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G rowing up in Detroit, we always 
locked our doors. Even though 
folks in our neighborhood 
were friendly, help-

ful and generally looked out for 
one another, most would have 
considered it foolish to leave 
the doors unlocked. Doing so 
would have been an invitation 
to unwanted visitors.

Today, folks are likely to get 
unwanted visitors of another 
kind. Nearly every day we hear 
news reports about identity 
theft or a cyber-security breach 
of some sort. Thieves are seeking informa-
tion and they want your (and our) data. 
Cyber thieves keep testing digital door-
knobs and looking for open software win-
dows to find a way to crack personal and 
business databases.

Because we take this threat seriously, we 
don’t give out or sell information about 
you, and we strive to comply with cur-
rent rules and industry “best practices” 
pertaining to information sharing and 
financial transactions. After all, Alger Delta 
is owned and governed by you, our mem-
bers. You’ve placed your trust in us, and 
we’re committed to protecting your data 
while delivering reliable, safe and afford-
able power.

As a cooperative, we’re part of a national 

network of consumer-controlled electric-
ity providers working together in many 
important ways, and these days, that 

includes cyber security mea-
sures. While there’s no sure-fire 
way to keep determined com-
puter hackers out, we’re mak-
ing it a lot harder for them by 
raising our level of protection 
with new tools provided by the 
Cooperative Research Network, 
a research arm of our national 
service organization, the 
National Rural Electric Coop-
erative Association.

As part of our efforts in this important 
area, we are installing new software (see 
page 5) that, among other things, will 
enhance data security and help keep your 
information safe from cyber thieves (see 
related article on page 16.)  

Collaborating with electric coopera-
tives across rural America, we are work-
ing hard to minimize cyber security risks. 
Of course, cyber security isn’t a one-time 
thing—we’re constantly improving and 
reinforcing our defenses with new tech-
nologies and best practices to protect your 
data and our operations.

No matter what security challenges rear 
their heads in the future, we are striving to 
be ready to meet them. As always, Alger 
Delta will be looking out for you.

Securing Your Data

May you have a fun 
and safe summer, and 
get full enjoyment from 
this great season!

Co-op offices will be closed for the LABOR DAY  
holiday, Monday, Sept. 3, 2012.

Please call 1-800-562-0950 to report an outage.
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Alger Delta recently completed a 
second round of loan refinancing 
with CoBank of Greenwood 

Village, CO. The cooperative consolidated 
15 loans—each with an interest rate of 
5 percent—into one new loan with an 
interest rate of 4.22 percent. The move 
is projected to save your cooperative 
approximately $2.1 million dollars over 
the term of the loan.

CoBank is a national cooperative 
bank serving vital industries across rural 
America. The bank provides loans, leases, 
export financing and other financial ser-
vices to agribusinesses and rural power, 
water and communications providers in 
all 50 states.

Over its 75 years of operation, Alger 
Delta has borrowed primarily from the 
Rural Utilities Services (RUS) loan pro-
gram. The RUS loan program began 
in the 1930’s when President Franklin 
Roosevelt signed legislation authorizing 
formation of the Rural Electrification 
Administration (REA), and the federal 
government began lending money to 
newly-formed electric cooperatives for 
the purpose of building power lines to 
rural areas.

At times, the RUS loan program has 
come under attack by reform minded 
legislators in Washington, D.C. The pro-
gram has weathered these storms, in part, 
because careful scrutiny shows that the 
loans have been repaid with interest and 
the RUS loan program actually produces 
revenue for the federal treasury. Even so, 
cooperatives have taken steps to reduce 
business risk by developing other options 
for borrowing the capital needed for con-
struction. CoBank and the National Rural 
Utilities Cooperative Finance Corpora-
tion (CFC for short) being the two most 
notable options in this regard.

Alger Delta has completed two rounds 
of refinancing with CoBank. Both times, 
the refinancing deal produced savings 
through a combination of either con-
solidation, lower interest, or by receiving 
capital credits (a type of dividend) paid 
back to the cooperative over the life of 
the loan.

