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Understanding Your Electric Bill

W

To that end, the Michigan Public Sere get a number of calls from
our co-op’s members asking, vice Commission (MPSC) in October
“What is the service charge 2011 authorized an EO surcharge increase
that went into effect Jan. 1 and will be the
on my bill?”
same for all Ontonagon members
Your monthly bill from Ontothrough 2015.
nagon County REA is itemized so
you can see the various costs that
The Ontonagon residential
make up the total.
rate increased from $0.00242 to
$0.00275, a monthly increase of
Since the terms that describe
$0.19 for a member using 600 kilothese costs can be confusing, we
watt hours. The Small Commercial
want to help you better understand
them, and more importantly, how
and Large Power accounts are
your own energy use impacts them.
charged a fixed monthly EO surDebbie Miles
In the following paragraphs, we’ll General Manager charge. Small Commercial accounts
discuss what each line (see chart, p.
are actually seeing a slight decrease,
5) on your electric bill covers.
from $2.26 to $1.85; and the Large Power
surcharge increased from $14.93 to $19.25.
Service Charge
You are encouraged to participate and take
Based on our last cost-of-service study, which advantage of EO programs and rebates to
was done with 2006 data, making energy both help manage your energy use and help
available to residential members actually costs us meet our required kWh savings goals.
You have already helped your co-op meet
$38.56 monthly, per member. In 2011, we
only charged residential members $12 and 100 percent of its savings goals each year since
seasonal members $17. As of our Dec. 31 the program began, and we thank you! To
billing, those rates (“Service Charge” line help you continue, new EO programs and
on your bill) increased to $15 for residential rebates are now available – see page 24 (and
members and $20 for seasonal. The rest of future issues) and visit michigan-energy.org
the cost is rolled into the “KWH Charge” for details.
(kilowatt hour). As a result, a member using
more energy pays more for overall availability KWH & Wholesale Power
than members using less energy. Our goal is Adjustment Charges
to have all members contribute their fair share Power supply costs are represented by the
for having electricity available, regardless of “KWH Charge” and “Wholesale Power
how much or little is used.
ADJ” lines on your bill (see sample, p. 5)
The service charge is a static fee with no and are based on how many kilowatt hours
mechanism to automatically change it, such of electricity you use monthly. These costs
as the “Wholesale Power Adjustment” charge make up about 65 percent of the typical
allows. So, when services are disconnected, residential bill.
The “Wholesale Pwr Adj’ line represents
that revenue is lost even though expenses
(maintenance, poles, wires, tree trimming) the difference between what we budget for
are still associated with that inactive service. power supply and what we actually pay. We
file a report with the MPSC annually, which
Michigan EO Charge – MPSC
is an estimate of our wholesale power adjustApproves New Rates
ment for the next calendar year and is based
The “Michigan Energy Opt CHG” line on any over- or under-collection for the curon your bill began appearing in 2008 as a rent year, plus an estimate of kilowatt-hour
result of the “Clean, Renewable and Efficient sales and purchases for the following year. This
Energy Act” (P.A. 295) passed by the Michi- allows us to recover or refund any over- or
gan Legislature. The Act requires all electric under-collection, and this factor is audited
and natural gas utilities to implement Energy and approved by the MPSC.
As your distribution co-op, we are basically
Optimization (EO) programs designed to
help consumers save energy and defer the a transportation company. Electricity comes
into our substations from the power suppliexpense of building new power plants.
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What are the
charges on my
electric bill?
u Cost of your
electric use,
varies by month

u Cost to make
electricity
available at the
flip of a switch

u Difference
between what
your co-op
budgets to buy
electricity and
actual cost

u Energy
Optimization
(EO) charge
mandated by
state law
(P.A. 295)

Continued, from p. 4
ers and we distribute it to your homes and
businesses. Everything we collect from you
for power supply is money that goes right
back out to pay our suppliers.
As noted earlier in Country Lines, power
supply prices are steadily rising due mostly
to volatile energy markets and increasingly
stringent climate change regulations.

The Value of Electricity
Many daily conveniences we enjoy are there
because of electricity, and as consumers we
don’t think about how it gets to us. We just

trust that the electricity will be there when
needed. That’s why it’s important to review
your bill monthly and monitor how your
energy use impacts it. Many of us use more
energy over the holidays, so January bills
may also be higher due to that.
Ontonagon County REA Rate Class
Residential/Seasonal (per kWh)

As a member-owned utility, we don’t
make huge profit margins. Instead, we strive
to help you understand energy through
Country Lines articles and services such as
our EO programs that can help you save
energy and money.
2012-2015 EO Surcharge
$.00275

General Service (per meter)

$1.85

Large Commercial (per meter)

$19.25
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Debunking Energy Myths
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Interested in saving energy to lower your electric bill, but confused

there and when you’re not. If you need help
programming your thermostat, directions
are usually available from the manufacturer’s
website.

