
In its 2022 Summer Reliability Assessment, the North 
American Electric Reliability Corporation (NERC) 
warned that more than half the nation is at an elevated 
risk of forced blackouts this summer, including the 
upper Midwest. How could it be that the United States 
electric grid, which has served us so reliably for decades, 
is now at risk of energy emergencies? 
Let’s start with how the delivery of electricity works. 
Electricity is a unique product in that the generation 
of electricity must be kept in balance with the usage of 
electricity. In short, supply must equal demand at all times. 
Under normal conditions, regional grid operators ramp 
generators up or down to match the demand for electricity. 
As the country transitions to intermittent generation 
resources like solar and wind, several things have happened 
over the past few years that are affecting that balance. 
As Jim Robb, president and CEO of NERC, explained 
on a Public Power Now podcast hosted by the American 
Public Power Association, the energy system always needs 
to weigh accessibility and affordability with environmental 
concerns, and more importantly with reliability. “We 
are currently out of balance with a heavy focus on the 
environmental aspects of energy, but we have to also 
consider accessibility, affordability and reliability,” said 
Robb, “Without the electric system, not much else works.”
A number of factors have come together to create the 
potential for energy shortages this summer, including:

•  The weather outlook calls for hotter than normal 
temperatures and hydropower production has been 
reduced due to drought conditions;

•  Intermittent renewable generation, such as wind and 
solar, has greatly expanded, but it can’t be counted 
on to be available when needed;

•  Rapid retirements of coal and nuclear plants mean 

fewer resources are available to fill the gap when 
the wind doesn’t blow or the sun doesn’t shine;

•  The economy is rebounding and there are new 
emerging needs for electricity;

•  Supply chain issues and labor shortages are making it 
difficult to get equipment and build new resources;

•  Public policy and customer demand are driving the 
pace of change to clean energy faster than new 
technologies can be developed to fill the gap; and

•  Expanded environmental regulations are causing 
increased costs and premature retirement of 
dispatchable resources like coal.

Robb explained that regulators, policymakers and the 
energy industry need to be thoughtful and retain flexible 
resources, such as natural gas, which is critical to providing 
electricity when intermittent renewable resources drop off.  
“We are getting ahead of ourselves in transitioning to clean 
energy,” he said. To hear more of Robb’s observations, visit 
https://www.publicpower.org/podcasts.    
At the national level, NERC is working with many other 
federal agencies, reliability coordinators across the continent, 
and manufacturers and suppliers to make changes that 
will increase reliability. One of those efforts is to develop a 
natural gas/electric interface. The electric system has to start 
becoming a priority user of natural gas, which is not the 
case now. Since each industry operates under very different 
constructs, this will be a complicated task. In addition, new 
gas system infrastructure needs to be built, such as natural 
gas storage and pipelines. Gas storage is needed to provide a 
buffer and flexibility to compensate when solar production 
drops off. As solar installations become more prevalent, 
more gas storage is needed. The situation is exacerbated 
by the increased global need for natural gas as a result 
of reduced exports of oil and gas from Russia during the 
conflict with Ukraine.  
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MRES is gearing up for its 10th year of offering the Bright 
Energy Solutions® (BES) Power Team School Program to 
members and their communities. 
The program teaches fifth-grade students about electricity, 
power supply, renewable energy and careers in the utility 
field. As part of the program, students are provided with a 
take-home kit containing high-efficiency equipment and a 
booklet of energy-saving tips they can use in their homes. 
Last year, a total of 27 member communities from all four 
member states participated in the program, which continues 
to receive high praise from participants. The school program 
also is an opportunity for members to educate future 
customers and their families about electricity and the value 

of having 
a local 
municipal 
utility. 
MRES 
covers half of the program’s fees, which means member 
utilities pay about $22 per student. 
As this school year approaches, MRES looks forward to 
seeing a large amount of program participation from its 
members once again.
If your utility is interested in the program, please contact 
Jody Peck at 800-678-4042 or email info@mrenergy.com 
to learn how easy it is to get involved.

