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Jennifer Gross has educated
thousands of students
about electricity through
the Cooperatives in the
Classroom program

GENERAL MANAGER’S REPORT

Committed to a Co-op
Culture for All
Over the years, you’ve heard why and how West Central Electric is different – because we’re a cooperative. Our business model sets us apart from other utilities because we adhere to seven guiding
cooperative principles that reflect core values of honesty, transparency, equity, inclusiveness and
service to the greater good of the community.
Electric cooperatives, including West Central Electric, have a unique and storied place in our
country’s history. We democratized the American dream by bringing electricity to rural areas when
for-profit electric companies determined the effort too costly. Back then, cities were electrified, and
rural areas were not, creating the original rural-urban divide. Newly established electric lines helped
power economic opportunity in rural areas. Today, that spirit of equity and inclusion is a vital part
of our co-op DNA.

Jeff Birkeland, CEO
jeff.birkeland@wce.coop

By virtue of paying
your electric bill
each month, you’re
a member of the
co-op, and every
member has an
equal voice and vote
when it comes to
co-op governance.

Equal Access for All
When our electric co-op was founded, each
member contributed an equal share in order to
gain access to electricity that benefited individual
families as well as the larger local community.
Each member had an equal vote in co-op matters.
That sense of equity and inclusion is still how we
operate today. West Central Electric was built
by and belongs to the diverse communities and
consumer-members we serve. Membership is
open to everyone in our service territory, regardless of race, religion, age, disability, gender identity,
language, political perspective or socioeconomic
status.
By virtue of paying your electric bill each month,
you’re a member of the co-op, and every member
has an equal voice and vote when it comes to
co-op governance. This ties back to our guiding
principles of equitable economic participation and
democratic control of the co-op.
We know members of our community have
different needs and perspectives, and we welcome diverse views on all issues under consideration by
the co-op. The more viewpoints we hear, the better we are able to reflect the needs of all corners of
our community.

Inclusion
While our top priority is providing safe, reliable and affordable energy, we also want to be a catalyst
for good in our community. Because we are your local electric cooperative, co-op revenues stay
right here in our community. In turn, we invest in our diverse community base through scholarship programs, charitable giving, educational programs and more. We strive to make long-term
decisions that improve and enrich the communities we serve.
While today’s world is radically different than it was when West Central Electric was founded, our
cooperative values have stood the test of time and remain just as relevant today. We recognize that
today’s co-op members expect more, and my pledge to you – the members we proudly serve – is to
promote a cooperative culture of inclusion, diversity, and equity for all.
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Electric Vehicle Charging
Station Coming
The South Dakota Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR)
announced on Dec. 3, 2020, that West Central Electric Co-op, along with five other
electric utilities, will receive rebate funds from the Volkswagen (VW) Mitigation Trust to
help purchase and install both DC fast charging and level 2 electric vehicle (EV) charging
stations throughout the state. The charging stations will be located along the I-29 and I-90
corridors. West River Electric Association, Sioux Valley Energy, Watertown Municipal
Utilities, Brookings Municipal Utilities and NorthWestern Energy will also receive rebates.
“There are many upcoming electric industry
changes, and EVs (electric vehicles) are a large part
of that. This will provide an easier way for EVs to
travel throughout the state and provide us with a
great learning tool. West Central needs to lead the
discussion and assist with the technology,” said Jeff
Birkeland, CEO of West Central Electric. “When
Tesla built two charging stations in our area, we
never would’ve guessed they would be used as much
as they are. Throughout the summer months, they
average three to four charges per day, which goes to
show that EVs are here to stay.”
The Murdo charging station will be located in
the south parking lot of Pioneer Country Mart,
close to I-90 exit 192. The 50 kW DC fast charger
will charge a 100-mile range in 35 minutes while
the level 2 units will charge the same range in
approximately 2.5 hours. Although currently in the
planning stages, construction is expected to start this spring with plans of being up and
running mid-summer.
According to the SD DENR, “of the $8,125,000 allotted to the state of South Dakota,
currently, $406,250 can be used for EVCS (EV Charging Station) rebates. The Department will use VW funds from Category 9 (Light-duty Zero Emissions Vehicle supply
equipment) as rebates for the program. The program provides rebates to help purchase
and install electric vehicle charging stations. The South Dakota Department of Environment and Natural Resources administers the programs in South Dakota. The rebate will be
up to 80 percent of the charging station project.”
EVCS rebates for the following locations were awarded to:
 West Central Electric Cooperative – Murdo – $58,035
 Sioux Valley Energy – Sioux Falls – $58,035
 West River Electric Association – Wall – $58,035
 Brookings Municipal Utilities – Brookings – $58,035
 Watertown Municipal Utilities – Watertown – $58,035
 NorthWestern Energy – Mitchell – $58,035
 NorthWestern Energy – Chamberlain – $58,035
Please check future Cooperative Connections articles for updates on the progress of this
exciting project!
February 2021 | Cooperative Connections
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EFFICIENCY TIPS

Lighten Your
Laundry Load
Laundry isn’t a task that many people relish, but if the
process can be tweaked to save money, conserve electricity
and prolong the life of your clothes, some minor adjustments may be worth your time. Here are some suggestions
from Consumer Reports.

