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Member profile — Flandreau, South Dakota

Often recognized as one of South Dakota’s oldest 
communities, Flandreau has been in different locations and 
has had different names and spellings since it was founded in 
1857 by the Dakota Land Company of St. Paul, Minnesota. 
Located a little over 40 miles north 
of Sioux Falls where the Big Sioux 
River bends to the south, present-day 
Flandreau was named after Charles 
Flandrau, a lawyer and judge who 
rose to prominence in Minnesota 
and was appointed as agent to the 
Dakota Indians in 1856 by President 
Franklin Pierce. As the story goes, a 

misspelling in the Moody 
County Enterprise, 
the county’s first 

newspaper, 
in 1891 

accidentally added an “e” to the 
name Flandreau, and it’s been that 
way ever since.
Flandreau has served as the 
Moody County seat since 
1881, and the current county 
courthouse actually has a twin 
building in the MRES member 
community of Rock Rapids, 
Iowa. Both courthouses were 
designed by Sioux Falls architect 
Joseph Schwartz, who is more 
widely known for designing 
several Gothic-style churches 
in the region. Flandreau’s 

courthouse was completed in 1915, while Rock Rapids’ 
courthouse followed a couple years later. Both buildings are 
still in use by their respective counties, and both are listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places.

Full of history, Flandreau 
is home to First 
Presbyterian Church, 
the oldest continuously 
operating church in 
South Dakota, as well 
as the Flandreau Indian 
School, the nation’s oldest 
continuously operated 
federal Indian boarding 
school for grades 10 
through 12. The school’s 
origins can be traced 
back to the early 1870s, 

when classroom instruction was first provided to Native 
American children in a church building then known as River 
Bend Meeting House, according to an online article by South 
Dakota Public Broadcasting. Over time the school grew, 
and the current campus consists of 13 buildings plus five 
residential buildings. At present, over 80 staff serve more than 
350 Native American children who represent more than 40 
tribes from nine different states.
Today, about 2,300 people call Flandreau home. Electricity, 
water and sewer service are provided by the City of Flandreau, 
which operates the seventh largest municipal utility in South 
Dakota, according to the city’s website. Flandreau joined 
MRES in 1974, and City Administrator Jeff Pederson serves 
as Flandreau’s official representative to MRES, while Electric 
Superintendent David Schliinz serves as the alternate.

MRES lowers power supply rates by 5%

Sawyer announces retirement from MRES

The Missouri River Energy Services 
(MRES) board of directors approved a 
5% decrease in its members’ wholesale 
power supply rates that will take 
effect Jan. 1, 2022. The rate reduction 
is projected to save MRES members 
approximately $8.5 million next year 
alone.
The rate reduction is possible due to a 
combination of factors, including lower 
operation and maintenance expenses at 
the Laramie River Station, lower debt 
service due to refinancing, low market 
prices, revenue generated from the now-
operational Red Rock Hydroelectric 
Project (RRHP), and market strategies 
executed to reduce exposure to the 
energy market.
After the rate decrease is implemented, 
MRES rates are expected to be 
approximately 10% lower than the 
average rate of 12 other comparable 
wholesale providers in the region. The 
2022 rate decrease is in addition to a 3% 

rate reduction in 2019 and a $17 million 
refund to MRES members in December 
2020. The December refund was made 
possible due to lower than projected 
expenses and equated to 10% of the 
members’ 2020 power supply bills from 
MRES.

Based on its long-term cost forecast, 
MRES does not anticipate the need for 
a rate increase through at least 2026. 
MRES plans to implement time-of-
use wholesale rates in 2023, which are 
expected to be revenue neutral.
“MRES is committed to providing our 
members with reliable and cost-effective 

power,” said Tom Heller, president and 
CEO of MRES. “Now is the right time to 
lower our rates, and we’re thankful we 
are in a strong financial position to pass 
on these savings to our members.”
Even with the rate reduction, MRES 
projects a debt service coverage — an 
important factor in determining bond 
ratings — in excess of 150% for 2022. 
Western Minnesota Municipal Power 
Agency (WMMPA), the financing 
affiliate for MRES, is one of a handful 
of joint-action agencies with ratings 
in the AA category, which results in 
better terms for interest rates and lower 
costs for generation and transmission 
projects.
For more information on the rate 
decrease, contact MRES Vice President of 
Member Services and Communications 
Joni Livingston at 605-338-4042 or 
joni.livingston@mrenergy.com.

MRES and members participate in Public Power Week

Moody County CourthouseWinter Gavins Point releases will be at minimum rates

Public power is a collection of more than 
2,000 community-owned electric utilities 
that serve over 49 million people, or about 
14% of the nation’s electricity consumers, 
and each year public power utilities across 
the U.S. celebrate Public Power Week 
during the first full week of October.
Throughout the week, MRES and a number 
of its member communities celebrated the 
many hometown advantages of living in a 
public power community by hosting open 
houses and handing out light bulbs and 
other related items to their customers. 

Rock Rapids, Iowa: Rock Rapids 
Municipal Utilities (RRMU) took 
advantage of Public Power Week to 
also celebrate its 125th anniversary. 
As part of the festivities, RRMU held 
an open house Oct. 6 celebrating its 
service to the community, providing a 
meal, door prizes and tours of RRMU 
facilities. RRMU also hosted a ride-
and-drive event that had 31 people test 
drive electric vehicles over the course 
of two hours.

Denison, Iowa: For Public 
Power Week, Denison 
Municipal Utilities (DMU) 
gave away free LED light 
bulbs to all customers. In 
addition, DMU’s Electric 
Manager Mike Wight and 
Lineworker Joe Poggensee 
gave electrical safety 
presentations using the 
Hazard Hamlet display to a 
2nd grade class. 

Through its “The Public Power 
Bunch” social media campaign, 
MRES highlighted the people 
behind public power along 
with the numerous and varied 
career options available in the 
public power industry.

