
February 2019

REPORT

MREA has a lot in common with its members, most notably our 
mission to serve, with collaborative leadership and expertise. 

We all strive to meet, and exceed, our members’ expectations, using 
the resources they entrust us with to add value to their lives. Like 
each of you, MREA reviews and revises its strategies each year 
to measure successes, identify areas of opportunity and continue 
delivering value.  

One of MREA’s strategic themes is to sustain a healthy organization, 
whose employees have the resources necessary to meet the needs 
of the membership. This maintains the essential balance between 
ensuring MREA remains fiscally stable and financially healthy, while 
sustaining a healthy and engaged workforce.

ENSURE MREA REMAINS FISCALLY STABLE AND FINANCIALLY 
HEALTHY
MREA’s total budget is $3.7 million. Members expect those funds 
to provide exceptional value and economies of scale. Of that $3.7 
million:

• Member dues support approximately $2.1 million or 53 
percent of the MREA budget

• Non-member dues revenue (i.e. vendor member program) 
supports the remaining 47 percent of the MREA budget

• MREA’s largest expense is our people covering roughly 59 
percent of our budget

 

HEALTHY AND ENGAGED WORKFORCE
Much of the value MREA brings to the membership is provided 
through the expertise of our employee group. In order to deliver that 
value most effectively, we focus on continual development, as well 
as retaining qualified staff and maintaining an engaged workforce.

One way we measure the health of our workforce is an annual 
employee survey, which measures: employee engagement, pride in 
their jobs and opportunities to grow and learn. The 2018 employee 
engagement survey results indicated that MREA has a healthy 

culture and engaged employees, but also recognized we are an 
organization undergoing a period of change. Like our members, the 
evolution of the energy industry impacts our organization. Here are 
some key results: 
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Another strategic theme at MREA is to provide education, expertise and offerings that uniquely focus on 
members’ needs. A common focus is delivering quality education programs for members on relevant topics.  

• MREA held 86 events in 2018 with a total of 2,877 co-op employees and directors in attendance 
• The 2018 combined approval rating of all MREA and REMA events is 4.45 with 5.0 being excellent  

 
Analyze and adapt to changing demographics and enhance MREA communications 
Other significant components to this strategy are ensuring MREA’s communications are adapting and tracking 
with the ever-changing wants, needs and demographics of our membership. Keeping up with changing 
member expectations for communications, using limited resources and meeting members where they are, 
continues to be an important balance for MREA. 
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2018 MREA Communications

Another strategic theme at MREA is to provide education, expertise 
and offerings that uniquely focus on members’ needs. A common 
focus is delivering quality education programs for members on 
relevant topics. 

• MREA held 86 events in 2018 with a total of 2,877 co-op 
employees and directors in attendance

• The 2018 combined approval rating of all MREA and REMA 
events is 4.45 with 5.0 being excellent 

ANALYZE AND ADAPT TO CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS AND 
ENHANCE MREA COMMUNICATIONS
Other significant components to this strategy are ensuring 
MREA’s communications are adapting and tracking with 
the ever-changing wants, needs and demographics of our 
membership. Keeping up with changing member expectations for 
communications, using limited resources and meeting members 
where they are, continues to be an important balance for MREA. 
 
One major initiative we look forward to in 2019, pending board 
approval, is a redesign of the MREA website. The current site was 
rolled out in 2014 and we upgraded the member community in 2018. 
Like all businesses and organizations, our website is the face of 
MREA and we must keep pace with the changing expectations of 
our members.

Later this year, MREA will conduct our biennial member 
feedback survey. In addition to helping us adapt to changing 
demographics near- and long- (continued on next page) 

DRIVING STRATEGY: KEEPING MREA 
HEALTHY TO DELIVER MEMBER VALUE
By Krista Benjamin, Director of Education & Communication

Driving Strategy: Keeping MREA Healthy to Deliver Member Value 
 
MREA has a lot in common with its members, most notably our mission to serve, with collaborative leadership 
and expertise. We all strive to meet, and exceed, our members’ expectations, using the resources they entrust 
us with to add value to their lives. Like each of you, MREA reviews and revises its strategies each year to 
measure successes, identify areas of opportunity and continue delivering value.   
 