Y our co-op is upgrading the software 
program it uses for billing, accounting, 
member information and a host 

of other applications. The 
project is in the final stages 
of implementation. Testing 
will take place over the next 
month and the new system 
will “go live” on or about 
July 16.

The existing program, 
known as CapsXL Plus (Caps), is a product 
of the National Information Services 
Cooperative (NISC). “In its day, Caps was 
a great program. It was very powerful and 
had a broad range of functions that utilities 
used for all the necessary accounting and 
work flow tracking,” says Tom Harrell, 
general manager at Alger Delta. “By today’s 
standards, the product is definitely dated and 
it has been reported to me that Alger Delta 
is the last utility still using this version,” 
Harrell explains.

Alger Delta has been in the queue to install 
the updated version of the Caps software for 
about two years. Due to budgetary concerns 
and other issues, installation of the new soft-
ware was delayed. A conversion of this size 

and scope is a major undertaking. As part of 
the preparatory work, Alger Delta assessed its 
computer network and ability to handle the 

installation of new software. 
Several hardware upgrades 
were identified and new com-
puters were installed where 
necessary, including a new 
server capable of handling 
the advanced processing for 
the new software.

The new system is a total work-flow man-
agement and accounting system solution. 
In addition to accounting activities such as 
calculating electric bills, the co-op will use 
the advanced functionality to process work 
orders, track work flow, and manage job 
assignments and related activities.

“Both the old and new systems will run 
in parallel for a period of time to ensure all 
the bugs are worked out before pulling the 
plug on the old system,” Harrell says. He 
also credited NISC and Alger Delta’s finan-
cial manager, Amanda Seger. “As the project 
manager on this conversion, Amanda has 
done an outstanding job of ensuring every-
thing is happening as smoothly as possible,” 
Harrell says. 

Alger Delta Upgrades Software

T wo long-serving directors are stepping down 
from the Alger Delta board of directors follow-
ing the 2012 annual meeting. Roy Hubbard of 

Cedar River and Gerald (Jerry) Krieg of Au Train are 
leaving the board after serving 27 years and 18 years, 
respectively.

Hubbard was elected to the board in 1985 and he has 
served on many committees. At the time of his retire-
ment, Hubbard served as chairperson of the Finance 
and Rates committee.

Krieg was first elected to the board in 1994. He 
served on several committees and was elected board 
president in 2002 and served for 6 years before passing 
the gavel to Paul Sederquist in 2008.

Both Roy and Jerry have had a significant impact 
on Alger Delta over the years and their leadership and 
direction will be missed.

Two Retire from 
Co-op Board

Roy Hubbard

Jerry Krieg

The new system  
is a total work-flow 

management  
and accounting 
system solution.

Second Round 
of Refinancing 
Complete
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t D O YO U K N OW W H E R E T H I S I S?
Every co-op member who identifies the correct location of the photo at left by August 10 will 
be entered in a drawing for a $50 credit for electricity from their electric cooperative.

We do not accept Mystery Photo guesses by phone!  Email mysteryphoto@countrylines.
com, or send by mail to Country Lines Mystery Photo, 2859 W. Jolly Rd., Okemos, 48864. Include 
your name, address, phone number and name of your co-op. Only those sending complete 
information will be entered in the drawing. The winner will be 
announced in the September 2012 issue. 

The May contest winner is Jim Hoover of Mass City, who 
correctly identified the photo as the Mike Jylha Stadium on 
M-38 near Alston in Houghton County.

May photo

wanted you to know I enjoyed 
your handling of this personal 
story. It is “different” articles 
like yours that mix well with 
the usual “stuff” one finds in 
this type of publication. We 
have had a summer home in 
Michigan for many years and 
are so thankful to be able to 
spend parts of many summers 
on Lake Skegemog. We added 
our own 35-foot Lighthouse 
in 2008, which enhanced 
the attraction for us. 