BES school program kicks off 10th year 

Closer to home, Missouri 
River Energy Services 
(MRES) and its members 
are taking steps to 
improve reliability in 
their communities and 
in the region. MRES 
provided templates and 
communications materials 
to assist members with 
the development of energy 
emergency plans. The 
plans include actions, 

such as demand response and public appeals, to reduce 
electrical usage when resource adequacy in the region is low 
due to lack of wind and solar production, and to strategically 
implement controlled outages if an emergency arises. 
MRES currently contracts with 19 members to operate 
their local generators during times of high electric demand 
and/or low resource availability. To ensure these generators 
continue to be available to support grid reliability, MRES 
is revising the program to incent continued operation of 
existing generators and to encourage members to invest 
in new local generation. MRES is developing ways to utilize 
the smaller existing backup generators owned by the 
member municipal utilities, such as those that provide 
backup power to water and wastewater plants. MRES is 
also gathering information on the potential for using 
generators owned by retail customers to provide electricity 
during an energy emergency. 
As a mid-term and mid-scale solution, MRES is considering 
the addition of natural gas or fuel oil reciprocating internal 
combustion engines for additional capacity, as well as 

incentivizing members to install similar generation locally. 
This type of generator has the advantage of being able to 
ramp up or down very quickly to match the availability or 
unavailability of wind and solar generation.   
MRES supports the development of intermittent renewable 
generation and believes it is a valuable part of the power 
supply mix, when balanced with dispatchable resources 
that can fill the gap when wind isn’t blowing and the sun 
isn’t shining. MRES is currently evaluating proposals for a 
pilot project, which includes solar generation with battery 
storage, to be placed in member communities. MRES is also 
considering the development of grid scale renewable projects 
in the next 5 to 7 years. These projects would provide clean 
energy and would also provide a limited contribution to 
resource adequacy. 
In the longer term, MRES and its partner, MidAmerican 
Energy Company, are studying a large-scale long duration 
pumped storage hydroelectric project, which would act as 
a huge battery that stores energy until it is needed when 
resources aren’t available. If the Gregory County Pumped 
Storage Project is built, it would contribute substantially to 
the reliability of the region.
The electric industry is at a turning point, and it needs 
to prioritize reliability and take steps to ensure that a 
catastrophic failure of the grid does not occur. This will 
require the efforts and coordination of federal and state 
regulatory agencies, federal and state policymakers, electric 
and gas utilities and even retail customers. The transition 
to a cleaner energy future is important and can be done, 
but the industry and regulatory agencies need to ensure 
reliability and affordability are not sacrificed by getting rid of 
traditional power supply resources too soon.  

Electric reliability compromised across much of U.S. (continued)
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DISTRIBUTION MAINTENANCE
PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS

Full Distribution Services
Minnesota: Barnesville, Benson, Jackson, 
Lakefield, Luverne, Olivia, Ortonville

Supplemental Services
Iowa: Kimballton, Rock Rapids, Paullina, 
Primghar
Minnesota: Adrian, Grove City, Lake Park
St. James
North Dakota: Hillsboro, Lakota, Northwood 
South Dakota: Big Stone City, Pickstown
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First and foremost, MRES is an energy supplier to its 61 
members in Iowa, Minnesota, North Dakota and South 
Dakota. However, MRES also provides a wide variety of 
energy-related services that help support our members 
and 19 associates.
In this issue, we’ll take a closer look at one of the most 
popular services MRES provides, the Distribution System 
Operations and Maintenance Program. 