Myth #1: When I turn off electronics (like long periods, or that you use often, to get the

Myth #5: Mercury from CFLs poses a
serious risk to the environment.

about the new technology and information available to help you?
Separate fact from fiction with the following energy-saving myths.
my TV, game console, or computer) they stop
drawing power from the outlet.

Even when turned off, most modern electronics consume a small amount of electricity if
they’re still plugged in. Chargers for mobile
devices also consume electricity if plugged in,
even when they are not actively charging the
device. This wasted energy, called “phantom
load,” accounts for as much as 10 percent of
a home’s total electric use, according to the
Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory. The
solution: unplug your electronics when you’ve
finished using them. Using a power strip
can help you conveniently unplug multiple
devices at once, while newer, “smart” power
strips can automatically cut off phantom
loads on their own.

Myth #2: Compact fluorescent lightbulbs

(CFLs) take forever to reach full brilliance,
have inadequate light quality or unpleasant color, and make no difference on my
utility bill.
As with many products, CFLs vary in
quality. Color and brightness differ across
manufacturers, and some bulbs simply work
better than others. Looking for the Energy
Star symbol ensures that you’re purchasing
a high-quality product. Also, be sure to
install CFLs in fixtures that remain on for
8 | Michigan Countr y Lines

maximum energy savings out of your bulbs.
In addition, specialty CFLs are available for
applications such as spotlighting or bathroom
vanity fixtures.

Myth #3: It takes less energy to have my
thermostat maintain a comfortable temperature while I’m away than it does to have it heat
up or cool down my house when I get home.
If you’re going to be gone for more than a
few hours, then it is more cost-effective to
turn heat or air conditioning on once you
return than it is to maintain a comfortable
temperature while you’re out.
Energy Star®, a joint program of the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
and the U.S. Department of Energy, recommends adjusting your thermostat up in the
summer and down in the winter by 8 degrees
Fahrenheit while you’re asleep or away from
your house.

Myth #4: I can save money simply by
installing a programmable thermostat.
On their own, programmable thermostats
do not make your heating or cooling system
more efficient. Their money-saving value lies
in their ability to, once properly programmed,
automatically regulate the temperature inside
your house to coincide with when you’re

On the contrary, CFLs actually prevent the
release of mercury into the environment by
reducing the electricity needed from power
plants. According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration, about one-half of
electricity in the U.S. is generated from coal.
The EPA estimates that coal combustion
for power plants releases roughly 400 times
the mercury into the environment than
the cumulative mercury contribution from
land-filled CFLs, assuming that no CFLs
are recycled. However, it is still important
to dispose of burned-out bulbs and clean
up broken bulbs properly. Learn how at
lamprecycle.org.

Myth #6: It is not worth my time or
money to seal small air leaks around my
windows and doors, or to make sure my home
is adequately insulated.
According to Energy Star, air leaks around
cracks and gaps throughout your home
become the equivalent of leaving a window
open all year long. Typical homeowners can
save up to 10 percent on their total annual
energy bill by sealing and insulating their
home.
– Todd Camnitz writes on energy
efficiency for E Source, esource.com.
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Notice to Members of Ontonagon
County Rural Electric Cooperative
Case No. U-15819
2010 Renewable Energy Plan
Annual Report Summary
The Michigan Public Service Commission
(MPSC) requires all Michigan electric
utilities to get approximately 2 percent
of their power supply from renewable sources by 2012 and increasing to
10 percent by 2015.
Under this requirement, Ontonagon County Rural Electric Cooperative
submits an annual report to the MPSC
regarding its Renewable Energy Plan.
In 2010, Ontonagon acquired 2,107
actual and incentive Renewable Energy
Credits (RECs) as a slice of system from
its wholesale power supplier Upper Peninsula Power Company (UPPCO), which
generated them via an UPPCO-owned
hydro facility or acquired them from its
wholesale power provider, Wisconsin
Public Service Corporation.
A full copy of the cooperative’s Renewable Energy Plan annual report that was
filed with the MPSC is available on the
co-op’s website at countrylines.com or
by request at the cooperative’s office.