Rates and refunds timeline

2019:  3% power supply rate decrease
2020:  $17 million member refund
2022:  5% power supply rate decrease
2023:   Time-of-use rates begin Jan. 1

MRES Senior Vice President and CFO Merlin 
Sawyer has announced his retirement effective 
May 6, 2022.
Sawyer joined the organization in 1987 as 
Manager of Finance and Accounting. In 
1989, that department merged with the 
Administrative Services Department and 

became the Administration and Finance 
Department. Since then, Sawyer has managed 
the department under various titles and 
increasing areas of responsibility, which 
include finance, accounting, investment, 
administration, human resources, credit, rates, 
risk management and internal audit activities.  

Continued on Pg. 3
Merlin Sawyer

Thanks to ongoing drought conditions still found across 
much of the upper Missouri River basin, winter releases 
from Gavins Point Dam will be at the minimum rate of 
12,000 cubic feet per second (cfs), said John Remus, chief 
of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Missouri River Basin 
Water Management Division.
“Reservoir inflows in August were much lower than average. 
We expect below-average inflows into the system through 
the rest of 2021,” Remus explained. “Several significant 
rainfall events occurred in August. In response, the Corps 
reduced Gavins Point releases 4,000 cfs as tributary flows 
downstream of the system increased. As tributary runoff 
subsides, the Gavins Point releases will be adjusted to meet 
navigation flow targets.”

Despite localized heavy rainfall events throughout the 
basin during August, abnormally dry or drought conditions 
persist across approximately 83% of the Missouri River 
basin, according to the National Drought Mitigation Center. 
As a result, August runoff in the upper basin was 54% of 
average. As of Sept. 1, the 2021 calendar-year forecast for the 
upper basin is 14.7 million acre-feet (MAF), 57% of average. 
Average annual runoff for the upper Basin is 25.8 MAF.
On Sept. 2 the total volume of water stored in the system was 
52.1 MAF, which is 4.0 MAF below the base of the system’s 
flood-control zone. System storage is expected to decline 
through the fall. Updated reservoir studies indicate that 
system storage is expected to be more than 8.0 MAF below 
the base of flood control when the 2022 runoff season starts. 

RRMU General Manager Jim Hoye, 
who is also a Missouri River board 
member, charges an electric 
vehicle using Rock Rapids’ newly 
installed charging station.
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He is a member of, and has previously chaired, the Business 
and Finance Section of the American Public Power 
Association (APPA). Sawyer is an assistant secretary of 
WMMPA and represents WMMPA on the Missouri Basin 
Power Project Audit Committee. 
During his tenure, Sawyer guided MRES and WMMPA 
in achieving increasingly greater financial strength and 
stability. When he started in 1987, the total assets of 
WMMPA were $298 million, compared to the $1.1 billion 
today. Operating revenues of MRES were $50 million, 
compared to 2020 operating revenues of $245 million. And, 
WMMPA’s bond ratings were A2 and A-, compared to Aa3 
and AA- in 2021. 
“I have been blessed to have been associated with this great 
organization for almost 35 years,” Sawyer said. “One thing 
I look back on with a certain amount of pride is that we are 
one of a handful of joint action agencies in the entire country 

with bond ratings in the double A category from both 
Moody’s and Fitch. These ratings are a tribute to the staff 
and board of directors of MRES. Without their hard work 
and vision, MRES would not have the reputation as one of 
the premier joint action agencies in the country. I have been 
honored to play a role in enhancing the financial strength 
of MRES. It has been a great ride, but all good things must 
come to an end. I look forward to seeing MRES continue to 
thrive.”
“Merlin’s leadership and dedication to MRES is 
unparalleled,” said Tom Heller, MRES president and CEO. 
“His broad understanding of finance and the electric 
industry, and his vision for the future have helped guide 
the direction of MRES for these many years. It is with 
tremendous appreciation that we wish Merlin a happy and 
rewarding retirement.” 

RRHP receives national awards

MRES hosts successful leadership, technology sessionsSawyer announces retirement from MRES (continued)

September kicked off a busy fall season for MRES and its 
members. Policymaker dinners have been held in Winner, 
South Dakota, Worthington and Detroit Lakes, Minnesota, 
and Sioux Center, Iowa. In addition, MRES hosted two well-
attended educational events.

Municipal Power Leadership Academy
A total of 21 people from 12 different utilities attended the 
7th Annual Municipal Power Leadership Academy (MPLA), 
which was held Sept. 15-16 at the ClubHouse Hotel and 
Suites in Sioux Falls, South Dakota.

The MPLA offers policymakers and utility management 
an opportunity to expand their knowledge of governance 
practices and the relationship between their municipal 
utilities and MRES. The topics are covered by various MRES 
staff who are subject experts in their respective fields, and 
the content is ideal for people with a vested interest in 
serving their public utility, such as new or recently hired 
utility managers, city managers, midlevel managers, utility 
board members and city council members.

Immediate feedback from the event was positive, with 
several respondents stating the course helped them better 
understand what MRES does not only for member utilities, 
but also member communities. In addition, the course 
provided attendees with takeaways they plan to use while 
interacting with their customers, city councils and various 
governing boards. 

“I know that these types of events take a lot of time and 
effort,” commented Hillary Tweed, who works as an 
economic and business development specialist for the City 
of Benson, Minnesota. “After attending the workshop, I feel 
exponentially more confident in my ability to point potential 
business owners in the right direction.”

The next MPLA is scheduled for September 2022.

Technology Days
A large crowd was on hand for the 2021 Technology Days 
conference held Sept. 28-30 at the Hilton Garden Inn in 

downtown Sioux Falls.
To kick off the event, a workshop was conducted by Erick 
Rheam, who manages key accounts certification for the 
APPA. Rheam customized the program specifically for 
MRES members, and the key accounts session received “very 
good” or “excellent” ratings from the vast majority of the 20 
individuals from member communities in attendance.
An additional 22 people representing a total of 26 member 
communities, along with South Dakota Public Utilities 
Commissioner Kristie Fiegen, then joined the group for 
the full Tech Days conference, which offered attendees 
presentations ranging from electric vehicles to rapid-imaging 
vibration services. The Wattscars Awards provided members 
an opportunity to learn about some of the great things their 
peers are doing to promote public power, energy efficiency 
and beneficial electrification. 
As part of Tech Days, the Bright Energy Solutions® team 
organized an electric vehicle ride-and drive event, which 
also garnered high approval ratings. About 35 attendees 
took advantage of the opportunity to ride or drive in a Ford 
Mustang Mach-E, a Nissan Leaf or a Volvo XC40 Recharge. 
The next Tech Days conference will be held two years from 
now in 2023. For a listing of MRES events and activities, 
please visit mrenergy.com/events. 