Visit the new SDREA.coop
Want to know more about South Dakota’s rural electric
cooperative system? Check out our newly redesigned
website at www.sdrea.coop. You’ll find lots of useful
information about our generation, transmission and
distribution systems, energy efficiency ideas, legislative
issues that impact electric rates, a statewide outage
map and much more.

 Opt for cold water. Hot water is only needed for laundering oily stains, cloth diapers and sheets and towels
used by a family member who has been sick.
 Use high-efficiency detergent for front-loaders, high-efficiency top-loaders and where otherwise recommended by the machine’s manufacturer. Conventional
detergents create more suds, which can cause the
washer to repeatedly rinse laundry, wasting water and
time.
 Increase the spin speed to extract more water from
your laundry, reducing dryer time. Shake clothes out
before transferring them from the washer to the dryer
to avoid wrinkles.
 Clean the dryer’s lint screen before every load. This
improves air circulation and prevents fires. Dryer
sheets can leave a film on the filter, so if you use them,
scrub the filter with a brush monthly.

KIDS CORNER SAFETY POSTER

 Clean the dryer duct regularly to increase airflow,
which dries your clothes faster and prevents fires.
 Clean the dryer’s moisture sensors. Dryer sheets can
leave residue on the sensors that affects their ability to
gauge how dry laundry is. Check the owner’s manual
for instructions on how to clean them.
 Dry similar items together. Don’t mix heavy cottons
with lightweight fabrics. Wash and dry towels and
sheets separately, for example.
 Use the automatic cycle instead of timed drying. If the
moisture sensors are working properly, the automatic
cycle avoids over-drying, which shortens the life span
of clothes and can shrink them.
 And for the least expensive, most efficient method,
dry your laundry on a clothesline or use a drying rack
indoors. This approach takes a bit more time but is
gentler on your clothing, keeping it nicer looking for
longer - a savings in itself.
4
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“The Electric Fence is Unsafe!”
Gabbie Eichmann, 11 years old
Gabbie is a resident of rural Canistota. She is the child of
Jeremy and Melanie Eichmann, members of Southeastern
Electric Cooperative.
Kids, send your drawing with an electrical safety tip to your local
electric cooperative (address found on Page 3). If your poster is
published, you’ll receive a prize. All entries must include your name,
age, mailing address and the names of your parents. Colored drawings
are encouraged.

RECIPES

Recipes to Power Up Your Day
Bacon and Egg Lasagna
12 uncooked lasagna
noodles
1/3 c. bacon drippings (or
oil)
1/3 flour
1/4 t. pepper
2 c. Swiss cheese
2 T. parsley

Breakfast Bread Pudding

or crumbled

Butter

1/2 teaspoon salt

1 lb. bacon/turkey bacon/
sausage, cut up

2/3 cup creamy peanut
butter, divided

1 c. chopped onions

2 eggs

4 cups cubed brioche or
challah bread, cut into
3/4-inch cubes

1/2 t. salt

1/2 cup granulated sugar

4 c. milk

2/3 cup milk

1/2 c. grated Parmesan
cheese

1-1/2 teaspoons pure vanilla
extract

12 eggs, hard cooked, sliced
Cook lasagna noodles per directions on package. In large
skillet cook bacon until crisp (or cook other meat of
choice). Reserve 1/3 c. bacon drippings (or use oil) and
cook the onion until tender. Add the flour, salt and pepper.
Stir until smooth and bubbly. Gradually add the milk, cook
until mixture boils and thickens. Stir continuously. Heat
oven to 350 degrees. Grease 9x13 pan. Spoon a small
amount of the sauce onto the bottom of the pan. Layer the
noodles, sauce, cheese and bacon (or other meat). Pour
the remainder of the sauce over the last layer and sprinkle
with the Parmesan cheese. Bake for 25-30 minutes or until
thoroughly heated.

2/3 cup pure maple syrup
1/3 cup crushed peanuts
Powdered sugar, for garnish

Heat oven to 350 F. Butter four 4-ounce ramekins. In bowl,
mix 1/3 cup peanut butter, eggs, sugar, milk, vanilla and
salt. Toss bread cubes in mixture until thoroughly coated.
Divide evenly among prepared dishes. Bake until custard
is set in middle and tops are golden, about 35-40 minutes.
If tops of bread brown too quickly, cover ramekins loosely
with aluminum foil. In small saucepan over low heat,
combine remaining peanut butter and maple syrup until
thoroughly warmed. To serve, drizzle ramekins with
maple-peanut sauce and garnish with chopped peanuts
and powdered sugar. Substitution: Whole wheat rolls may
be used in place of brioche or challah bread.
culinary.net

Kristine Shaffer, Lennox, SD

Apple Cranberry Muffins
1-3/4 c. brown sugar

1/2 tsp. salt

1/2 c. vegetable oil

2 eggs

2 c. flour

1 tsp. vanilla

1 tsp. baking soda

2 c. thinly sliced apples

1 tsp. cinnamon

1/2 lb. cranberries, halved

1 tsp. nutmeg

1/2 c. nuts, chopped

Cream oil and sugar; add eggs and vanilla and beat
well. Sift flour, baking soda and salt together and add to
mixture. Add spices next. Stir in apples, nuts and cranberries. For Streusel: 1/2 c. flour; 1/3 c. brown sugar; 3 tbsp.
butter. Cut butter into flour and sugar until crumbly. Pour
into muffin tins and sprinkle with Streusel. Bake at 400
degrees for 20-25 minutes.
Ruth E. Schilberg, Viborg, SD