Tips for Refinancing the Roof
Over Your Head

I

f you own your home and are paying a mortgage, one way you may be able to save money
is through refinancing—particularly if you closed on your home many years ago. Only
you can decide whether refinancing is a smart move, but here are some things to consider:

Refinancing will cost you money.

There’s no way around this. You’re either
going to be charged closing costs to refinance, or you may be offered a “no-closing
cost” deal. But don’t be fooled. One way or
another, you will pay for it, since no-cost
transactions usually mean you’ll be charged
a higher interest rate (than if you had paid
your closing costs out of pocket).
How long do you expect to stay in your
current home?

If you’re thinking about moving within the
next two years or so, the costs involved may
not justify refinancing.
Think carefully before “cashing out.”

It’s a popular move for people who refinance
to take cash out of their home when they refinance. But your home is not an ATM—that
money will have to be repaid sooner or later.

And if home prices drop after you refinance,
you could find yourself owing more on your
mortgage than your house is worth.
Check with your current lender before
you commit to any refinancing deal.

Chances are, you may be able to save yourself quite a bit of money on closing costs,
while taking advantage of a lower interest rate.
“Calculate” your move carefully!
There are no hard and fast rules when it
comes to refinancing. But a refinancing calculator, such as one at Bankrate.com, can
help you decide whether or not refinancing
makes “cents.”
Your home is one of your greatest assets.
So be sure to consider any home-related
financing decisions carefully.
– Doreen Friel, National Rural Electric
Cooperative Association

If You Smell Gas...
D

id you know that propane gas has no odor? The “rotten egg” smell is added
for your safety, to help alert you to any possible leaks. If you smell gas in the
house, or if you have a gas alarm that signals the presence of gas, immediately follow
these safety guidelines:

u No flames or sparks!

Immediately put out all smoking materials
and other open flames. Do not operate
lights, appliances, telephones, or cell
phones. Flames or sparks from these
sources can trigger an explosion or fire.
u Leave Immediately!

Get everyone out of the building or area
of the suspected leak.
u Shut off the gas.

Turn off the main gas supply valve on

your propane tank if it’s safe to do so.
To close the valve, turn it clockwise
(see diagram).
u Report the leak.

From a neighbor’s home, call 911 or
your local fire department right away.
u Stay away.

Do not return to the building or area
until we have determined that it is safe
to do so.
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Eating Healthy

S

o many of us in Michigan are tightening our belts, trying to save money.
Sticker shock is a common feeling,
as most of our favorite foods have
risen as much as 12 percent in the last year.
But the good news is you don’t have to live
on just beans and rice. With a little planning
and effort, you can save on your grocery bill
and not sacrifice taste or nutrition.

A Feast for the Eyes
October is the perfect time to savor
Michigan’s bountiful harvest
without emptying your wallet. “Buy fruit that is in
season, like apples, right
now. You can buy in bulk
since they don’t go bad,”
says Silvia Veri, RD, nutrition supervisor at Beaumont Weight Control Center in Royal Oak. Northern
spy, winesap, Rome and Granny
Smith can be stored up to four or
five months.” Seasonal vegetables are less
expensive, like squash for the fall and winter
months,” adds Veri.
Try roasting veggies such as potatoes, beets,
sweet potatoes and squash for a hearty side
dish. Cook cauliflower to make “mashed
potatoes” or try sweet potato baked fries for
an alternative to standard potato dishes.Visit
localharvest.org to find a farmer’s market
or CSA (Community Shared Agriculture)
farm near you.
20 | Michigan Countr y Lines

gests Veri. Place yogurt and cottage cheese in
individual containers for brown bag lunches
and enjoy even more savings. Don’t forget the
always-budget-friendly egg. Veri recommends
enjoying them in omelets, hard-boiled,
scrambled or poached.
The cost of meat adds up fast on your grocery tab, so embrace a “Meatless Monday”!
Metcalf suggests beans, which have protein
and are rich in fiber. Cozy up with a hearty
bowl of bean soup with in-season veggies.
Whole grain pasta and brown rice are inexpensive too, with significant sources of fiber.
Fiber is a bonus because it fills you up and
takes longer for your body to process, and is
excellent for colon health. Whole-grain varieties have more fiber and the pasta is another
nice source of protein. Add some veggies and/
or chicken to create a one-dish meal.