One of MREA’s strategic themes is to sustain a healthy organization, whose employees have the resources 
necessary to meet the needs of the membership. This maintains the essential balance between ensuring MREA 
remains fiscally stable and financially healthy, while sustaining healthy engaged human resources. 
 
Ensure MREA remains fiscally stable and financially healthy 
MREA’s total budget is $3.7 million. Members expect those funds to provide exceptional value and economies 
of scale. Of that $3.7 million: 

• Member dues support approximately $2.1 million or 53 percent of the MREA budget 
• Remaining 47 percent of total budget is supported by non-dues revenue (i.e. vendor member program) 
• MREA’s largest expense is our people (staff, employees, human capital) covering roughly 59 percent of 

our budget 
 
<Placement NOTE for InDesign: The following two charts should appear side-by-side if possible>> 
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By Shari Wormwood, Communication Specialist

The 91st Minnesota Legislature is proving to be an important 
session for energy issues. Since convening Jan. 8, two bills have 

been introduced to increase the Renewable Energy Standard (RES) 
mandates for all utilities in Minnesota. 

• SF 385 (Bingham/Eaton) increases the RES to 50 percent by 2030

• HF700 (Long) / SF 850 (Frentz, Housely, Eaton, Marty and Klein) 
increases RES to 80 percent by 2035 and requires generation 
be 100 percent carbon free by 2050

But does Minnesota really need to increase the RES mandate? 
MREA Director of Government Affairs and General Counsel Joyce 
Peppin said, “We are very concerned about proposals that would 
derail market forces and ignore the engineering limits of existing 
technology. Proposals to dramatically increase Minnesota’s RES 
will turn the current market dynamics on their head by imposing 
mandates that inevitably push the price of producing renewables 
higher. Why should everybody pay higher prices simply to achieve 
what the market is already accomplishing?”

The chart to the right reveals the national electric grid is rapidly 
growing greener. Reliable and cost-based energy is being delivered 
with radically lower pollution and carbon impacts. Minnesota, 
and electric cooperatives in particular, have been frontrunners in 
implementing renewable energy resources and are proud of the 
emissions reductions over the past eight years. Just last week, the 
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency report “The Air We Breathe” noted, 
“About 50 percent of the state’s air pollution comes from vehicles, 
both on-road (cars, trucks) and off-road (construction and agricultural 
equipment). Only about 20 percent of our air pollution comes from 
smokestacks [including manufacturing and utility power generation 
plants], and most of the rest comes from smaller neighborhood 
sources all around us.”

Cooperatives continue to invest in renewable initiatives without a 
mandate due to the lower costs of wind, solar and the opportunities 
provided by new technologies such as battery storage. “Renewable 
energy, particularly wind, is currently our lowest-cost option for new 
generation resources,” said Great River Energy (GRE) CEO David 
Saggau at the 2018 GRE annual meeting. In its 2017 integrated 
resource plan filing to the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission, 
GRE projected wind energy as its sole new resource need over the 
next 15 years, but remains committed to maintaining a diverse energy 
resource portfolio to best serve its member-owner cooperatives.

At a Feb. 5 House Energy and Climate Finance and Policy Committee 
hearing on HF700 / SF 850, Kenric Scheevel, senior government 
relations representative from Dairyland Power testified with this 
example underscoring why the implications of a 100 percent mandate 
need to be thought through before moving forward.

“Minnesotans all experienced firsthand the life-threatening weather 
extremes of a polar vortex [this winter]. Electricity demand spiked 
4,000 MW’s as the temperatures plummeted. Unfortunately, wind 
generation output plummeted along with the temperature – from 
13,000 MW of generation last Tuesday [Jan. 29] to approximately 
4,500 MW of generation on Wednesday and Thursday [Jan. 30 and 
31]. Uninterrupted electricity was available only because of fossil fuel 
power plants that could be called upon and dispatched at will.”

Rep. Pat Garofalo, R-Farmington, a member of the House Energy and 

Climate Committee also reminded lawmakers, "The most important 
thing we can do to reduce emissions is to make sure our nuclear 
power plants are kept open," he said. "These have been safely 
operating since the early 1970s, and shutting them down will have a 
huge increase on Minnesota's pollution profile, as well as greenhouse 
gas emissions. The operating licenses for two of Minnesota's three 
nuclear power plants, both run by Xcel Energy, are set to expire in 
the 2030s. The renewable energy bill doesn't outline how they might 
factor into utilities' renewable energy profiles.”