Baked Eggs
Line muffin pans with 2 wafer thin slices of chicken, beef
or pork. Break an egg into each cup. Add a 3/4 tsp. halfand-half and a bit of butter. Sprinkle with salt and pepper.
Bake at 400 degrees for about 15 minutes, or until eggs
are cooked to desired firmness.
Elaine Rowitt, Sturgis, SD

Please send your favorite seafood recipes to your local
electric cooperative (address found on Page 3). Each
recipe printed will be entered into a drawing for a prize
in December 2021. All entries must include your name,
mailing address, telephone number and cooperative
name.
February 2021 | Cooperative Connections
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ENERGY CENTS

Which Appliance Should I Upgrade?
Dear Pat and Brad: My husband and I just bought a home that was built in the 1970s. The
kitchen appliances are so old that they may be originals, but we only have enough money for
one appliance upgrade. Which appliance replacement will help reduce our energy bills the
most? – Jessica
Dear Jessica: You’re smart to consider energy use as you look at replacing appliances because most
new appliances use much less energy than they did in the past. Manufacturers have found innovative ways to reduce appliance energy use without sacrificing performance. The federal government
began tightening appliance standards in the 1980s and has continued as technological innovations
became more cost-effective.

Pat Keegan
Collaborative Efficiency

When you’re
looking to replace
an old fridge,
style counts.

Pat Keegan and Brad Thiessen of
Collaborative Efficiency write on
energy efficiency topics for the
National Rural Electric Cooperative Association, the national
trade association representing
more than 900 local electric
cooperatives. From growing
suburbs to remote farming
communities, electric co-ops
serve as engines of economic
development for 42 million
Americans across 56 percent of the
nation’s landscape. For additional
energy tips and information on
Collaborative Efficiency visit:
www.collaborativeefficiency.com/
energytips
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It may seem like the oldest appliance should go first. That may make sense if you want the looks
and features of a newer oven or dishwasher. But with most appliances, the energy savings you get
from a new one will take
several years to pay for
itself with the energy
saved.
The appliance replacement most likely to
produce the greatest
energy savings is your
refrigerator. An older
fridge can cost about
$20 to run every month.
Replacing an old fridge
with a new ENERGY
STAR®-rated model
The appliance replacement most likely to produce the
can cut that down to
greatest energy savings is your refrigerator.
less than $5 a month.
The ENERGY STAR®
label certifies that the appliance saves energy. New refrigerators will include an additional label,
the Energy Guide label, which shows how much energy it uses annually and compares that to the
most and least efficient models available. It’s also possible to measure how much energy your fridge
is using with a kWh meter. Energy auditors use these meters to measure energy use for common
household appliances. Sometimes the energy use of an older fridge can be reduced by replacing the
seal around the door.
When you’re looking to replace an old fridge, style counts. A top-freezer setup is the most efficient,
while a lower-freezer unit offers medium savings, and a side-by-side style is the least energy
efficient.
If your goal is to save money on your energy bill, resist the urge to keep the old fridge in the
basement or garage - that won’t help you reduce your energy use. An old fridge in an uninsulated
garage on a hot summer day can use a lot of energy. Maybe you just need more freezer space. If
so, we recommend the most efficient freezer you can find. You can find recommendations on
www.energystar.gov.
If your current fridge is in good condition, another appliance you may want to consider upgrading
is the dishwasher. With most of us spending more time at home these days, chances are you’re
using your dishwasher more than you used to.
As with any major purchase, be sure to read customer reviews for any brands and models you’re
considering, and look for additional opportunities to save money, like an upcoming Presidents Day
appliance sale.
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GARY MULE DEER

Legendary Performer Gary Mule Deer and His Pompadour - are Still Going Strong
Billy Gibson
billy.gibson@sdrea.coop

Just like his trademark pompadour,
Gary Mule Deer is still standing tall and
proud after all these years. Thanks to the
wondrous super holding power of Kenra
25, Mule Deer is still taking the stage with
his skyscraper hairdo and delivering the
sharp wit and old-school country music
that have made him a South Dakota entertainment icon.
Going strong at 81, Mule Deer is one of
the first to be amazed that he continues to
have the stamina to do hundreds of shows
a year (pre-pandemic) after six decades
in the business. Not that he’s prone to just
let himself go. Despite some age-related
medical issues, he works hard to keep his
physical and spiritual energy up.

done the Opry together last February. My
wife Nita and I were great friends with him
and his wife, Rozene. He could not have
been a nicer guy and a true gentleman,”
Mule Deer said. “This disease is scary, but
the scariest thing to me is that some people
still think it’s all a hoax.”
Mule Deer also stays busy helping his son,
Shawn Michael Bitz, promote the budding
novelist’s new book, The Slim Chance

“I always thought ‘adult humor’ wasn’t
very grown up,” he said. “You can tell what
kind of laughter comes out of people who
respond to clean humor and ‘blue’ humor.
When you’re entertaining to make people
happy and not just shock them, you can
hear the difference. My type of humor
brings a healthier kind of laughter. It
comes from the gut and the spirit, where
all the good stuff is.”