It’s Hip To Clip

on the cheap
Supermarket Sweep
Shopping the perimeter of your grocery store
is your best bet, provided you can close your
eyes while cruising by the bakery. In the fruit
section, Connie Metcalf, RD CDE, at Munson Diabetes Education in Traverse
City, recommends stocking up
on bananas. “Add bananas

To save even more, try couponing. The
sluggish economy has made it “hip to clip”
again. Coupons can be found in the Sunday
paper and online at mycoupons.com or
KrazyKouponlady.com. Simply print-andclip to save! While healthier food options
aren’t as plentiful from the newspaper
coupons, there are still ways to save on healthy
food. Visit your favorite brand or health
food store website—most have printable
coupons available when you sign up for their
newsletter (set up a separate email account
so your regular email doesn’t get flooded
with junk mail). And, if you have a texting
package on your cell phone, consider signing

Whole grain pasta and brown rice
are inexpensive too, with significant
sources of fiber.
to any whole grain cereal.
Freeze in chunks and add to
smoothies.” Buy grapes on sale
and freeze them for a refreshing treat.
Pre-packaged, cut-up fruits and veggies are
almost always more expensive. Buy whole
fruits and veggies, spend a little time cutting
and slicing, and you’ll have fast and accessible
snacks at the ready.
The dairy case is filled with high protein,
low-budget options. “Buy low-fat varieties
of cottage cheese, yogurt and cheese in large
tubs versus individual packs. Also, a block
of cheese versus individually wrapped,” sug-

up for text alerts for special savings from your
favorite store.
“Read the food ads for sales. Choose local,
in-season foods, and look for generics. Use
coupons and shop from a list and stick to
it,” adds Metcalf.
Lisa Marie Metzler is a freelance
writer and certified personal
trainer. She is a monthly contributor for Healthy and Fit
Magazine and her other credits
include Women’s Health and
Fitness, Positive Thinking, and MetroParent.
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When electricity goes out, most of us expect power will be restored within a few hours. But when a major storm causes widespread
damage, longer outages may result. Co-op line crews work long, hard hours, often in bad weather, to restore service safely to the
greatest number of consumers in the shortest time possible. Here’s what’s going on if you find yourself in the dark. p

When Will I Get My Power Back?

E

ver wonder how Ontonagon REA
decides where to start restoring power
after an outage? When your co-op’s staff
begins assessing storm damage, they focus on
fixing the biggest problems first, prioritizing
repairs according to how quickly and safely
they can get the most homes back into service.

Step One: Clearing the Path
Think of the flow of electricity as a river
in reverse. It originates at a single ocean
of power (a generation plant) and diverges
from there into a series of transmission lines,
substations and smaller feeder lines until it
reaches homes and businesses at a trickle of
its original strength.
Transmission lines, which carry power at
high voltages from power plants, and local
substations, where the voltage is lowered for
safe travel to neighborhoods, must both be

Plan ahead! If you or a family member depends on special medical equipment,
be sure you have a backup plan or arrangements in place with a family member or
neighbor before an emergency arises.

inspected for damage and repaired before any
other restoration efforts take place. After all,
if the substation linked to your neighborhood’s power supply is damaged, it doesn’t
matter if lineworkers repair every problem
near your home—the lights will stay dark.

Step Two: Bulk Efforts
After restoring the flow of power to local
substations, co-ops focus on getting power
back to the greatest number of members.
Distribution lines in more populated cities

and communities are checked for damage
and repaired quickly, delivering electricity
to most members.
What does this mean? You may live on a
farm with neighbors a mile or two away, or
you may live in a neighborhood surrounded
by 20 homes. Folks in neighborhoods will
likely see power return before those in
remote areas. Line repairs are once again
prioritized by the number of members
who benefit.

Step Three: One-on-One
After fixing damage that blocks power from
large pockets of members, your co-op focuses
on repairing tap lines (also called supply or
service lines). These lines deliver power to
transformers outside homes and businesses.
This is the final stage of power restoration,
requiring a bit more patience.
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energy

Programs
to
Help
Control
!
W
E
N
Your Electric Use

T

his is the time of year when it’s nice
to bring things back into balance. All
that yuletide and holiday fun can be
hectic and expensive, after all. Well, good
news! There are now rebates and incentives
available from your cooperative to help manage your electric bill.
Your cooperative is part of a collaborative
group of Michigan electricity providers that
offers Energy Optimization programs that
serve valuable members, like you. These programs help reward your energy-saving actions.