Distribution maintenance program 
Every business continuously searches for and examines 
ways to streamline its operations and improve efficiency. 
The electric utility business is no different, as regular 
maintenance of the distribution system is crucial to 
ensuring that electricity prices remain competitive and 
reliability remains high.
Often called distribution maintenance or DM for short, 
MRES started this program in 1998 to provide member 
utilities an option to contract with MRES line crews to 
maintain their electric distribution systems and other 
related services.
MRES employs reliable, professional lineworkers and 
electricians who perform the daily system maintenance 
necessary to enhance reliability and power quality. Our 
technicians also provide project-specific services to 
municipals in areas such as maintaining local generation 
facilities, completing special projects, directional boring, 
line reconductoring and construction of new lines on an 
expanding system.
MRES offers DM services under two agreements, full 
service and supplemental, and MRES staff works with 
utilities considering these services to determine the best fit.

Full service
This option offers a contract with MRES for all ongoing DM 

services. Line crews will be employed 
by MRES but will live in or near the 
communities they serve. The municipal 
utility maintains responsibility for 
providing equipment, inventory, tools, etc.

Supplemental services
Through supplemental services, MRES 
offers help with interviewing, hiring 
and training for line crew positions, and 
with reporting requirements, planning, 
budgeting and more. This option may 
be a good fit for utilities that are 
in-between line superintendents or who 
have a new line superintendent with 
limited experience.
Supplemental services also allow 

municipal utilities to receive assistance from MRES on an 
as-needed basis, utilizing full-time DM crews based in 
neighboring communities. This option may be a good fit 
for utilities that desire additional personnel or equipment 
to provide occasional assistance with general, on-call or 
emergency needs. It also can give utilities additional flexibility 
in their personnel resource planning, as MRES crew 
members are available to help with special projects or provide 
additional resources to accomplish major jobs. 
When a utility is faced with a large, but temporary, electrical 
project, it may not make sense to hire additional crew 
members to complete the project. Instead, MRES crews can 
provide the needed support to get the project done.

A successful model
Introducing DM services for its members was a pioneering 
effort by MRES, and thanks to the program’s success, it has 
been replicated by other joint action agencies and utilities.
“The DM program can be an incredibly important and 
valuable tool for municipal electric utilities,” says Terry Wolf, 
vice president of power supply and operations. “By placing 
a priority on proper system maintenance, participating 
utilities can keep power costs down and reliably serve 
their communities.”
To date, six member communities and one associate member 
have contracted with MRES for full DM services, while 12 
other member 
communities 
and one 
associate receive 
supplemental 
and 
project-based 
assistance.

MRES member benefits, part 2: Distribution maintenance services

For more information on 

the program, please contact 
Terry Wolf at 605-338-4042 

or info@mrenergy.com.
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The National Weather Service (NWS) says 13 tornadoes hit 
Minnesota during a devastating series of storms on May 30, 
with several impacting MRES member communities.
One tornado ripped through the small town of Forada, 
which is just south of Alexandria. Another tore through Old 
Wadena, which sits between the member communities of 
Wadena and Staples. 
After surveying the damage, the NWS determined it was an 
EF-2 tornado that swept through Grant County, first touching 
down near Wendell at 4:15 p.m. before ending 11 miles later 
near MRES member Elbow Lake at 4:24 p.m. An EF-2 tornado 
is classified by winds between 111 and 135 mph. 
Along with uprooting trees and destroying property, the 
400-yard-wide tornado also hit the MRES-owned Elbow Lake 
substation, damaging the 115 kV buswork, control building 
roof, potential transformer, station service transformer, 
line switch and fencing. The tornado also damaged 23 
transmission structures along MRES transmission lines in 
Grant County. In total, it’s estimated the storm caused $1.5 
million in damages to these facilities.

Within a month and as material and labor resources became 
available, the facilities were brought back in service. The 
Grant County to Hoot Lake transmission line was energized 
June 6, and the Elbow Lake substation and Grant County to 
Brandon transmission line on June 24.
“We contract with Great River Energy to provide operations 
and maintenance for these transmission facilities,” said MRES 
Senior Transmission Engineer Brian Zavesky, who noted 
Elbow Lake Municipal Utilities was only out of service for six 
hours. “They did a great job to provide a timely response and 
recovery for our facilities, as they also had damage to some of 
their own facilities to deal with.”
The Elbow Lake substation is currently energized in a 
temporary state until permanent work can be completed as 
materials become available, hopefully in August. In addition, 
the damage will qualify for FEMA reimbursement, as a 
disaster area was declared for Grant County. As a result, 
MRES staff will work with Minnesota Homeland Security and 
Emergency Management on the process for reimbursement.   