“I try to stay as fit as I can,” Mule Deer
said from his home in Spearfish. “I’m
careful about what I eat, and I always pay
attention to what I watch on TV or see on
the internet. I try to keep things light and
stay away from the dark. Tuning into the
news any more than necessary can really
bring your spirits down.”
Mule Deer was part of a 40-show tour
with Marty Stuart and The Steve Miller
Band – including 24 scheduled appearances at the Grand Ole Opry – when
the pandemic brought the tour to a halt.
He managed to perform at the Opry last
November and returned in January. But it
wasn’t anything like pre-pandemic days.
“A lot of the fun of doing the Opry is
hanging out backstage,” he said. “Now
you can’t just hang out. You have to wear
a mask up to the microphone, then you
can take it off. After you do your show you
have to put the mask back on, go to your
locker and grab your stuff and leave.”
Mule Deer said he is happy to comply with
the rules to help contain the virus. He
recently lost one of his long-time friends
and fellow country music stars, Charlie
Pride, to the disease.
“Charlie was a real legend. We had just

Legendary performer Gary Mule Deer is still going strong entertaining audiences all over the
country. Photo courtesy of Jill Jarrett.
Tour: Stories in the Key of G-Whiz. Bitz
is also author of Butterfly Pit Crew. Both
books are available on Amazon.
Apart from his 350 TV appearances and
sharing the stage with every notable
performer from Frank Sinatra to Willie
Nelson, he said there are two things he is
most proud of: working clean and working
for charity.
Audiences can always count on a clean,
upbeat show from Mule Deer.

He has also been a solid supporter of a
great number of charities. Many of them
have been projects also supported by fellow
performers such as Pride, Vince Gill, Bing
Crosby, and a long list of sports celebrities.
The Make-A-Wish Foundation honored
Mule Deer with a Walk of Fame star for his
fundraising efforts.
Mule Deer signs off with a joke: “I saw
a woman the other day riding a bike in
Spearfish. I yelled out to her, ‘Cow!’ She
flipped me off. Then she hit the cow.”

February 2021 | Cooperative Connections
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CO-OPS IN THE CLASSROOM

Jennifer Gross teaches the fundamentals of
electricity to students at Warner Elementary.
Photo by Ben Dunsmoor.

ENLIGHTENING STUDENTS
Teachers, Co-ops Take Energy Education to the Classroom
Billy Gibson
billy.gibson@sdrea.coop

Jennifer Gross doesn’t know it for a fact, but she has a sneaking
suspicion she has saved someone’s life. Maybe more than once.
Gross is not a nurse, or a doctor, or a firefighter or an emergency
medical technician. She serves as the education and outreach
coordinator at Madison-based East River Electric and oversees
the organization’s Co-ops in the Classroom program. In that
role over the past five years, Gross has instructed thousands of
students on the importance of electric safety.
She goes into the classroom and covers a wide range of concepts
in less than an hour, including how electricity is generated, how it
can be conserved and how potentially dangerous it can be. She’s
been accused of speaking at the speed of light because there’s so
much for the students to grasp.
“Our follow-up evaluations sometimes show that I talk too
quickly,” Gross said with a chuckle. “But there’s a lot to cover, so
many things they need to know that could keep them safe and
free from harm. These are things they’re going to learn and use
for the rest of their lives. It’s a lot to pack into an hour, but it’s
important information.”
Gross is one of many cooperative employees across the state who
teach students the importance of understanding the benefits and
potential dangers of electricity and how to use it wisely. In fact,
member and community education is one of the Seven Cooperative Principles that guide South Dakota’s electric cooperatives.
8
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The classroom program that Gross delivers includes how electrical power is generated, how it’s transmitted, how it’s conserved
and how use it safely. The program also includes information
that distinguishes electric cooperatives from investor-owned
and municipal electric utilities. And one of those differences is a
commitment to education and youth leadership development.
“We teach them that there are all kinds of cooperative businesses out there – food co-ops, clothing co-ops, housing co-ops,
marketing co-ops and others – and we’re here to do more than
Students learn incandescent light bulbs cost
more to operate compared to LEDs.

CO-OPS IN THE CLASSROOM

“These are things
they’re going to
learn and use for
the rest of their
lives. It’s a lot to
pack into an hour,
but it’s important
information.”
A student reacts with surprise when making
contact with a Van de Graaff device.

- Jennifer Gross
just provide electrical power. We’re here to
deliver this information because we care
about the welfare and well-being of our
members, and we’re always here for them
if they have questions about electricity.”
Gross was a social worker before she
joined East River as support staff in
the engineering department more than
10 years ago. Since taking over the Co-ops
in the Schools program, she has interacted with many primary and secondary
educators who also see the need to teach
the fundamentals of electricity.
One of those is Jami Heinrich, a fifthgrade teacher at Warner Elementary
School where Gross recently delivered her
presentation. She has seen how students
respond to discussions about electricity
and see the direct application to their
everyday lives.
“It’s something that’s always around them
and they deal with all the time,” Heinrich

said. “It’s good to get them the information
they need to make better choices. When
Jennifer was talking about insulators,
one of my students brought up that his
grandparents’ cell phone chargers were
worn out and you could see the wires. He
said, ‘So, this is a bad idea.’ It brought up
a good discussion in the classroom. Safety
around electricity is definitely a priority,
and teaching children about it will lead
them to make safer choices.”
South Dakota’s electric cooperatives
extend their education outreach well
beyond elementary school classrooms. The
cooperatives have invested in an electrical
safety demonstration trailer that makes its
way around the state not only to instruct
linemen but also to attend public events
and show the various components of a
grid-based power delivery system. During
the demonstration, facilitators send an
electrical current through a hotdog, grapefruit and tree branch to show how much
destruction unharnessed and mishandled
electricity can do.
To view a video of the
safety demonstration
trailer, visit youtube.
com/watch?v=FBzB1bBYsH0&t=55s.