– Wallace G. Holdsworth 

Wow! I can relate to your 
story, as I believe many others 
can, too.

Your story reminds me so 
much of my dad, who passed 
away in 2006. My dad served 
in the navy aboard the U.S.S. 
Savo Island, a small escort car-
rier, and served in WWII in 
the South Pacific. 

Once out of the service, he 
became a builder and carpen-
ter until he retired. He would 
then build lighthouses as a 
hobby out of cement molds 
in his shop later in life. They 
reminded him of his service 
days in the Navy and to this 
day many of them are in yards 
and by streams and lakes in the 
Kalamazoo area. Thanks for 
reminding us of our dads, and 

Letters
The “Ramblings” column (Mike Buda) about Father’s 
Day, the U.S. Postal service, May Mystery Photo winner, 
scholarship winners, and the National Rural Electric 
Youth Tour to D.C. It’s all here in your readers’ pages.

R E a D E R S’ pag E S a N D L E T T E R S

“Family Man” Column
Just wanted to comment on 
how much I enjoyed your 
Country Lines column about 
your Dad. You were lucky hav-
ing him so long, I lost mine in 
1994. Like yours, mine was a 
great and interesting guy.  
While your Dad was in Guam, 
mine was in Saipan. Amaz-
ing how those young men just 
came home victorious and set 
about building families and 
lives. Like your Dad, mine 
rarely talked about his experi-
ences there. They truly were a 
“great generation.”

By the way, the back page 
is the first place I look every 
issue. Hope you keep it up for 
many years. 

– Tim Stockdale

I really enjoyed the article 
about your dad. Thank you for 
telling part of your story, and 
his. It is uplifting to read about 
a man who put his family 
first, who had a natural ability 
to “keep things simple,” and 
who enjoyed what he enjoyed! 
I’m ready for the book...his 
memoir and yours!

– Janine Winkler

As a 93-year-old WWII  
Veteran and long-time reader 
of Country Lines, I just 

how they worked hard to get 
where they wanted to be with 
their families. Enjoy reading 
your ‘Ramblings’!

– Larry Weststrate

I was very pleased to see the 
article on America’s National 
Parks and on behalf of the 
North Country National Sce-
nic Trail, we thank you for the 
comments describing the trail. 

The trail succeeds through 
the efforts of hundreds and 
hundreds of volunteers working 
in cooperation with many agen-
cies at all levels of government, 
as well as private interests. 

Threading its way across our 
landscape, the trail links out-
standing scenic, natural, rec-
reational, historic and cultural 
areas in seven of our northern 
states. Some portions of the 
trail invite easy walking, while 
others provide challenge, but 
everywhere the trail offers 
adventure.

– Tim Hass, President
Superior Shoreline Chapter 

NCTA, Munising

Mystery Photo
The May Mystery Photo is the 
Mike Jylha Stadium in Alston, 
MI, on Hwy. M-38.

I spent many a summer Sun-
day watching the Alston Millers 
play teams from Trout Creek, 
South Range Ontonagon, plus 
others in the 1940s. The ball 
field was made and bleach-
ers built in 1934. Right field 
fence was 440 feet from home 
plate and only one home run 
was hit over the fence—Paul 
Maki, catcher for L’Anse team 

in 1952. It is reported to have 
traveled over 500 feet. The ball 
was found in the crotch of a 
tree and displayed at Yawkey’s 
for several years. Yawkeys was 
an auto/truck repair and gas sta-
tion across the road to the right 
of the picture. It was owned 
and run by my mother’s cousin 
Aake Maki. Three of my cousins 
played on the team. Mike Jylha 
got the ball field started and 
was manager for many years. It 
was reported that he even made 
baseball bats during the Depres-
sion years at the Alston Sawmill 
where he worked.

– Mary Ann Arvo, Suttons Bay

U.S. Postal Service
My name is Ron Eaton, my 
wife and “Best Friend” of over 
40 years is Karen. We reside in 
Vicksburg, MI, and have been 
co-op members since 1977.