Memorial Day weekend tornado damages MRES substation, 
transmission lines in west-central Minnesota

Over Memorial Day weekend, a 

devastating series of storms impacted 

an MRES substation and transmission 

lines in west-central Minnesota.
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In early June a sculpture was dedicated in Sioux Center, Iowa, honoring the legacy of Maurice and Vera Te Paske. 
Maurice Te Paske was a founding member of MRES, and the sculpture, called “Progress 
through Cooperation,” recognizes the former mayor and his wife who both pushed 
for big-picture thinking and were staunch advocates for the Sioux Center community. 
Placed in Open Space Park, which the city purchased and annexed under Te Paske’s 
leadership, the sculpture was funded by several groups, including Sioux Center 
Municipal Utilities and MRES. 
“Maurie’s strong leadership, his willingness to take 
on any difficult challenge, his spirit and faith, and 
his deep belief in what can be accomplished when 
those with common interests work together – all 
of these are at the heart of what Missouri River 
Energy Services is today,” said Vice President 
of Member Services and Communications Joni 
Livingston, who was on hand to speak at the 
sculpture’s dedication ceremony.

Sioux Center dedicates sculpture to longtime public utility advocates

This past spring members of the Willmar Municipal 
Utilities (WMU) Commission toured the local power plant 
one last time to identify anything of historical value worth 
saving. Built almost a century ago in 1925, the coal- and 
gas-burning power plant will be demolished once a new 
substation is built to house the controls currently found in 
the plant. Construction of the substation is taking place this 
year, with the power plant’s demolition to follow next year.
Many smaller items, such as switchgear, boilerplates and 
nameplates, have already been removed from the plant, 
said WMU Maintenance Supervisor Kevin Marti in a news 
release. The majority of items that remain will be scrapped 
rather than repurposed, according to Marti. 
While WMU shut down the power plant in 2018, it remains 
electrically active with six feeder lines that leave the plant 
and go throughout town. That’s why the demolition date 
has to wait for the new substation’s controls and switchgear 
to become operational.

Moving away from the old coal- and gas-burning power 
plant means WMU is helping create a cleaner energy 
future. In fact, to replace generation from the plant after 
it was shut down, WMU became the 61st member of 
MRES in 2018 and started purchasing power from MRES 
on June 1, 2019. The power WMU receives from MRES 
supplements the allocation of clean, renewable hydropower 
WMU was already receiving from the Western Area Power 
Administration dams along the Missouri River. 
In addition, WMU purchased renewable energy 
certificates (RECs) last year to offset the electricity 
in its power supply mix that came from fossil fuels. 
RECs are proof that electricity was generated by 
qualifying carbon-free, renewable facilities, and 
these REC purchases 
enabled WMU and 
its customers to 
move to a net-zero 
carbon future.

Willmar’s old power plant slated for demolition

Willmar Power Plant
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John Prescott was hired as 
Vermillion’s city manager in 
March 2005, after working 
for 12 years as the assistant 
city manager in Kearney, 
Nebraska. During his time 
there, Prescott served as 
interim city manager for 
a period of time, which he 
says helped prepare him 
for his role in Vermillion.
Prescott received his 
bachelor’s from the 
University of Northern 
Iowa in Cedar Falls before 
completing his master’s 