WMMPA was recently awarded an extension of its preliminary permit 
to study the feasibility of installing a pumped-hydro facility along Lake 
Francis Case in south-central South Dakota. 
The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) granted the four-
year permit extension for the Gregory County Pumped Storage Project 
(GCPSP), which would pump water from Lake Francis Case into a new, 
man-made reservoir near Pickstown, South Dakota, where the water 
would be held before being released downhill into hydroelectric generation 
units. In addition to the new upper reservoir, GCPSP would also consist 
of a powerhouse containing turbine/pump units, a new tailrace, a new 
substation and transmission lines, and other necessary facilities. 

WMMPA is made up of 24 of the 25 Minnesota members of MRES and acts 
as the financing agent for MRES generation and transmission assets. Since 
the initial study permit was granted three years ago, MRES staff have filed 
semi-annual reports to FERC on WMMPA’s behalf that include geological 
evaluations at the project site, preliminary engineering 
assessments, data collection and environmental studies, and 
energy market modeling. MRES has also consulted with 
state and federal agencies and local tribes to see how they 
might participate in and benefit from the project. 
MRES has selected Stantec, a global leader in sustainable 
design and engineering, to lead the GCPSP feasibility 
study. MRES had previously partnered with Stantec while 
building RRHP. As it continues the GCPSP feasibility study, 
Stantec will design the project and perform technical and 
cost evaluations that consider alternative layouts of GCPSP. 
Gomez and Sullivan Engineers, specializing in engineering, 
environmental science and data management solutions, has 
been retained to study environmental issues. 
For more information on GCPSP, contact Vice President of 
Member Services and Communications Joni Livingston at  
605-338-4042 or joni.livingston@mrenergy.com.

WMMPA receives permit extension 
for pumped-hydro project Why pumped hydro?

Courtesy illustration by Australian Renewable Energy Agency

WMMPA received a permit extension from FERC 
to continue studying the feasibility of a pumped 
storage project in Gregory County, South Dakota. 
The project site is located next to the Missouri River 
on a bluff overlooking Lake Francis Case.

As demand for cleaner, carbon-free energy 
rises, many turn toward wind and solar 
generation, but these units only run when 
the wind blows and the sun shines. 
Pumped-hydro facilities such as GCPSP 
have the potential to fill in the gaps of 
intermittent resources by using generation 
from renewable energy, when it’s available, 
to pump water into an upper reservoir 
where it’s held until needed. In turn, 
pumped hydro can enhance reliability 
and increase grid stability when other 
renewable generation is lacking or 
unavailable. 
For example, current estimates from the 
study indicate GCPSP, in conjunction with 
solar and wind resources, could provide 
enough energy to supply more than 1 
million homes over the course of a year. 
Here are a few more preliminary project 
details worth noting:
•  The upper reservoir would cover an 

estimated 1,800 acres with a capacity of 
102,000 acre-feet of water.

•  The reservoir would have enough storage 
for over 36 hours of operation at 1,800 
megawatts (MW), or 64,800 megawatt-
hours.

•  The powerhouse would consist of six 
pump/turbine units driven by motor/
generator units. The turbine/pump cycle 
efficiency is expected to be roughly 73%.

•  The service life of the project is expected 
to be over 100 years.

Red Rock Hydroelectric Project

RRHP has been in the news lately, receiving national 
recognition for its efforts to retrofit an existing dam with a 
hydroelectric facility.
In early September, POWER magazine recognized RRHP as 
its 2021 POWER Top Plant award winner in the Renewable 
Energy category. The decision to add power generation to the 
existing Red Rock Dam on the Des Moines River was based 
on the desire to supply clean, reliable, cost-effective, long-term 
renewable electricity to MRES public power communities. 
RRHP began commercial operation in June 2021 and, when 
ample water is available, RRHP can produce up to 55 MW of 
clean, reliable power.
In mid-October, RRHP was formally announced as the 
winner of the 2021 Outstanding Project Award at the Deep 
Foundation Institute’s 46th Annual Conference on Deep 
Foundations in Las Vegas, Nevada. More specifically, the 
team members behind the design and construction of RRHP 

— WMMPA (owner), MRES (operator), Stantec (engineer), 
Ames Construction (general contractor), Case-Bencor JV 
(foundation contractor), Rembco Geotechnical Contractors 
(grouting contractor), and Schnabel Geostructural Design & 
Construction (anchor contractor) — were recognized for the 
ingenuity of their design in modifying Red Rock Dam into a 
hydroelectric facility. 
Specifically noted was the construction of the new intake 
channel, penstocks that carry water to the turbines and 
a powerhouse all next to the existing dam’s spillway. To 
maintain the dam’s integrity during construction, extensive 
water- and earth-retention systems, prescriptive construction 
staging, and a robust dam safety surveillance program were 
used. The key foundation elements and excavation features 
included diaphragm walls, deep excavations and treatment of 
solutioned-gypsum deposits.
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Electric Department Manager Russ Halgerson and Electric 
Maintenance Supervisor Ryan Thompson from Brookings 
(South Dakota) Municipal Utilities were two of many Tech 
Days attendees who participated in the ride-and-drive event.