In your May 2012 issue of 
Country Lines you ran a small 
column about why you send 
your great magazine.

Thank you for not only 
sending the magazine but for 
using the United States Postal 
Service to deliver it.

I am a retired letter carrier and 
am aware of the problems cre-
ated by people and businesses 
not using the U.S.P.S. Not all of 
us have access to the internet and 
depend on the Postal Service to 
keep us abreast of all the services 
that you provide.

Thank you again for a great 
magazine and for using the 
U.S. mail. Please: Buy-A-
Stamp – Send-A-Letter—Help 
preserve the Postal Service.

– Ron Eaton, Vicksburg
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Notice to Large Commercial and  
Industrial Members

Public Act 295 allows for large Commercial and Industrial 
(C&I) accounts to self-direct their own Energy Optimiza-
tion plans. For this year, a C&I member must have at least  
1 megawatt (MW) of annual peak demand in 2011 (or 5 MW 
in aggregate) to qualify.  

Details can be found at:
michigan.gov/mpsc/0,4639,7-159-52495_54478---,00.html 
or call your electric co-op for more information.

Contact your electric co-op— 
they maintain the mailing list.  
See page 4 for your co-op’s  
contact information.

Need to change your Country Lines 
                              mailing address? 

Scholarship Winners Announced

Jordon
VanPamel

Charlotte
Seeley

Charlotte Seeley and 
Jordon VanPamel 

have each won a $1,000 
scholarship from the 
Michigan Electric 
Cooperative Association 
(MECA).

Charlotte, daughter 
of Cherryland Electric 
members Jim and Andrea 
Seeley, graduated from 
Suttons Bay High School 
as salutatorian of her class. 
Active in sports, band, 
clubs and volunteering, 
she also had artwork 
published in a student art 
magazine. Charlotte will attend 
Michigan State Univerisity in 
the fall to study package design.

Jordon is the son of Presque 

Isle Electric & Gas 
Co-op members Scott 
and Bethany VanPamel 
and graduated from 
Hillman High School 
as valedictorian of his 
class. He received several 
academic recognitions 
and sports awards 
and was senior class 
president. Jordon plans 
to attend Saginaw Valley 
State University and 
pursue a career in sports 
medicine.

A total of 147 
scholarship applications 

were received by MECA, 
which publishes Michigan 
Country Lines for the state’s 
nine electric co-ops.

Seventeen high school 
students representing 

eight Michigan electric co-ops 
recently joined more than 
1,500 other youth from across 
the country at the National 
Rural Electric Youth Tour to 
Washington, D.C.

The experience is an 
extension of the Michigan 
Youth Leadership Summit 
held in April, and is designed 
to give students a behind-the-
scenes leadership experience.

The Michigan students 
visited memorials, museums 
and monuments, including 
guided tours through Arlington 
National Cemetery and the 
U.S. Capitol, stops at the 
WWII, Vietnam and Korean 
War Veterans’ memorials, 
several Smithsonian museums, 
a performance at the Kennedy 
Center, and a riverboat cruise 
on the Potomac. The group 
also had personal visits with 

Sen. Debbie Stabenow and 
U.S. Reps. Dan Benishek, 
Bill Huizenga, Justin Amash, 
the staff of Rep. Candice 
Miller, and Ways and Means 
Committee chair, Rep. Dave 
Camp.

At an election held in front 
of the U.S. Capitol building, 

PArtICIPANtS: Alger Delta – Annika Seaman; Cherryland Electric – Connor Bebb, Sam Surgalski; Cloverland 
Electric – Devin Livingston; Great Lakes Energy – Cassidy Bonar, Will Byl, Drew Graeber, Mackenzie Paulen, Elsa 
Puerner, Abbie Welch; HomeWorks – Becca Kirby, Blake Warchuck; Midwest Energy – Jeff Dickerson, Meagan 
Ruff; PIE&G – Trent Goudy, John Belusar; Thumb Electric – Alyssa Tyrrell.