Science is at the center of learning about
how electricity is generated and used.

Cooperatives have also
supported programs
such as the Washington
D.C. Youth Tour and
the Youth Excursion

that teach high school students not only
about electricity but also some of the
political considerations surrounding the
electric utility industry and the history
of the country’s rural electric cooperative
movement.
Many elementary and secondary school
educators throughout the state – including
Gross – have attended the annual teacher
education seminar sponsored by the
Lignite Energy Council, which attracts 130
participants from Minnesota, Montana,
South Dakota and North Dakota. The
four-day program takes place at Bismarck
State College and offers professional development credits for attendees.
The seminar focuses on how lignite is
mined and used to produce electricity for
homes, farms and businesses. In addition,
the seminar covers lignite’s economic
impact on the region, as well as important
environmental issues affecting the lignite
industry. Since 1986, more than 3,400
teachers have attended the seminar.
Roger Lawien, director of member services
at Moreau-Grand Electric in Timber Lake,
underscores the importance of electric
education: “Member education is a vital
part of what we do as co-ops. We have
a program we call ‘Neon Leon,’ and one
day after a safety demonstration a woman
came up with her two boys and said, ‘I just
wanted to thank you for what you do here.
Because of what you taught my boys at last
year’s demonstration, my husband is alive.’
That really shows how important it is.”
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OPERATIONS REPORT

Philip, S.D., crew works on rerouteing power line for the hospital addition.

Looking Ahead

PROJECTS FOR 2021
Scott Kittelson
scott.kittelson@wce.coop

Even though we are currently in the cold of winter,
we are already looking forward to another busy
construction season in 2021. I am happy to say we
are not presently doing any storm cleanup, and we
are continuing with regular wintertime activity of
maintenance and construction. I sure hope, as I am
writing this, we have a mild but wet spring.
With the mild winter to date, we have been able
to continue installing new underground services
and working on our overhead to underground
replacements. In addition to that, the crews have
been working on OCR change-outs, line patrol,
meter readings, tree trimming, line maintenance,
pole change outs, electric heat connects, service
upgrades, pole testing and a few new overhead
services.

The guys have been working on retirements from
the past construction season of our overhead line
to underground conversions. These overhead line
retirements consist of the 20 miles of three-phase
along Highway 14 north of Midland, 2.5 miles
of three-phase by Hilland road 15 miles north
of Philip, 2.5 miles of single-phase nine miles
southeast of Philip and one mile of three-phase two
miles north of Philip.
This year, we will be converting another 18.5 miles
10
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Presho, S.D., crew installs underground
power line on conversion project.

OPERATIONS REPORT

(detailed below) of the original overhead line built in the early
1950s to underground. Most of these lines were constructed with
30’ class 7 poles, long spans, and with #4
ACSR conductor.
1. Replacing 10 miles of single-phase
overhead line with underground west
of Ft. Pierre along Highway 34
2. Replacing five miles of single-phase
overhead line with underground
southwest of Milesville and 26 miles
north of Philip
3. Install two miles of single-phase
underground line to replace 3.5 miles
of overhead line 14 miles north of
Presho.

Since 2013, we have been doing our own “in-house” pole testing.
Previously, we used Osmose Utility Services Inc. out of Georgia
for our annual pole testing. We have 150
pole replacements scheduled to do this
spring and summer reported from our
With our busy work
inspection process regarding our aging
schedule planned for
plant and weather-related pole damage.
These poles are classified as a non-priority
this summer, please
pole and can be changed out later. For
try to contact WCE
priority poles (danger poles), we schedule
them immediately for a replacement.
well in advance for

any new service
requests or work you
may want WCE to do.

4. Replacing one mile of single-phase
overhead line with underground along Highway 34 – 35
miles northwest of Philip

West Central Electric will be doing a pilot
program for Siemens to install ten new
electronic reclosers. These new reclosers
will be installed in the Murdo substation and surrounding area this spring to
replace an older mechanical oil recloser.
Some of these older oil reclosers are 60+ years old.

5. Install .5 mile of single-phase underground out of the
Oacoma sub for converting 2.4 kV to 14.4 kV to pick up
loads south of Oacoma.
Another key project we plan to tackle this year is adding another
three-phase circuit going out of the Kennebec substation. It will
take approximately two miles of underground going east out of
the substation then south across the Interstate. It will inject threephase into the existing lines fed out of Reliance or Presho.