The 2021 Wattscar Award Winners
Back row from left: John Harren, Chris Radel (Willmar, 
Minnesota — Utilities Making a Difference); Justin 
Gibbons, Mike Wight, Rory Weis (Denison, Iowa 
— Utilities Making a Difference); Roger Avelsgard 
(Melrose —Innovative Utilities); and Todd Halvorson 
and Josh Manning (Vermillion, South Dakota — 
Extraordinary Event). 
Front row from left: Josh Dorhout, Adam Fedders, 
Maggie Landegent (Sioux Center, Iowa — Social 
Media Gurus); Beth Omanson (MRES); Vicki Gesell, 
Megan Chisholm (Alexandria, Minnesota — Utilities 
That Never Stop); Bridget Penton (Detroit Lakes, 
Minnesota —Utilities That Never Stop); Joe Peters 
(Wadena, Minnesota — Extraordinary Event); and Amy 
Collins (MRES).
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and Finance Section of the American Public Power 
Association (APPA). Sawyer is an assistant secretary of 
WMMPA and represents WMMPA on the Missouri Basin 
Power Project Audit Committee. 
During his tenure, Sawyer guided MRES and WMMPA 
in achieving increasingly greater financial strength and 
stability. When he started in 1987, the total assets of 
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today. Operating revenues of MRES were $50 million, 
compared to 2020 operating revenues of $245 million. And, 
WMMPA’s bond ratings were A2 and A-, compared to Aa3 
and AA- in 2021. 
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Moody’s and Fitch. These ratings are a tribute to the staff 
and board of directors of MRES. Without their hard work 
and vision, MRES would not have the reputation as one of 
the premier joint action agencies in the country. I have been 
honored to play a role in enhancing the financial strength 
of MRES. It has been a great ride, but all good things must 
come to an end. I look forward to seeing MRES continue to 
thrive.”
“Merlin’s leadership and dedication to MRES is 
unparalleled,” said Tom Heller, MRES president and CEO. 
“His broad understanding of finance and the electric 
industry, and his vision for the future have helped guide 
the direction of MRES for these many years. It is with 
tremendous appreciation that we wish Merlin a happy and 
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and Sioux Center, Iowa. In addition, MRES hosted two well-
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an opportunity to expand their knowledge of governance 
practices and the relationship between their municipal 
utilities and MRES. The topics are covered by various MRES 
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“I know that these types of events take a lot of time and 
effort,” commented Hillary Tweed, who works as an 
economic and business development specialist for the City 
of Benson, Minnesota. “After attending the workshop, I feel 
exponentially more confident in my ability to point potential 
business owners in the right direction.”

The next MPLA is scheduled for September 2022.

Technology Days
A large crowd was on hand for the 2021 Technology Days 
conference held Sept. 28-30 at the Hilton Garden Inn in 
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To kick off the event, a workshop was conducted by Erick 
Rheam, who manages key accounts certification for the 
APPA. Rheam customized the program specifically for 
MRES members, and the key accounts session received “very 
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presentations ranging from electric vehicles to rapid-imaging 
vibration services. The Wattscars Awards provided members 
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to study the feasibility of installing a pumped-hydro facility along Lake 
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WMMPA is made up of 24 of the 25 Minnesota members of MRES and acts 
as the financing agent for MRES generation and transmission assets. Since 
the initial study permit was granted three years ago, MRES staff have filed 
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Gomez and Sullivan Engineers, specializing in engineering, 
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been retained to study environmental issues. 
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where it’s held until needed. In turn, 
pumped hydro can enhance reliability 
and increase grid stability when other 
renewable generation is lacking or 
unavailable. 
For example, current estimates from the 
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team members behind the design and construction of RRHP 

— WMMPA (owner), MRES (operator), Stantec (engineer), 
Ames Construction (general contractor), Case-Bencor JV 
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ingenuity of their design in modifying Red Rock Dam into a 
hydroelectric facility. 
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channel, penstocks that carry water to the turbines and 
a powerhouse all next to the existing dam’s spillway. To 
maintain the dam’s integrity during construction, extensive 
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(Melrose —Innovative Utilities); and Todd Halvorson 
and Josh Manning (Vermillion, South Dakota — 
Extraordinary Event). 
Front row from left: Josh Dorhout, Adam Fedders, 
Maggie Landegent (Sioux Center, Iowa — Social 
Media Gurus); Beth Omanson (MRES); Vicki Gesell, 
Megan Chisholm (Alexandria, Minnesota — Utilities 
That Never Stop); Bridget Penton (Detroit Lakes, 
Minnesota —Utilities That Never Stop); Joe Peters 
(Wadena, Minnesota — Extraordinary Event); and Amy 
Collins (MRES).



He is a member of, and has previously chaired, the Business 
and Finance Section of the American Public Power 
Association (APPA). Sawyer is an assistant secretary of 
WMMPA and represents WMMPA on the Missouri Basin 
Power Project Audit Committee. 
During his tenure, Sawyer guided MRES and WMMPA 
in achieving increasingly greater financial strength and 
stability. When he started in 1987, the total assets of 
WMMPA were $298 million, compared to the $1.1 billion 
today. Operating revenues of MRES were $50 million, 
compared to 2020 operating revenues of $245 million. And, 
WMMPA’s bond ratings were A2 and A-, compared to Aa3 
and AA- in 2021. 
“I have been blessed to have been associated with this great 
organization for almost 35 years,” Sawyer said. “One thing 
I look back on with a certain amount of pride is that we are 
one of a handful of joint action agencies in the entire country 

with bond ratings in the double A category from both 
Moody’s and Fitch. These ratings are a tribute to the staff 
and board of directors of MRES. Without their hard work 
and vision, MRES would not have the reputation as one of 
the premier joint action agencies in the country. I have been 
honored to play a role in enhancing the financial strength 
of MRES. It has been a great ride, but all good things must 
come to an end. I look forward to seeing MRES continue to 
thrive.”
“Merlin’s leadership and dedication to MRES is 
unparalleled,” said Tom Heller, MRES president and CEO. 
“His broad understanding of finance and the electric 
industry, and his vision for the future have helped guide 
the direction of MRES for these many years. It is with 
tremendous appreciation that we wish Merlin a happy and 
rewarding retirement.” 

RRHP receives national awards

MRES hosts successful leadership, technology sessionsSawyer announces retirement from MRES (continued)

September kicked off a busy fall season for MRES and its 
members. Policymaker dinners have been held in Winner, 
South Dakota, Worthington and Detroit Lakes, Minnesota, 
and Sioux Center, Iowa. In addition, MRES hosted two well-
attended educational events.

Municipal Power Leadership Academy
A total of 21 people from 12 different utilities attended the 
7th Annual Municipal Power Leadership Academy (MPLA), 
which was held Sept. 15-16 at the ClubHouse Hotel and 
Suites in Sioux Falls, South Dakota.