Experience 
of a Lifetime
Michigan students tour 
Washington, D.C.

Drew Graber, a junior from 
Lake Isabella, earned the 
support of his peers to serve 
on the National Rural Electric 
Cooperative Association’s 
Youth Leadership Council. 
He will return to D.C. in July 
to attend a youth conference 
that strengthens leadership and 

public speaking skills.
Youth Tour participants are 

chosen by their co-op, who 
sponsors them on the trip. Learn 
more about co-op-sponsored 
youth programs at miYLS.
com, and find more Youth 
Tour photos on facebook.com/
youthleadershipsummit.
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f e at u r e   |   Kathy Usitalo

owner of FAB Magic Company, also located 
in Colon. “It’s nice to visit (the cemetery) and 
pay homage to these folks.” Fisher, a magician 
who bought his first trick at Abbott’s when 
he was six or seven years old, opened his FAB 
Magic manufacturing company and retail 
shop nine years ago, after a business career 
in Indiana. Fisher also hosts magic shows at 
his shop at noon on summer Saturdays, and 
produces a “MagiCelebration” concurrent 
with the Abbott’s show, “so there’s lots going 
on in town that week.” 

During “Magic” week, there’s also an arts 
and crafts show, street performers and fire-
works, and the museum has an exhibit about 
Colon’s magical roots.

“We have magic here in Colon,” says 
Fisher. “For someone who loves this art, I 
can’t imagine being anywhere else.”

Colon: The Magic Capital

LInKs
Abbott Magic Company  

abbottmagic.com 
269-432-3235 

Abbott’s Magic Get-Together 
magicgettogether.com 

FAB Magic Company 
fabmagic.com  
269-432-4017

American Museum of Magic 
americanmuseumofmagic.org 

269-781-7570

By early 1934, Abbott 
launched Abbott Magic Com-
pany and found a new busi-
ness partner in Recil Bordner, 
who had traveled here from 
his family’s Ohio farm to learn 
from the magician. That Sep-
tember, Abbott and Bordner 
hosted the first “Magic Get-
Together,” attended by 80 magi-
cians. Thousands of magicians, 
enthusiasts and fans began 
attending this almost-annual 
Get-Together (the event was 
suspended for a few years due 
to World War II and other 
issues), that launched Colon’s 
reputation as the Magic Capital. 

Abbott Magic Company then 
grew into the world’s largest 
manufacturer and supplier of 
magic effects and supplies with 
stores in Detroit, Chicago, New 
York and Los Angeles. When 
Abbott retired in 1959, Bordner 
bought his half and in 1974, 
on graduation from Michigan 
State University, his son Greg 
Bordner joined the business. 

Today, Greg operates Abbott 
Magic Company and is confi-
dent about the future of this 
performance art. “Magic will never go away, 
because it’s live,” he explains. “People want 
to be entertained.” He notes that one of the 
tricks produced at his shop in Colon was 
recently used in the TV show “The Big Bang 
Theory,” and  kids of all ages are amazed at the 
1 p.m. Summer Saturday Magic Shows given 
at the 100-seat theater inside of the store. 

With help from family, friends and magi-
cians across the country, Bordner continues 
producing “Abbott’s Magic Get-Together” 
each August. The 75th event, Aug. 1-4, fea-
tures multiple performances, competitions, 
classes, dealers and demonstrations, and a 
guided tour of Lakeside Cemetery, where 
Blackstone and about 24 other magicians 
and their family members rest. 

“There are more magicians buried there 
than anyplace in the world,” says Rick Fisher, 

Eugene Burger is one of many performers scheduled for 
the 75th annual Abbott’s Magic Get-Together this August. 

Jeff Taylor is director of the American Museum of Magic 
in Marshall.
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C oin tricks, card tricks, vanishing 
eggs, a boy turned into a rabbit, 
a woman cut in half… This is the 
stuff of magic, an ancient form of 

performance art that has dazzled audiences 
for centuries and is celebrated daily in The 
Magic Capital of the World: Colon, MI.

