 
blocks using advanced 
cryptography.

Blockchain is a collection 
of transaction records. The 
blocks–linked together in 
a time series–create a 
chain.

A change to any block is 
easily detectable because 
it requires changes to all 
subsequent records.

What is Blockchain?
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SAVE THE DATE: FUTURE ENERGY ISSUES SUMMIT DATES
 2020:  August 12-13, with pre-conference sessions on August 10-11
 2021:  August 11-12, with pre-conference sessions on August 9-10

MONDAY, JULY 29: PRE-CONFERENCES 
 • Day 1 (of 2) New director orientation (½ day: 1-4 pm) 

TUESDAY, JULY 30: PRE-CONFERENCES 
 • Day 2 (of 2) New director orientation (8-3 pm) 
 • Board chair round table and governance workshop (9-3:30 pm) 
 • BLC 905.1: Assessing governance: taking a continuous approach to governing your co-op (8-3 pm) 
 • Cooperative Network electric sector meeting (4-5:30 pm)

WEDNESDAY, JULY 31 & THURSDAY, AUGUST 1: 2019 ENERGY ISSUES SUMMIT 
 • Summit Day 1: 9-4 pm 
 • Summit Day 2: 8-11:30 am

ENERGY ISSUES SUMMIT WEEK SCHEDULE
July 29-August 1
St. Cloud, MN

THANK YOU TO OUR EIS EVENT SPONSORS
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GRANTS FOR SCHOOL BUS REPLACEMENTS 
IN GREATER MINNESOTA
Due to the overwhelming response to the school bus 

replacement grants offered in 2018, the Minnesota Pollution 
Control Agency (MPCA) has created an additional funding 
opportunity for school buses.

As with the previous opportunity, these grants will help replace 
older diesel school buses (model years 1992 – 2009) with newer, 
cleaner models. Grants will be for $15,000 or $20,000 per school 
bus, depending on whether the school district has 40% of 
students in the free or reduced lunch program. 

This second round of funding is explicitly geared towards school 
bus replacements in Greater Minnesota, to ensure distribution of 
school bus grants throughout the state at a 60/40 split between 
the metro and rural area. Projects in the seven-county Twin Cities 
metro area are not eligible for this grant.

The total funds available is $580,000, which will fund roughly 29 
bus replacements. Applications are due August 13, 2019, by 4:30 
p.m. Central Time.

There will be an information and training meeting, designed to 
answer questions and explain the application process in more 
detail, at 1 p.m. on July 30, 2019, at the MPCA St. Paul office, (520 
Lafayette, St. Paul MN 55155), in room 100.  The meeting will also 
be available through WebEx.  

For more information or to apply, click here: Greater Minnesota 
school bus replacement grants. 

DATE  EVENT       LOCATION 
July 26   14th annual MREA burn center golf benefit   Pebble Creek Golf Club, Becker 
July 29-30 New director orientation     Best Western PLUS Kelly Inn, St. Cloud 
July 30   NRECA BLC 905.10: Assessing governance:   Best Western PLUS Kelly Inn, St. Cloud 
  Taking a continuous approach to governing your co-op  
July 30   Board chair round table & governance workshop  Best Western PLUS Kelly Inn, St. Cloud 
July 31–Aug. 1  Hands-On equipment school (HES)   Central Lakes College, Staples 
July 31–Aug. 1  Energy issues summit     Best Western PLUS Kelly Inn, St. Cloud 
Aug. 21-23 REMA finance managers summer conference   Inn on Lake Superior, Duluth 
Aug. 2-21 Pre-conference:  RUS form 7 accounting    Inn on Lake Superior, Duluth 
Aug. 28-30 REMA line superintendents fall conference & trade show  Breezy Point Resort, Breezy Point 
Sept. 4-6 REMA CEOs fall conference & networking events   Thumper Pond, Ottertail 
Sept. 10-13 MREA/MMUA overhead school & rodeo    MMUA Training Center, Marshall 
Sept. 17  Dealing with difficult customers     Courtyard Marriott, St. Cloud  
Sept. 18-19 Collections & disconnects conference    Courtyard Marriott, St. Cloud 
Sept. 18-20 REMA engineers and operations conference & trade show  Inn on Lake Superior, Duluth 
Sept. 23-25 Fall D.C. legislative visit      Washington, DC

DON'T MISS THESE  
UPCOMING MREA EVENTS
CRAFTED FOR THE ELECTRIC CO-OP EMPLOYEE
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