The MPLA offers policymakers and utility management 
an opportunity to expand their knowledge of governance 
practices and the relationship between their municipal 
utilities and MRES. The topics are covered by various MRES 
staff who are subject experts in their respective fields, and 
the content is ideal for people with a vested interest in 
serving their public utility, such as new or recently hired 
utility managers, city managers, midlevel managers, utility 
board members and city council members.

Immediate feedback from the event was positive, with 
several respondents stating the course helped them better 
understand what MRES does not only for member utilities, 
but also member communities. In addition, the course 
provided attendees with takeaways they plan to use while 
interacting with their customers, city councils and various 
governing boards. 

“I know that these types of events take a lot of time and 
effort,” commented Hillary Tweed, who works as an 
economic and business development specialist for the City 
of Benson, Minnesota. “After attending the workshop, I feel 
exponentially more confident in my ability to point potential 
business owners in the right direction.”

The next MPLA is scheduled for September 2022.

Technology Days
A large crowd was on hand for the 2021 Technology Days 
conference held Sept. 28-30 at the Hilton Garden Inn in 

downtown Sioux Falls.
To kick off the event, a workshop was conducted by Erick 
Rheam, who manages key accounts certification for the 
APPA. Rheam customized the program specifically for 
MRES members, and the key accounts session received “very 
good” or “excellent” ratings from the vast majority of the 20 
individuals from member communities in attendance.
An additional 22 people representing a total of 26 member 
communities, along with South Dakota Public Utilities 
Commissioner Kristie Fiegen, then joined the group for 
the full Tech Days conference, which offered attendees 
presentations ranging from electric vehicles to rapid-imaging 
vibration services. The Wattscars Awards provided members 
an opportunity to learn about some of the great things their 
peers are doing to promote public power, energy efficiency 
and beneficial electrification. 
As part of Tech Days, the Bright Energy Solutions® team 
organized an electric vehicle ride-and drive event, which 
also garnered high approval ratings. About 35 attendees 
took advantage of the opportunity to ride or drive in a Ford 
Mustang Mach-E, a Nissan Leaf or a Volvo XC40 Recharge. 
The next Tech Days conference will be held two years from 
now in 2023. For a listing of MRES events and activities, 
please visit mrenergy.com/events. 

WMMPA was recently awarded an extension of its preliminary permit 
to study the feasibility of installing a pumped-hydro facility along Lake 
Francis Case in south-central South Dakota. 
The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) granted the four-
year permit extension for the Gregory County Pumped Storage Project 
(GCPSP), which would pump water from Lake Francis Case into a new, 
man-made reservoir near Pickstown, South Dakota, where the water 
would be held before being released downhill into hydroelectric generation 
units. In addition to the new upper reservoir, GCPSP would also consist 
of a powerhouse containing turbine/pump units, a new tailrace, a new 
substation and transmission lines, and other necessary facilities. 

WMMPA is made up of 24 of the 25 Minnesota members of MRES and acts 
as the financing agent for MRES generation and transmission assets. Since 
the initial study permit was granted three years ago, MRES staff have filed 
semi-annual reports to FERC on WMMPA’s behalf that include geological 
evaluations at the project site, preliminary engineering 
assessments, data collection and environmental studies, and 
energy market modeling. MRES has also consulted with 
state and federal agencies and local tribes to see how they 
might participate in and benefit from the project. 
MRES has selected Stantec, a global leader in sustainable 
design and engineering, to lead the GCPSP feasibility 
study. MRES had previously partnered with Stantec while 
building RRHP. As it continues the GCPSP feasibility study, 
Stantec will design the project and perform technical and 
cost evaluations that consider alternative layouts of GCPSP. 
Gomez and Sullivan Engineers, specializing in engineering, 
environmental science and data management solutions, has 
been retained to study environmental issues. 
For more information on GCPSP, contact Vice President of 
Member Services and Communications Joni Livingston at  
605-338-4042 or joni.livingston@mrenergy.com.

WMMPA receives permit extension 
for pumped-hydro project Why pumped hydro?

Courtesy illustration by Australian Renewable Energy Agency

WMMPA received a permit extension from FERC 
to continue studying the feasibility of a pumped 
storage project in Gregory County, South Dakota. 
The project site is located next to the Missouri River 
on a bluff overlooking Lake Francis Case.

As demand for cleaner, carbon-free energy 
rises, many turn toward wind and solar 
generation, but these units only run when 
the wind blows and the sun shines. 
Pumped-hydro facilities such as GCPSP 
have the potential to fill in the gaps of 
intermittent resources by using generation 
from renewable energy, when it’s available, 
to pump water into an upper reservoir 
where it’s held until needed. In turn, 
pumped hydro can enhance reliability 
and increase grid stability when other 
renewable generation is lacking or 
unavailable. 
For example, current estimates from the 
study indicate GCPSP, in conjunction with 
solar and wind resources, could provide 
enough energy to supply more than 1 
million homes over the course of a year. 
Here are a few more preliminary project 
details worth noting:
•  The upper reservoir would cover an 

estimated 1,800 acres with a capacity of 
102,000 acre-feet of water.

•  The reservoir would have enough storage 
for over 36 hours of operation at 1,800 
megawatts (MW), or 64,800 megawatt-
hours.

•  The powerhouse would consist of six 
pump/turbine units driven by motor/
generator units. The turbine/pump cycle 
efficiency is expected to be roughly 73%.

•  The service life of the project is expected 
to be over 100 years.