It’s no illusion that Colon, located halfway 
between Detroit and Chicago, is known 
around the globe. With a population just 
nearing 1,200, it is a magnet for conjurers, 
escapologists, mentalists and enthusiasts. 
“Every major magician of the last 75 years 
has been to that small town,” says Jeff Taylor, 
director of the American Museum of Magic 
in Marshall, which is less than an hour from 
Colon. The museum was created by the late 
automotive writer Robert Lund, who began 
collecting magic memorabilia as a boy in 
the 1930s, and is the largest collection of its 
kind open to the public. “Blackstone is the 
reason all of that magic ended up in Colon,” 
Taylor explains. 

Popular 20th century magician Harry 
Blackstone, with his wife Inez, bought prop-
erty on Sturgeon Lake in 1926 and each 
summer when the theaters were closed their 
troupe headed to the Colon compound to 
work on its show. At Blackstone’s invitation, 
Australian performer Percy Abbott visited for 
some fishing and relaxation, and ended up 
marrying a local woman, Gladys Goodrich. 
Abbott and Blackstone opened the first magic 
shop in Colon, but had a falling-out and the 
Blackstone Magic Company was short-lived. 
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YOUR CO-OP

1 Set your thermostat at 
the highest comfortable 

temperature—76 degrees 
or higher—and keep 
it there. Each degree a 
thermostat is raised can 
save up to 4 percent of the 
cost of operating an air 
conditioner and help the 
power companies keep 
the electricity flowing. 
If you have window air 
conditioning units, keep 
them on the highest 
temperature setting.

2 Postpone the use 
of major appliances, 

such as clothes dryers and 
dishwashers, until late in 
the evening or early in the 
morning.

3 Turn off all unnecessary 
lights. Also check for 

any computers, TV sets, 
stereo equipment and 
other appliances that may 
be on but aren’t in use. 
Not only do they use extra 
electricity, they add heat to 
the house and that makes 
your air conditioner work 
harder.

4 Close drapes and 
blinds on the sunny 

side of the house. The 
sun streaming in through 
a window can add 
considerable heat to a 
room and make it harder 
to cool.

5 Reduce the amount 
of space that must 

be cooled in your home 
by closing off rooms 
that aren’t being used. If 
you have a den, a utility 
room or bedrooms that 
aren’t in use, close the air 
conditioning vents in those 
rooms and shut the door. 
With window units, simply 
shut the doors to unused 
rooms or shut off any 
window air conditioners 
that are located in these 
rooms.

6 Keep the door to your 
refrigerator and freezer 

closed as much as possible. 
A refrigerator with the door 
standing open uses a lot 
more energy than the one 
with the door closed.

7 Make sure the filter on 
your air conditioner 

is clean. Good air flow is 
a key to keeping cool, so 
make sure your system isn’t 
working harder than it has 
to. In addition, make sure 
vents are clear of furniture 
or other objects that might 
block air flow.

8 Use your microwave 
instead of a 

conventional oven—it 
uses up to 70 percent less 
energy and also releases far 
less heat into the kitchen.

9 If your water heater 
runs on electricity, 

limit your use of hot water 
so the unit doesn’t run as 
often.

10 Use fans to keep air 
moving. Ceiling fans 

use about as much energy 
as a light bulb, which is far 
less than an air conditioner. 
With a fan, you can set 
the thermostat on your 
air conditioner to an even 
higher temperature and 
still stay comfortable.

10          Simple Ways You Can Help Conserve  
Electricity During Peak Energy Periods
In the heat of summer, it’s not uncommon for your co-op to experience peaks of high energy use. 
During these peaks, we ask that you do what you can to help conserve energy. You’ll not only help 
your electric cooperative through the brief period of peak energy use, you’ll also reduce your own 
consumption.
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m i c h i g a n - m a d e   |   Linda Kotzian 

Tell us about your favorite, or a unique, Michigan-made product. Email czuker@
meca.coop or send to: Country Lines, 2859 W. Jolly Rd., Okemos, MI 48864.  
Be sure to share why you like it, or a unique story to go with it.