New year. New programs.
New ways to save.
Beginning in 2012, there will be new and
improved Energy Optimization programs
from your cooperative. These updated pro-
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grams will help you get more from your
cooperative—more comfort, more savings
and more living. Plus, you’ll gain understanding and information on how to better

Ontonagon County Rural
Electrification Association
will offer:
n

Home energy audits

n

Business programs

n

Weatherization

n

Appliance recycling

n

Farm services

n

Appliance rebates

manage your energy use.
An energy efficient home also saves you
time and can resolve common problems like
mold, ice dams and drafts. Energy Optimization programs can make your home more
durable and resistant to the elements, too.

Check it out
The next time you visit your cooperative’s
office, ask what Energy Optimization programs are available to you. You can also visit
michigan-energy.com or call 877-296-4319
for more details.
You must be a Michigan resident and electric
co-op member to be eligible for these programs.
Other restrictions may apply. Visit michiganenergy.org for a complete list of participating
utilities.

Garage Door Safety:

An Open and Shut Case
Garage doors add convenience and security, but should be
inspected regularly.

A

utomatic garage doors may be a
routine part of leaving and arriving
home, but you should be aware of
the potential for injury. Underwriters Laboratories Inc., recommends these tips to make
garage door safety an open and shut case:

Another push of the button could send the
heavy door down—causing injury—instead
of bringing the door up when trying to free
anyone stuck underneath. If you encounter
someone stuck in an automatic door, call
your local fire department.

n Always keep automatic garage doors
fully open or fully closed. Some folks may

n Read instructions on how to operate
and maintain your garage door properly.

leave a small opening at the bottom for pets
to get in and out for food or shade. But a
small opening could also be an invitation for
a child to try to crawl through and get stuck.

Check your automatic door monthly to be
sure safety precautions are working. Many
garage doors boast a safety feature that triggers an automatic reversal if anything is
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safety

encountered while closing. To check, place
a 1.5-inch object (like a flat 2x4) in the path
of the door to make sure the door correctly
reverses when contact is made. Instructions
should also advise on maintaining a properly
balanced door. Call a qualified repair company for service or maintenance.
n Do not allow children to operate a
garage door. It may seem like a harmless,

simple task to allow children to push the
garage opener. But activating heavy equipment should be taken seriously.

n Avoid walking under a door that is
opening or closing. You never know when

a malfunction may take place. Steer clear of
a moving door.

n Know when and how to use the emergency release. You’ll find a cord with a

handle hanging along the track of your
garage door. Always use caution when using
this release, and only use it when the door
is fully closed.
An automatic garage door opener is a common convenience powered by electricity. Just
as electricity demands safety and respect, so
does the equipment it operates.
– Kelly Trapnell

T

he high-definition cable box or digital
video recorder (DVR) that sits innocently by your TV may be using more
electricity per year than a new energy-efficient
refrigerator. A recent study found that the
boxes use $3 billion in electricity every year
in the U.S., with 66 percent of that power
wasted while the TV is not being watched
or the DVR not recording.
Unfortunately, until cable boxes and DVRs
become more energy efficient, there’s no easy
solution for consumers looking to save energy,
explains Brian Sloboda, a senior program
manager specializing in energy efficiency with
the Cooperative Research Network (CRN),
an arm of the Arlington, VA-based National
Rural Electric Cooperative Association.
“The simple answer is using the power
button on the remote or adding a power

strip to turn the power off when not
in use,” Sloboda says. “The problem
is that when you cut off all of the
power, your DVR will not record programs. You also won’t be able to get
automatic software updates, and the
program guide may be wiped out.”
Your best bet is to ask your cable Electronic devices at home are entertaining but also
or satellite provider for a box carrying drain energy, even when turned off. Home energy
the Energy Star® label, which certifies use rises with each electronic device, accounting for
that a product attains specific energy up to 15 percent of the average monthly electric bill.
efficiency standards.
“Don’t assume it’s an Energy Star box,” average of 29 kilowatt hours of use per year
Sloboda emphasizes. “Look for the logo on by the middle of 2013, down from a current
the front of the device.”
average consumption of 38 kilowatt hours.
The U.S. Environmental Protection
– Magen Howard
Agency, which created Energy Star in 1992,
says it plans to tighten energy efficiency stan- Sources: The New York Times, Cooperative
dards for high-definition cable boxes to an Research Network
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HD Cable Boxes, DVRs, Put
A Drain on Energy Use

Ontonagon County Rural
Electrification Association
countrylines.com/coops/ontonagon