Red Rock Hydroelectric Project

RRHP has been in the news lately, receiving national 
recognition for its efforts to retrofit an existing dam with a 
hydroelectric facility.
In early September, POWER magazine recognized RRHP as 
its 2021 POWER Top Plant award winner in the Renewable 
Energy category. The decision to add power generation to the 
existing Red Rock Dam on the Des Moines River was based 
on the desire to supply clean, reliable, cost-effective, long-term 
renewable electricity to MRES public power communities. 
RRHP began commercial operation in June 2021 and, when 
ample water is available, RRHP can produce up to 55 MW of 
clean, reliable power.
In mid-October, RRHP was formally announced as the 
winner of the 2021 Outstanding Project Award at the Deep 
Foundation Institute’s 46th Annual Conference on Deep 
Foundations in Las Vegas, Nevada. More specifically, the 
team members behind the design and construction of RRHP 

— WMMPA (owner), MRES (operator), Stantec (engineer), 
Ames Construction (general contractor), Case-Bencor JV 
(foundation contractor), Rembco Geotechnical Contractors 
(grouting contractor), and Schnabel Geostructural Design & 
Construction (anchor contractor) — were recognized for the 
ingenuity of their design in modifying Red Rock Dam into a 
hydroelectric facility. 
Specifically noted was the construction of the new intake 
channel, penstocks that carry water to the turbines and 
a powerhouse all next to the existing dam’s spillway. To 
maintain the dam’s integrity during construction, extensive 
water- and earth-retention systems, prescriptive construction 
staging, and a robust dam safety surveillance program were 
used. The key foundation elements and excavation features 
included diaphragm walls, deep excavations and treatment of 
solutioned-gypsum deposits.
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Electric Department Manager Russ Halgerson and Electric 
Maintenance Supervisor Ryan Thompson from Brookings 
(South Dakota) Municipal Utilities were two of many Tech 
Days attendees who participated in the ride-and-drive event.

The 2021 Wattscar Award Winners
Back row from left: John Harren, Chris Radel (Willmar, 
Minnesota — Utilities Making a Difference); Justin 
Gibbons, Mike Wight, Rory Weis (Denison, Iowa 
— Utilities Making a Difference); Roger Avelsgard 
(Melrose —Innovative Utilities); and Todd Halvorson 
and Josh Manning (Vermillion, South Dakota — 
Extraordinary Event). 
Front row from left: Josh Dorhout, Adam Fedders, 
Maggie Landegent (Sioux Center, Iowa — Social 
Media Gurus); Beth Omanson (MRES); Vicki Gesell, 
Megan Chisholm (Alexandria, Minnesota — Utilities 
That Never Stop); Bridget Penton (Detroit Lakes, 
Minnesota —Utilities That Never Stop); Joe Peters 
(Wadena, Minnesota — Extraordinary Event); and Amy 
Collins (MRES).
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Member profile — Flandreau, South Dakota

Often recognized as one of South Dakota’s oldest 
communities, Flandreau has been in different locations and 
has had different names and spellings since it was founded in 
1857 by the Dakota Land Company of St. Paul, Minnesota. 
Located a little over 40 miles north 
of Sioux Falls where the Big Sioux 
River bends to the south, present-day 
Flandreau was named after Charles 
Flandrau, a lawyer and judge who 
rose to prominence in Minnesota 
and was appointed as agent to the 
Dakota Indians in 1856 by President 
Franklin Pierce. As the story goes, a 

misspelling in the Moody 
County Enterprise, 
the county’s first 

newspaper, 
in 1891 

accidentally added an “e” to the 
name Flandreau, and it’s been that 
way ever since.
Flandreau has served as the 
Moody County seat since 
1881, and the current county 
courthouse actually has a twin 
building in the MRES member 
community of Rock Rapids, 
Iowa. Both courthouses were 
designed by Sioux Falls architect 
Joseph Schwartz, who is more 
widely known for designing 
several Gothic-style churches 
in the region. Flandreau’s 

courthouse was completed in 1915, while Rock Rapids’ 
courthouse followed a couple years later. Both buildings are 
still in use by their respective counties, and both are listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places.

Full of history, Flandreau 
is home to First 
Presbyterian Church, 
the oldest continuously 
operating church in 
South Dakota, as well 
as the Flandreau Indian 
School, the nation’s oldest 
continuously operated 
federal Indian boarding 
school for grades 10 
through 12. The school’s 
origins can be traced 
back to the early 1870s, 

when classroom instruction was first provided to Native 
American children in a church building then known as River 
Bend Meeting House, according to an online article by South 
Dakota Public Broadcasting. Over time the school grew, 
and the current campus consists of 13 buildings plus five 
residential buildings. At present, over 80 staff serve more than 
350 Native American children who represent more than 40 
tribes from nine different states.
Today, about 2,300 people call Flandreau home. Electricity, 
water and sewer service are provided by the City of Flandreau, 
which operates the seventh largest municipal utility in South 
Dakota, according to the city’s website. Flandreau joined 
MRES in 1974, and City Administrator Jeff Pederson serves 
as Flandreau’s official representative to MRES, while Electric 
Superintendent David Schliinz serves as the alternate.

MRES lowers power supply rates by 5%

Sawyer announces retirement from MRES

The Missouri River Energy Services 
(MRES) board of directors approved a 
5% decrease in its members’ wholesale 
power supply rates that will take 
effect Jan. 1, 2022. The rate reduction 
is projected to save MRES members 
approximately $8.5 million next year 
alone.
The rate reduction is possible due to a 
combination of factors, including lower 
operation and maintenance expenses at 
the Laramie River Station, lower debt 
service due to refinancing, low market 
prices, revenue generated from the now-
operational Red Rock Hydroelectric 
Project (RRHP), and market strategies 
executed to reduce exposure to the 
energy market.
After the rate decrease is implemented, 
MRES rates are expected to be 
approximately 10% lower than the 
average rate of 12 other comparable 
wholesale providers in the region. The 
2022 rate decrease is in addition to a 3% 

rate reduction in 2019 and a $17 million 
refund to MRES members in December 
2020. The December refund was made 
possible due to lower than projected 
expenses and equated to 10% of the 
members’ 2020 power supply bills from 
MRES.

Based on its long-term cost forecast, 
MRES does not anticipate the need for 
a rate increase through at least 2026. 
MRES plans to implement time-of-
use wholesale rates in 2023, which are 
expected to be revenue neutral.
“MRES is committed to providing our 
members with reliable and cost-effective 

power,” said Tom Heller, president and 
CEO of MRES. “Now is the right time to 
lower our rates, and we’re thankful we 
are in a strong financial position to pass 
on these savings to our members.”
Even with the rate reduction, MRES 
projects a debt service coverage — an 
important factor in determining bond 
ratings — in excess of 150% for 2022. 
Western Minnesota Municipal Power 
Agency (WMMPA), the financing 
affiliate for MRES, is one of a handful 
of joint-action agencies with ratings 
in the AA category, which results in 
better terms for interest rates and lower 
costs for generation and transmission 
projects.
For more information on the rate 
decrease, contact MRES Vice President of 
Member Services and Communications 
Joni Livingston at 605-338-4042 or 
joni.livingston@mrenergy.com.