First Mate Organizer Keeps 
Boats Ship-Shape
The owners of a family business created a new product for boaters 
and helped keep some jobs in the process.

Julie Irwin and her husband Todd 
discovered recreational boating about 
five years ago. As Great Lakes Energy 
members, they own a cottage on Torch 

Lake, where they caught boating fever. 
A self-confessed “neat freak,” Julie was 

immediately frustrated with the lack of stor-
age on boats for personal items like keys, cell 
phones or sunglasses. A duffle bag or a simple 
plastic bag works to bring supplies on-board, 
but many are neither compartmentalized or 
easy to stow securely.

Keeping her son’s prescription glasses in a 
cup holder on the boat made her uneasy, so 
she decided a container with pouches would 
do the trick—something to quickly, neatly 
and securely pack and store recreational 
supplies or personal items. However, such a 
product didn’t seem to exist. 

The Irwins own the Delux Tents and Events 
company in Belleville and Lansing. It’s a 
thriving business started by Julie’s in-laws 
in 1966 that provides one-stop rental items 
such as tents, tables and chairs for family or 
commercial events. 

Two years ago, they heard about a small 

third-generation manufacturing company in 
Ann Arbor that closed. Well known for tents 
and awnings, they also produced canvas flags, 
boat covers and other custom canvas marine 
accessories, and the building still held a large 
stock of those items. The closing also stressed 
the company’s small workforce, who found 
themselves suddenly without jobs. 

Seeing the advantage in acquiring the 
company’s stock of materials, plus adding 
a sewing staff with 50 years’ experience in 
producing and repairing canvas and marine 
products, the Irwins bought the company 
and put three of the employees back to work. 

That’s when “everything just kind of fell 
into our laps and ‘the flow’ started,” Julie says.

She shared her boat organizer idea with the 
new employees. Together, they brainstormed 
a design and developed six- and eight-pocket 
versions of what today is called the “First 
Mate Organizer.”

“So many of the items needed, such as 
certain buckles and straps, they already had 
in stock,” Julie explains. “It was a fun, fun 
product to see unfold.”

Crafted from 100 denier nylon with a 

urethane back coating and available in many 
colors, First Mate Organizer is water repel-
lent, quick drying, and resistant to abrasion, 
rot and mildew. Open pockets provide places 
for smaller items such as eyeglasses, keys, 
flashlights or suntan lotion. A larger two-
section pouch with a flap that snaps shut 
provides dry, secure storage for cell phones, 
cameras or magazines.

The design allows the organizer to be hung 
on a rail or fastened to a surface with clips or 
suction cups. To take the organizer along, you 
can simply fold it up, snap it together, attach 
the strap, and throw it over your shoulder 
like a tote bag. 

While the product was designed for people 
who boat, Julie notes that others who find 
it useful now include campers, hunters and 
horse and motor home owners. Personally, 
she also uses one in her car.

The FirstMate is available online (see 
firstmateorganizer.com or call 877-824-
7946) for $34.99 (six-pocket) and $39.99 
(eight-pocket). To keep her employees busy, 
Julie explains, she purposely set the pric-
ing so that people would want to buy. She 
emphasizes that the product helps fulfill a 
pledge to employees who came from the 
company the Irwins acquired.

“We told them we’d make work for them,” 
Julie says. “We’re trying our best to keep this 
wonderful state’s economy moving forward.”
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Gail  Knudtson  |   co m m e n t

T he meter your co-op uses to measure 
the electricity you consume is dif-
ferent from what other utilities use.

For over eight years, Michigan 
electric co-ops have used a leading technol-
ogy called automated meter reading (AMR). 
Automated meters are different because they 
send your electric use reading over the power 
line instead of using radio transmission or 
wireless technology. Therefore, they do not 
produce radiation or emit radio frequencies 
that some claim are a health concern. 