in public administration at the University of Nebraska 
at Omaha.
In his current role, Prescott enjoys working on projects that 
help make a lasting difference for the community. Some 
of the projects in Vermillion he’s most proud of include 
completing a new 20-mile transmission line to replace a 
wheeling arrangement, building a new substation, renovating 
and adding on to a library, constructing a new city hall 
and finishing a new and improved public pool.  
“Mentoring staff and helping young people get started in 
the profession is another aspect of my job that I enjoy,” he 
adds. “We have had a long list of interns that have gone on 
to careers in city government.”
Prescott first joined the MRES board in December 2020 
when longtime board member Don Johnston, from 
Flandreau, South Dakota, retired. A few months later during 
the 2021 MRES Annual Meeting, Prescott was re-elected to 
serve a three-year term representing South Dakota members. 
Since joining the board, Prescott has embraced the 

opportunity to not only learn more about MRES, but also 
about its members. 
“The concept of a joint action agency providing an essential, 
every day need is something I support and want to be a 
part of,” says Prescott, who believes serving on the board 
is an exciting way to serve MRES members. “I enjoy public 
service work to help the community and residents succeed, 
and the range of services MRES provides for the members 
is essential to helping them thrive and grow.”
Going forward, Prescott views the retirement and 
replacement of employees as one of the main challenges 
not only Vermillion, but also other MRES member 
communities will face.
“MRES has also seen retirements of long-term employees 
that have a wealth of knowledge about the organization 
and membership,” he says. “At the municipal level we are 
currently not seeing the same amount of interest in public 
employment. We have great jobs doing great things for our 
communities, but how we generate interest in our jobs is a 
challenge. And, once we recruit new employees, the next 
challenge is developing them and keeping them invested 
in a career of public service.”
Prescott and his wife, Karen, have two adult children: one 
recently graduated from The University of South Dakota 
in Vermillion, and the other is a junior at Minnesota State 
University in Mankato. While his children were growing 
up, Prescott says his favorite hobby was following their 
activities such as soccer and basketball. He also enjoys long, 
early morning bike rides on the weekends and reading 
biographies and historical fiction.
“I used to do some home beer brewing with a former boss 
early in my career before we had kids,” he says. “I’d like to 
try it again some day.”

Board Member Profile — John Prescott, Vermillion, South Dakota

John Prescott

Vernell Roberts, who has served as the general manager of Detroit Lakes (Minnesota) 
Public Utilities since 2012, was elected chair of the Mid-West Electric Consumers 
Association’s (MWECA) board of directors during its June board meeting. MWECA 
promotes and protects the interest of federal power customers and their consumers within 
the Missouri River Basin. 
Roberts has been heavily involved in the public power community for over 35 years. 
These years have included service to the MRES member Wadena Minnesota Utilities 
Department as the general manager, Minnesota Municipal Utilities Association as a safety 
trainer and the board president and to the City of Loveland, Co. Light and Power. Roberts 
serves as board chair of MRES and is also on the board of Western Minnesota Municipal Power Agency.

Vernell Roberts elected MWECA board chair

Vernell Roberts
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Murray Hulstein was awarded the Lewis & Clark 
Regional Water System’s (LCRWS) Trailblazer Award, the 
organization’s highest honor. Hulstein, who is utilities 
manager at Sioux Center (Iowa) Municipal Utilities and a 
current MRES board member, was presented the award at 
this year’s LCRWS 32nd annual membership meeting. 
Hulstein has been part of LCRWS since its inception in 
1990 and currently serves as chair of its board. LCRWS 
looks to bring high-quality water from aquifers near the 
Missouri River to 20 member communities and water 
systems. This project is now providing water to 15 of the 
20 LCRWS members.
The LCRWS meter building near the Sioux Center Water 
Plant will be dedicated in Hulstein’s honor, further 
recognizing his contributions to the regional water system. 

“Murray is a servant 
leader and a visionary 
leader,” said LCRWS 
Vice-Chair Scott 
Hain, general manager 
of Worthington 
(Minnesota) Public 
Utilities and fellow 
MRES board member. 
“He knows the critical 
importance of this 
project for generations to 
come and does whatever 
it takes to get the 
job done.”