Siemens
Recloser
to be
installed
as part
of a pilot
program.
With TC Energy’s proposed pipeline construction, West Central
Electric will need to build 45 miles of 115 kV transmission line
to two pump sites. One is in northwest Haakon County, and the
other is in western Jones County. Outside contractors will build
the transmission line for the pump sites, but it will take personnel
from WCE for inspections and material handling. There will be
approximately 40 overhead line crossings raised to work safely
below them with this pipeline.
We have two SDDOT road projects to complete, one would be
for Highway 83 south of Murdo, and the other is west of Kadoka
along Highway 248. Another road project in the works for this
year would be Highway BIA 10 west of Lower Brule. Before
they can start the road work, we will have to temporarily move
approximately 43 poles; then, we will move them back after
completion.

Pole with rot
changed out
in 2020.

With our busy work schedule planned for this summer, please
try to contact WCE well in advance for any new service requests
or work you may want WCE to do. Please remember to call
South Dakota’s One-Call 48 hours before doing any digging.
Dial 1-800-781-7474 or 811.
February 2021 | Cooperative Connections
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BEHIND THE POWER

Antelope Valley Station control room operator J.D. Wolf
sits at the control center where he monitors the facility
operations.

The People Behind the Power
Power Providers Take Pragmatic Approach to Fuel Use
Billy Gibson
billy.gibson@sdrea.coop

With every change in presidential administrations, there comes a predictable shift
in policy positions surrounding coal and
the fossil fuels used to generate the electricity that drives the country’s economic
engine and allows for the conveniences of
modern life.
The Obama Administration, for instance,
waged what many described as a “war on
coal.” It pursued an agenda that focused on
imposing stringent regulations designed to
push the power generation market toward
renewable resources and eliminate fossil
fuels. It was an effort to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions and accelerate an emerging
renewable industry.
The next administration followed with
President Donald Trump declaring an end
to the “war on coal” during his first State
of the Union address. President Trump
signed executive orders revoking various
rules regarding carbon emissions enacted
by his predecessor. He vowed to revive
the coal mining industry and “put those
miners back to work.”
And with yet another change in political
12

power, President Joe Biden has started
the pendulum swinging back in the other
direction. His energy approach, which he
dubs the “Clean Energy Revolution and
Environmental Justice Plan” involves reinstating many of the Obama-era policies
including restrictions on oil and gas leases
and investing $400 billion in clean energy
technology and innovation over the next
10 years. It also includes pushing the ag
sector toward net-zero emissions.
While these policies play out in the
political arena, those who bear the
responsibility of actually generating the
power the country needs have their own
perspective. Working diligently and
silently in the background of the high-profile political battles pitting climate change
activists against climate change deniers are
thousands who see these issues as a lot less
political and much more practical. Pundits
and ideologues suit up each day to argue
over policy. Power generators suit up every
day to keep the lights on 24/7 at rates
people can afford.
For South Dakota’s electric cooperative
members, that responsibility falls on the
staff, management and board members of
Basin Electric Power Cooperative (Basin
Electric). Owned by the members it
serves, Basin Electric generates electricity
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for 140 transmission and distribution
co-ops in nine states. The massive power
co-op has professionals in place to deal
with the political considerations of power
production, but most are concerned with
keeping the ions flowing toward three
million homes, businesses, farms and
ranches across the region.
For those individuals, policy decisions
have real consequences in terms of how
they carry out their work. For example,
while some lawmakers roll out plans
intended to push the industry in the
direction of net-zero emissions, engineers,
rate designers, operators, financial experts
and others are dealing with the realities of
making that happen.
According to Andrew Buntrock, Basin
Electric’s director of strategic planning, so
often it comes down to a delicate balance –
a three-legged stool – between on-demand
accessibility, zero emissions and low rates.
It’s practically impossible to achieve all
three at optimal levels simultaneously.
“Someone explained it like this: Let’s say
a rancher wants a vehicle that’s affordable,
cheap to operate and has zero carbon
emissions,” said Buntrock. “But he’s not
going to be able to pull his loaded cattle
trailer with a Prius. He needs the power

BEHIND THE POWER

of an F-350 to do what he needs to do,
to make a living, to bring his product to
market and contribute to the economy.
Sometimes we want to have it all, but that’s
not always possible.”
He explained that power generators experience constant pressure to curb greenhouse gas emissions and eliminate fossil
fuels in favor of renewable power while
staying in compliance with governmental
and regulatory agencies. To many vocal
environmentalists, no realistic timeline
to make the country completely energy
independent is fast enough.
Basin Electric, Buntrock explained, has
long been working to reduce emissions.
For instance, in 2000 roughly 85 percent
of the cooperative’s power was generated
with coal as the primary fuel source. Today
that percentage is around 44 percent,
with nearly $2 billion spent on environmental emissions control technology. The
co-op also has renewable power projects
underway including the Wild Springs,

Tom White serves as a mechanic technician at Basin Electric’s
Deer Creek Station.
from a podium or street protest is often
difficult to carry out in the trenches.
“We’ve been working on this for 20 years
and we’ve been making strides. We’re
proud of our efforts to accomplish the
thing that we all want: a clean environment. But we also want affordable,
accessible power and for now and the
foreseeable future, that’s going to include

noted that price is even more of a priority
since the pandemic struck a blow to the
economy.
“Our approach and our strategy is ‘all of
the above.’ We can’t put all of our eggs in
one basket,” Buntrock said. “We’re mindful
of the concerns expressed by environmentalists because we share those concerns.
But we think we’re moving in the right
direction. We just want our members and
the public to understand that a plan or a
goal may be easy to formulate, but actually
making it happen often entails complex
challenges that most people aren’t aware
of. The story behind the switch isn’t one
that people hear very often.”
Even if fossil fuels could be eliminated
altogether and baseload demand could
be met entirely with renewable sources,
the transition would still leave power
producers – and consumers – in a
financial lurch.