We need to continue to remind our local officials and policymakers 
to think through these new initiatives carefully. And, as our industry 
incorporates greater amounts of renewable energy resource 
technologies, we need a balanced “all of the above” generation 
portfolio approach to maintain the affordability, reliability and 
sustainability of our electric grid. 

DOES MINNESOTA NEED AN INCREASED RES MANDATE?

DRIVING STRATEGY CONT'D FROM PAGE 1

term, the survey results identify emerging education topics and 
influence the development of our 2021-2023 strategic plan.

DID YOU KNOW?
In addition to the value illustrated here, MREA’s 2018 year-end 
service summaries were distributed to the CEOs and board of 
directors of our 44 distribution cooperatives in January. This 
custom report, which we send to you twice each year, highlights 
the direct services you received from MREA. 
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staff and maintaining an engaged workforce. 
 
One way we measure the health of our workforce is an annual employee survey, which measures: employee 
engagement, pride in their jobs and opportunities to grow and learn. The 2018 employee engagement survey 
results indicated that MREA has a healthy culture and engaged employees and also recognized we are an 
organization undergoing a period of change. Like our members, the evolution of the energy industry impacts 
our organization. Here are some key results:  
 

  
 
 
Another strategic theme at MREA is to provide education, expertise and offerings that uniquely focus on 
members’ needs. A common focus is delivering quality education programs for members on relevant topics.  

• MREA held 86 events in 2018 with a total of 2,877 co-op employees and directors in attendance 
• The 2018 combined approval rating of all MREA and REMA events is 4.45 with 5.0 being excellent  

 
Analyze and adapt to changing demographics and enhance MREA communications 
Other significant components to this strategy are ensuring MREA’s communications are adapting and tracking 
with the ever-changing wants, needs and demographics of our membership. Keeping up with changing 
member expectations for communications, using limited resources and meeting members where they are, 
continues to be an important balance for MREA. 
 

 

3.93

4.07 4.07

4.00

3.93

Overall MREA
Employee

Engagement
Survey Score

I am proud to
work at MREA

I get the training I
need to do my

job

MREA provides
opportunities for
education and

professional
growth

I have had
opportunities at

work to learn and
grow in the last

year

MREA 2018 Employee Engagement Survey

Download on Safety

Safety Pallet

MREA Report

Member Connection

Legislative Conference Calls

Safety Playbook

12

12

12 

6 

26 

26

2018 MREA Communications

https://www.pca.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/lraq-1sy19.pdf
https://greatriverenergy.com/great-river-energy-sets-50-renewable-energy-goal-for-2030/
https://greatriverenergy.com/great-river-energy-sets-50-renewable-energy-goal-for-2030/
https://greatriverenergy.com/we-provide-electricity/making-electricity/future-plans/
https://greatriverenergy.com/we-provide-electricity/making-electricity/future-plans/


LINEWORKER CONFERENCE DRAWS 200

Lineworkers from across Minnesota made their way to Alexandria 
for the Lineworker Training Conference Jan. 23-25. The conference 

saw new features along with a new venue, the Arrowwood Resort 
and Conference Center. 

The event kicked off with Active Shooter Response Training 
presented by Open Eyes LLC, followed by Jenna Kavanagh who 
shared her story of her downward spiral in addiction and what her 
life is like now with the experiences she endured. Well-attended 
breakouts this year included: Drone use for utility work, by Edge 
Consulting Engineers; A Lineman’s use of NESC and Close Calls 
by Randy Larson, Electric Utility Safety & Training Coordinator with 
Municipal Electric Utilities of WI; and Tick-Borne Diseases – Testing 
& Treatments, by Thomas Grier MS, Microbiologist from University of 
Minnesota Medical School in Duluth. 

After a full day of training on Thursday, the lineworkers gathered for 
a trade show featuring 23 vendor displays and an indoor equipment 
show. On Friday, six vendors demonstrated equipment during a new 
tool time presentation and final keynote speaker Dave Davlin shared 
how to stay focused amid today’s unique brand of stress and chaos. 