MRES and members participate in Public Power Week

Moody County CourthouseWinter Gavins Point releases will be at minimum rates

Public power is a collection of more than 
2,000 community-owned electric utilities 
that serve over 49 million people, or about 
14% of the nation’s electricity consumers, 
and each year public power utilities across 
the U.S. celebrate Public Power Week 
during the first full week of October.
Throughout the week, MRES and a number 
of its member communities celebrated the 
many hometown advantages of living in a 
public power community by hosting open 
houses and handing out light bulbs and 
other related items to their customers. 

Rock Rapids, Iowa: Rock Rapids 
Municipal Utilities (RRMU) took 
advantage of Public Power Week to 
also celebrate its 125th anniversary. 
As part of the festivities, RRMU held 
an open house Oct. 6 celebrating its 
service to the community, providing a 
meal, door prizes and tours of RRMU 
facilities. RRMU also hosted a ride-
and-drive event that had 31 people test 
drive electric vehicles over the course 
of two hours.

Denison, Iowa: For Public 
Power Week, Denison 
Municipal Utilities (DMU) 
gave away free LED light 
bulbs to all customers. In 
addition, DMU’s Electric 
Manager Mike Wight and 
Lineworker Joe Poggensee 
gave electrical safety 
presentations using the 
Hazard Hamlet display to a 
2nd grade class. 

Through its “The Public Power 
Bunch” social media campaign, 
MRES highlighted the people 
behind public power along 
with the numerous and varied 
career options available in the 
public power industry.

Rates and refunds timeline

2019:  3% power supply rate decrease
2020:  $17 million member refund
2022:  5% power supply rate decrease
2023:   Time-of-use rates begin Jan. 1

MRES Senior Vice President and CFO Merlin 
Sawyer has announced his retirement effective 
May 6, 2022.
Sawyer joined the organization in 1987 as 
Manager of Finance and Accounting. In 
1989, that department merged with the 
Administrative Services Department and 

became the Administration and Finance 
Department. Since then, Sawyer has managed 
the department under various titles and 
increasing areas of responsibility, which 
include finance, accounting, investment, 
administration, human resources, credit, rates, 
risk management and internal audit activities.  

Continued on Pg. 3
Merlin Sawyer

Thanks to ongoing drought conditions still found across 
much of the upper Missouri River basin, winter releases 
from Gavins Point Dam will be at the minimum rate of 
12,000 cubic feet per second (cfs), said John Remus, chief 
of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Missouri River Basin 
Water Management Division.
“Reservoir inflows in August were much lower than average. 
We expect below-average inflows into the system through 
the rest of 2021,” Remus explained. “Several significant 
rainfall events occurred in August. In response, the Corps 
reduced Gavins Point releases 4,000 cfs as tributary flows 
downstream of the system increased. As tributary runoff 
subsides, the Gavins Point releases will be adjusted to meet 
navigation flow targets.”

Despite localized heavy rainfall events throughout the 
basin during August, abnormally dry or drought conditions 
persist across approximately 83% of the Missouri River 
basin, according to the National Drought Mitigation Center. 
As a result, August runoff in the upper basin was 54% of 
average. As of Sept. 1, the 2021 calendar-year forecast for the 
upper basin is 14.7 million acre-feet (MAF), 57% of average. 
Average annual runoff for the upper Basin is 25.8 MAF.
On Sept. 2 the total volume of water stored in the system was 
52.1 MAF, which is 4.0 MAF below the base of the system’s 
flood-control zone. System storage is expected to decline 
through the fall. Updated reservoir studies indicate that 
system storage is expected to be more than 8.0 MAF below 
the base of flood control when the 2022 runoff season starts. 

RRMU General Manager Jim Hoye, 
who is also a Missouri River board 
member, charges an electric 
vehicle using Rock Rapids’ newly 
installed charging station.
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Member profile — Flandreau, South Dakota

Often recognized as one of South Dakota’s oldest 
communities, Flandreau has been in different locations and 
has had different names and spellings since it was founded in 
1857 by the Dakota Land Company of St. Paul, Minnesota. 
Located a little over 40 miles north 
of Sioux Falls where the Big Sioux 
River bends to the south, present-day 
Flandreau was named after Charles 
Flandrau, a lawyer and judge who 
rose to prominence in Minnesota 
and was appointed as agent to the 
Dakota Indians in 1856 by President 
Franklin Pierce. As the story goes, a 

misspelling in the Moody 
County Enterprise, 
the county’s first 

newspaper, 
in 1891 

accidentally added an “e” to the 
name Flandreau, and it’s been that 
way ever since.
Flandreau has served as the 
Moody County seat since 
1881, and the current county 
courthouse actually has a twin 
building in the MRES member 
community of Rock Rapids, 
Iowa. Both courthouses were 
designed by Sioux Falls architect 
Joseph Schwartz, who is more 
widely known for designing 
several Gothic-style churches 
in the region. Flandreau’s 

courthouse was completed in 1915, while Rock Rapids’ 
courthouse followed a couple years later. Both buildings are 
still in use by their respective counties, and both are listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places.

Full of history, Flandreau 
is home to First 
Presbyterian Church, 
the oldest continuously 
operating church in 
South Dakota, as well 
as the Flandreau Indian 
School, the nation’s oldest 
continuously operated 
federal Indian boarding 
school for grades 10 
through 12. The school’s 
origins can be traced 
back to the early 1870s, 

when classroom instruction was first provided to Native 
American children in a church building then known as River 
Bend Meeting House, according to an online article by South 
Dakota Public Broadcasting. Over time the school grew, 
and the current campus consists of 13 buildings plus five 
residential buildings. At present, over 80 staff serve more than 
350 Native American children who represent more than 40 
tribes from nine different states.
Today, about 2,300 people call Flandreau home. Electricity, 
water and sewer service are provided by the City of Flandreau, 
which operates the seventh largest municipal utility in South 
Dakota, according to the city’s website. Flandreau joined 
MRES in 1974, and City Administrator Jeff Pederson serves 
as Flandreau’s official representative to MRES, while Electric 
Superintendent David Schliinz serves as the alternate.