Antelope Valley Station employees Ricky Mitzel and Roger
Reed monitor operations of the generation facility.
West River and Cabin Creek solar farms
and Northern Divide Wind Project. There
is also a division dedicated to conducting
research on renewable energy sources and
applying the most cost-effective implementation.
Buntrock said most power providers
welcome and embrace efforts to reduce
emissions, but the timetables should be
realistic and take into account the fact that
formulating a plan that sounds attractive

fossil fuels because it’s the best source for
being able to control the power production process. You can’t always depend on
the wind blowing and the sun shining.”
Basin recently conducted an extensive
survey of its members in an effort to
identify their top priorities. The list of
responses was led by price, followed by
reliability, the two factors necessary for
providing power that people can afford
and they can access on demand. Buntrock

“It’s like having two cars. You have one
that you’re still paying for. But then you
want another model and you can’t just
dump the first one. You end up having two
car notes, but you can only drive one to
work,” Buntrock said.
As the rest of the country watches the
Biden Administration and congress
negotiate on policy, Buntrock said
Basin Electric will continue to produce
on-demand power for its members.
“We know we’re moving in the right
direction and we know our members are
confident that we’re doing our best to look
out for their interests, deliver the power
they need and strive to be a good and
trusted partner.”
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DE-STRESSING

Jaclyn Arens of Bon Homme Yankton Electric Association in
Tabor practices yoga during her vacation breaks.

DE-STRESSING

Shed the Stress of a Busy Life: Take it Easy on Yourself
Billy Gibson
billy.gibson@sdrea.coop

Take it easy on yourself.
That bit of advice was dispensed by Country Music Hall of Famer
Don Williams back in the late 1990s, and it’s the same wisdom
imparted by Kristie Ching, a certified health and life coach.
Ching, an employee at Basin Electric Power Cooperative’s Deer
Creek station near Elkton, works with clients who find themselves
being overwhelmed by the breakneck speed of modern life and
feeling lost and ridden with angst.
What can you do to stay centered while the flurry of activity and
information all around you is leaving you exhausted and reducing
your quality of life? Ching believes she has the answer. After
earning her master’s degree in human science in 2014, Ching has
helped many clients find the balance they need to regain control
of their lives and thrive. But if she had to boil it all down to one
pearl of wisdom, she’d say the most important consideration is
to make your own success a priority and take it easy on yourself
during those times you don’t always hit the bullseye.
“You have to give yourself some grace and understand that you
don’t have to be perfect and it’s okay to make a mistake,” Ching
said.
Maintaining a close mind/body connection is also paramount
in being able to cope with the stress and pressures that come to
14
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bear on any given day filled with family and work responsibilities,
Ching said. Over the past seven years, she has led classes in PiYo,
a blend of pilates and yoga training.
Classes usually include meditation techniques, deep and
controlled breathing exercises and vigorous physical movements.
The idea is to slow down your mind while moving your body.
Some prefer to call it “yoga on crack.”
In her work, Ching has discovered that the most helpful directive
for many clients is to intentionally take an extended hiatus from
the news and generally spend less time in front of a phone,
computer or television screen. The results can be transformative,
she said.
“The biggest ‘aha’ moments I get with my clients is when they
unclutter their lives and just quiet their minds. We take in so
much information from hour to hour. In order to absorb it all,
you have to push all of that chaos out with the old stuff cluttering
your mind,” she said. “One client said what brought her the most
peace is when she stopped watching the nightly news. It would
literally bring her down. Take some time away from the world
and feed your soul. Spend some time laughing with friends
or reading a book before you go to bed, not watching TV or
scrolling through Facebook.”

DE-STRESSING

Tips for Dealing with Stress
By Kristie Ching
 Be thankful. Showing gratitude for all you DO have in
your life brings more good into your life.
 Move your body. Do the things you enjoy, attend a
class at the local gym, go for a walk or run, dance in
the kitchen, play with your kids or grandkids, play a
game of basketball with friends. The main thing is to
find a physical activity you enjoy.
 Unplug. Put down the phone, iPad, computer.
 Meditation or deep breathing. There are a ton of
meditation resources on YouTube, or I teach my
clients to utilize a 5-5-7 breathing technique that can
be done in just 2 minutes. Set your intention of what
you want and just breathe. Breathe in for 5 seconds,
hold for 5, exhale for 7.
 Get enough sleep. When you are tired you tend to
make more poor choices.
 Write it down. When stress is high it’s often a good
practice to write it down and get all the frustration
One thing that Ching is sure to bring up
with her clients is the connection of food,
eating, the body and the mind.
She said one highly effective way of losing
weight is to unclutter the mind before
approaching the dinner table. While many
succumb to overeating due to worry and
stress, managing the spirit and the mind
typically results in fewer bad dietary habits
and prolonged body weight control. Less
stress leads to fewer calories, and fewer
calories leads to weight loss. She calls it
food freedom.
“When you achieve food freedom, you
don’t have to diet all the time and deal
with the stress that comes with always
being on a diet.” Ching said. “Stress can