MREA thanks the many vendors for their participation in the vendor 
and equipment show, and their donations featuring gift cards, 
lineworker apparel and tools that were given in drawings held at the 
end of the conference. A grand prize of a Stihl Chain Saw and chaps 
was given to Reid Nelson of Wright-Hennepin Electric Association. 

SARAH CROH NAMED 
MILLE LACS ENERGY CEO

Sarah Cron began as general 
manager of Mille Lacs Energy at 

the end of January. Sarah replaces 
Brian Zelenak, who resigned in mid-
November. Mille Lacs Energy Board 
President Harold Harms said, “Sarah 
brings 19 years of cooperative senior 
management and sales/marketing 
experience to us. Sarah is active in 
the community and the cooperative 
community as well, having been on the board or committees 
for Great River Energy, MREA, Touchstone Energy, Leadership 
Duluth and more. The board believes the skills, experience and 
energy Sarah brings will be crucial as we look at expanding 
services in an ever-changing industry to continue to be our 
members' trusted energy expert.”

She is looking forward to immersing herself in the community 
and working with the MLEC staff. Sarah comments, “I am 
excited to enhance my career by relying on my project 
and strategy strengths while focusing on the visionary and 
collaboration element that is critical to the success of any 
organization. These are skills that I am committed to bringing 
to Mille Lacs Energy Cooperative.”

Sarah Cron

Randy Noska, RDO Vermeer, Jamie Line and Jason Orlando, 
Todd Wadena

Bryan Raguse, ABM Equipment & Supply LLC (middle)
with two attendees

Traci Davlin, Lidia Dilley 
Jacobson and Keynote 

Speaker Dave Davlin

Reid Nelson, 
Wright-Hennepin 
lineworker won 
the grand prize 
drawing

Winter Training Conference full group



By Darrick Moe, MREA President and CEO 

Our youngest is a junior in high school. Time to select a career 
path. The Harry Potter ‘Sorting Hat’ might be a good alternative, 

but like most, we are left casting about and hoping he makes good 
decisions. One opportunity Rick had recently was to look at what 
power system protection technicians do. I have found the electric 
utility business very rewarding - especially if you can land with a 
cooperative. 

One of the challenges of our field is that if you don’t work in it already, 
it is pretty difficult to even get a sense of what it is. People naturally 
get a feel for some career paths, such as teachers and police 
officers, because we get to see them performing their duties. It’s 
much harder for a high school student, or anybody else, to have a 
sense of what it means to have a career in the electric utility industry. 

Three Great River Energy (GRE) employees took time recently to 
provide Rick with just such an opportunity while commissioning 
work was in progress at their Riverside Substation. Power System 
Protection Supervisor Carl Anderson, and two technicians, Scott 
Overbye and Brandon Schlangen, provided more insight into this 
career field in an hour than many people get in a lifetime. Rick also 
got to see a line crew in action, as they worked to place equipment 
in the substation. He has been considering both of these careers 
and commented “I really appreciated the chance to see Riverside 
Substation and visit with the people there. It provided a wonderful 
opportunity, as I think about future career options, to see some of 
the opportunities to apply technical training in the electrical field at 
a utility.”   

During the trip, Carl emphasized the need to promote these kinds of 
opportunities for the next generation. He said, “The power industry 
is continually changing and becoming more technically challenging. 
Finding applicants with the skills and abilities to perform those tasks 
is daunting. We face replacing technicians through retirements on 
a fairly regular basis. In addition to a two-year technical diploma or 
degree, on the job training, an apprentice program, and supplemental 
external equipment training is core to bringing technicians outside 
the industry into the transmission business.” 

GRE has an Energy Explorer Program which gives interested 
students an opportunity to learn more about energy careers and 
what they have to offer. Learn more about the program here. 

COOPERATIVE CAREERS

visit: waterfurnace.com

call: (260) 442-5374

Considering using geothermal 
to heat and cool your home?

TRUST YOUR COMFORT 
WITH AN EXPERT.

Carl Anderson, Scott Overbye, Rick Moe and Brandon Schlangen at  
Riverview Substation.
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