Murray Hulstein presented Lewis & Clark Trailblazer Award

 Events Calendar

July 29-Aug. 1
Summer Celebration
Hartley, Iowa
hartleyiowa.com/events
712-928-2240

Aug. 5-7
Flekkefest
Elbow Lake, Minnesota
flekkefest.fun

Aug. 12-14
Stock Show & Rodeo
Faith, South Dakota
faith.sd.com

Aug. 18
MRES Member Tour
Red Rock Hydroelectric Project
Pella, Iowa
mrenergy.com/events

Aug. 18-21
Sounds of Summer
Marshall, Minnesota
visitmarshallmn.com
507-537-1865

Aug. 19-21
Cornfest
Ortonville, Minnesota
bigstonelakechamber.com
320-839-3284

Aug. 26-27
Potato Days
Barnesville, Minnesota
potatodays.com
218-354-2888

Sept. 3 & 5
Public Tours
Red Rock Hydroelectric Project 
Pella, Iowa
mrenergy.com/events 

Sept. 16-17
King Turkey Day
Worthington, Minnesota
kingturkeyday.org
507-372-2919

September 16-17
Tri City BBQ Fest
Denison, Iowa
tricitybbq.com
712-263-6622

Sept. 16-17
Arts & Crafts Festival and 
Touch of Hutchinson
Hutchinson, Minnesota
explorehutchinson.com
320-587-5252

Sept. 23-24
Coca-Cola Days
Atlantic, Iowa
atlanticiowa.com

Sept. 24
Apple Fest
Woodbine, Iowa
woodbineia.com/applefest
970-290-0071

Sept. 24-25
Barn Festival
Remsen, Iowa
remsenbarnfestival.org
315-831-4257

To have your event listed, please send the 
event’s name, date, location and contact 
information to info@mrenergy.com. 
To be considered for print, information 
must be submitted at least eight weeks 
prior to the event.
Please visit mrenergy.com/events to see 
a full listing of calendar events for MRES 
and its members.

On June 23 SCMU Utilities Manager 
and MRES Board Member Murray 
Hulstein was awarded the 
Trailblazer Award, the highest 
honor given by the Lewis & Clark 
Regional Water System.
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Sauk Centre was settled in 1856 by Alexander Moore who 
originally bought, platted and named the town. The name 
comes from its location on the central part of the Sauk River, 
which itself was named for the Sauk Indians who called the 
area home. 
Best known for its association with Sinclair Lewis, the United 
States’ first Nobel Prize-winning novelist, the city is thought to 
be the subject of his book “Main Street,” which Lewis denied. 
Today, you can visit Lewis’ former boyhood home, which is 
filled with family memorabilia, exhibits on his writing and 
a research library. The city also holds an annual celebration, 
called Sinclair Lewis Days, commemorating him each July. 
First developed as a trade center for a rich farming population, 
Sauk Centre continues to be a source of agricultural production 
today. The main forms of employment in the city are 
manufacturing, retail trade, agriculture and healthcare, all 
acting as main economic drivers for the community. 

Located about 100 miles northwest of the Minneapolis-Saint 
Paul metro area, Sauk Centre offers many recreational activities 
to keep both residents and visitors busy. There are two 18-hole 
championship golf courses to enjoy — Greystone Golf Course, 
which was made with intricately challenging holes, and The 
Lynx National, which was perfectly designed around the 
curves of the Sauk River. Visitors also can enjoy biking, hiking, 
skateboarding and snowmobiling on the Lake Wobegon Trail, 
which cuts right through the heart of the city. Sauk Centre is 
also surrounded by some of the best fishing lakes in Minnesota, 
including Big Sauk Lake. 
Sauk Centre Public Utilities (SCPU) was established in 1918, 
and 2022 marks 40 years since SCPU joined MRES. Today, 
the utility provides electric, water and wastewater services to 
approximately 4,300 
residential customers 
with 1,800 residential 
and about 350 
commercial meters. 
Utilities General 
Manager Debbie 
Boyer is the official 
representative to 
MRES, while Utility 
Board President Ted 
Spanier serves as 
the alternate.

Member profile — Sauk Centre, Minnesota
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