down on paper. Then throw it away and release it.
 Slow down and eat with all your senses. We often add
stress to our bodies just by scarfing down our food.
Slow down. Enjoy the smells and tastes.
 Spend time with
people who
lift you up and
make you laugh.
Laughter is the
best medicine!
 Make time to do
the things you
enjoy. Reading,
blogging, going
for a walk,
watching your
favorite TV show,
draw, color,
anything to let your inner child come out.
 Unclutter. I encourage clients to first look at areas
they need to unclutter. In order to bring in the new
you need to take out the old, just like when you buy a
new couch, you get rid of the old one.

lead to overeating. If you’re under stress,
don’t reach for those potato chips or candy
bar. Go find a quiet place and relax for a
moment and meditate. If you can meditate
for a few minutes before you sit down to
eat, that can help you relax, and it will also
aid in your digestion.”
Jaclyn Arens sometimes experiences stress
in her role as marketing and member
services coordinator at Bon Homme
Yankton Electric Association in Tabor.
She was a fixture at the Soul Story Yoga
Studio before the local business shut
down its facility due to concerns over
the pandemic. Arens said the concepts
and techniques she has learned can be
practiced anywhere. She sometimes pauses
during vacation trips to center herself and

prepare herself for a day of outdoors fun.
“Yoga is adaptable for any fitness level
and can be practiced pretty much
anywhere,” she said. “I do yoga to increase
my strength, balance, and flexibility,
and to take time to think and breathe.
One thing I appreciate about yoga is the
supportive community, and I look forward
to returning to the studio when the
pandemic is under control and feeling that
sense of community again!”
Soul Story Studio owner Rebecca Johnson
said she has no timetable to re-open the
studio but has begun offering classes
online at www.soulstoryyoga.com/onlineclasses.

Visit Co-op Connections Plus
Take a moment to visit our new online companion to Cooperative
Connections. Co-op Connections Plus is a YouTube channel that
features a more in-depth treatment of stories appearing in this publication as well as other subjects of interest to rural South Dakotans.
Search for “Co-op Connections Plus” and you’ll find videos on human
trafficking, support programs for veterans, grain bin safety, the
Co-ops Vote campaign and more. Be sure to “like” and “subscribe.”
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Note: Please make sure to
call ahead to verify the event
is still being held.

January 18-25

Chinook Days, Spearfish, SD
605-717-9294

January 21-24

Elf The Musical, Area
Community Theatre,
Mitchell, SD
605-996-9137

January 23

Treasured Lives Presents:
Bazzel Baz, Rushmore Plaza
Civic Center, Rapid City, SD
1-800-468-6463

January 29-30

Pro Snocross Races, Days
of ‘76 Rodeo Grounds,
Deadwood, SD
605-578-1976

January 29-February 6

Black Hills Stock Show &
Rodeo, Rushmore Plaza
Civic Center, Rapid City, SD
605-335-3861

January 29-31

Winterfest, Lead, SD
605-335-3861

February 5-6

Mardi Gras Weekend,
Main Street, Deadwood, SD
605-578-1976

February 10-13

Watertown Winter Farm
Show, Codington County
Extension Complex,
Watertown, SD
605-886-5814

February 12-13

SD High School State
Gymnastics Meet, Watertown
Civic Arena, Watertown, SD

Pro Snocross Races, Jan. 29-30, 2021
February 18

The Q’s High Line to
Deadwood – A 130-year
Retrospective, Homestake
Adams Research and Cultural
Center, Deadwood, SD
605-722-4800

February 18-25

Twelfth Annual Black Hills
Film Festival, Virtual
605-574-9454

February 20-27

SD State High School
Wrestling Tournament,
Rushmore Plaza Civic Center
Barnett Arena, Rapid City, SD

February 25

Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood
Live: Neighbor Day,
Washington Pavilion, Sioux
Falls, SD
605-367-6000

March 5-6

SD High School State Debate
& IE Tournament, Central
High School, Aberdeen, SD

March 12-13

St. Patrick’s Day Weekend,
Main Street, Deadwood, SD
605-578-1976

March 13

28 Below Fatbike Race, Ride
and Tour, Spearfish Canyon
Lodge, Lead, SD
605-641-4963

March 13

St. Patrick’s Day Celebration,
Knights of Columbus Hall,
Watertown, SD
605-886-5814

March 13-14

Philip Area Annual 2021 Gun
Show, American Legion Hall,
Philip, SD
605-859-2280

March 19-20

Annual Schmeckfest,
Freeman Academy,
Freeman, SD
605-925-4237

March 23-24

Shen Yun, Rushmore Plaza
Civic Center Fine Arts
Theatre, Rapid City, SD
605-394-4115

March 25

A Lakota View of the Dead
Hills, Homestake Adams
Research and Cultural Center,
Deadwood, SD
605-722-4800
To have your event
listed on this page, send
complete information,
including date, event,
place and contact to your
local electric cooperative.
Include your name,
address and daytime
telephone number.
Information must be
submitted at least eight
weeks prior to your
event. Please call ahead
to confirm date, time and
location of event.