MRES lowers power supply rates by 5%

Sawyer announces retirement from MRES

The Missouri River Energy Services 
(MRES) board of directors approved a 
5% decrease in its members’ wholesale 
power supply rates that will take 
effect Jan. 1, 2022. The rate reduction 
is projected to save MRES members 
approximately $8.5 million next year 
alone.
The rate reduction is possible due to a 
combination of factors, including lower 
operation and maintenance expenses at 
the Laramie River Station, lower debt 
service due to refinancing, low market 
prices, revenue generated from the now-
operational Red Rock Hydroelectric 
Project (RRHP), and market strategies 
executed to reduce exposure to the 
energy market.
After the rate decrease is implemented, 
MRES rates are expected to be 
approximately 10% lower than the 
average rate of 12 other comparable 
wholesale providers in the region. The 
2022 rate decrease is in addition to a 3% 

rate reduction in 2019 and a $17 million 
refund to MRES members in December 
2020. The December refund was made 
possible due to lower than projected 
expenses and equated to 10% of the 
members’ 2020 power supply bills from 
MRES.

Based on its long-term cost forecast, 
MRES does not anticipate the need for 
a rate increase through at least 2026. 
MRES plans to implement time-of-
use wholesale rates in 2023, which are 
expected to be revenue neutral.
“MRES is committed to providing our 
members with reliable and cost-effective 

power,” said Tom Heller, president and 
CEO of MRES. “Now is the right time to 
lower our rates, and we’re thankful we 
are in a strong financial position to pass 
on these savings to our members.”
Even with the rate reduction, MRES 
projects a debt service coverage — an 
important factor in determining bond 
ratings — in excess of 150% for 2022. 
Western Minnesota Municipal Power 
Agency (WMMPA), the financing 
affiliate for MRES, is one of a handful 
of joint-action agencies with ratings 
in the AA category, which results in 
better terms for interest rates and lower 
costs for generation and transmission 
projects.
For more information on the rate 
decrease, contact MRES Vice President of 
Member Services and Communications 
Joni Livingston at 605-338-4042 or 
joni.livingston@mrenergy.com.

MRES and members participate in Public Power Week

Moody County CourthouseWinter Gavins Point releases will be at minimum rates

Public power is a collection of more than 
2,000 community-owned electric utilities 
that serve over 49 million people, or about 
14% of the nation’s electricity consumers, 
and each year public power utilities across 
the U.S. celebrate Public Power Week 
during the first full week of October.
Throughout the week, MRES and a number 
of its member communities celebrated the 
many hometown advantages of living in a 
public power community by hosting open 
houses and handing out light bulbs and 
other related items to their customers. 

Rock Rapids, Iowa: Rock Rapids 
Municipal Utilities (RRMU) took 
advantage of Public Power Week to 
also celebrate its 125th anniversary. 
As part of the festivities, RRMU held 
an open house Oct. 6 celebrating its 
service to the community, providing a 
meal, door prizes and tours of RRMU 
facilities. RRMU also hosted a ride-
and-drive event that had 31 people test 
drive electric vehicles over the course 
of two hours.

Denison, Iowa: For Public 
Power Week, Denison 
Municipal Utilities (DMU) 
gave away free LED light 
bulbs to all customers. In 
addition, DMU’s Electric 
Manager Mike Wight and 
Lineworker Joe Poggensee 
gave electrical safety 
presentations using the 
Hazard Hamlet display to a 
2nd grade class. 

Through its “The Public Power 
Bunch” social media campaign, 
MRES highlighted the people 
behind public power along 
with the numerous and varied 
career options available in the 
public power industry.

Rates and refunds timeline

2019:  3% power supply rate decrease
2020:  $17 million member refund
2022:  5% power supply rate decrease
2023:   Time-of-use rates begin Jan. 1

MRES Senior Vice President and CFO Merlin 
Sawyer has announced his retirement effective 
May 6, 2022.
Sawyer joined the organization in 1987 as 
Manager of Finance and Accounting. In 
1989, that department merged with the 
Administrative Services Department and 

became the Administration and Finance 
Department. Since then, Sawyer has managed 
the department under various titles and 
increasing areas of responsibility, which 
include finance, accounting, investment, 
administration, human resources, credit, rates, 
risk management and internal audit activities.  
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Thanks to ongoing drought conditions still found across 
much of the upper Missouri River basin, winter releases 
from Gavins Point Dam will be at the minimum rate of 
12,000 cubic feet per second (cfs), said John Remus, chief 
of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Missouri River Basin 
Water Management Division.
“Reservoir inflows in August were much lower than average. 
We expect below-average inflows into the system through 
the rest of 2021,” Remus explained. “Several significant 
rainfall events occurred in August. In response, the Corps 
reduced Gavins Point releases 4,000 cfs as tributary flows 
downstream of the system increased. As tributary runoff 
subsides, the Gavins Point releases will be adjusted to meet 
navigation flow targets.”

Despite localized heavy rainfall events throughout the 
basin during August, abnormally dry or drought conditions 
persist across approximately 83% of the Missouri River 
basin, according to the National Drought Mitigation Center. 
As a result, August runoff in the upper basin was 54% of 
average. As of Sept. 1, the 2021 calendar-year forecast for the 
upper basin is 14.7 million acre-feet (MAF), 57% of average. 
Average annual runoff for the upper Basin is 25.8 MAF.
On Sept. 2 the total volume of water stored in the system was 
52.1 MAF, which is 4.0 MAF below the base of the system’s 
flood-control zone. System storage is expected to decline 
through the fall. Updated reservoir studies indicate that 
system storage is expected to be more than 8.0 MAF below 
the base of flood control when the 2022 runoff season starts. 
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