“Studies have shown that meters using 
radio frequencies are safe, but co-ops do not 
even use them, so there are no safety issues 
with the AMR system,” explains Tom Har-
rell, general manager of Alger Delta Electric, 
Michigan’s second-smallest co-op (10,000+), 
in Gladstone.

“The AMR system only records kilowatt-
hours consumed, time and day, meter num-
ber, serial number and account number,” 
Harrell adds. Further, it doesn’t control 
appliances and can’t send electric use data or 
price signals instantly back to you.

What Can Automated Meters Do?
How then, do these units benefit you as a 
co-op owner and member?

“There is no doubt that the AMR technol-
ogy used by the co-ops has revolutionized 
their service and business for the better—the 
benefits are real and numerous,” says Elton 
Veenstra, operations and engineering man-
ager for Michigan’s largest co-op (120,000+ 
members), Great Lakes Energy.  

For one, you don’t have to trudge out to 
read the meter—especially in the snow. Before 
AMR, especially in the rural areas served by 
co-ops, manual meter reads really increased 
costs, and member readings or estimates often 
led to large bills when an actual meter read 
occurred. “AMR solves all of these issues,” 
Veenstra says.

“We invested in the AMR technology 
because it can accurately and securely transmit 
meter readings to our office over the power 
lines in a matter of seconds,” agrees Chris 
Jensen, a system engineer at HomeWorks 
Tri-County Electric, a medium-sized co-op 
(over 22,000) headquartered in Portland.

The AMR system reads the meters daily 
and exports it into the billing system. “This 
improves billing accuracy,” Jensen adds, “by 

eliminating estimated billing and the need 
to hand-key meter readings into the system.” 

Other Benefits
The AMR system is an excellent example of 
how co-ops invest in technologies that con-
trol costs and improve service. Added AMR 
benefits include offering members access to 
their electric use history online; employee/
public safety and environmental benefits 
through reduced fuel and travel costs; easy 
account transfers; a decrease in meter tamper-
ing/energy theft that costs all members more 
money; more efficient work planning; and 
shorter outages. 

“This technology helps us identify the loca-
tion of an outage faster, which in turn speeds 
up restoration times,” Jensen says. During 
the record-breaking March snowstorm that 
affected five co-op service areas, automated 
meters helped restore power more quickly.

“The co-op can send a signal to the auto-
mated meters in any given area that prompts 
them to send a return signal,” Veenstra 
explains. “Those that fail to reply are likely at 
homes without power, and these locations are 
relayed to nearby crews who make the repairs 
before moving on to the next area.” This 
helps co-ops restore power to some homes 
before the owners are even aware of the out-
age. “Without AMR, restoration after this 
storm would’ve taken significantly longer,” 
Veenstra says.

The system also provides voltage data that 
helps engineers prioritize improvements and 
predict where outages may occur. 

Take Control of Your Own Data
Using the detailed energy use data available 
through automated meters, you can take 
control of and make your energy informa-
tion work for you. Some co-ops (not all have 
this) can provide you with information about 
your energy use at different times of the day.

“Armed with a better understanding of 

their energy use, members can make informed 
decisions on how to optimize their electric-
ity use and reduce their bills,” Veenstra says. 

Help With High Bill Concerns
Co-op staff can use the data to help you check 
on or resolve high bill problems, too. “Meter 
readings available by the day or hour can 
pinpoint when most of the usage occurred,” 
Veenstra says, “and this information helps 
determine what caused the higher usage.”

Great Lakes Energy member Ruby 
VanAlstine found out how much the AMR 
data can help when her electric bill suddenly 
doubled. “I’m 82-years-old and it’s not easy 
paying those kind of bills, but when I called 
the Great Lakes office, they were very good 
about it and looked at my electric bill and 
saw it was true,” she says.

By working with VanAlstine and studying 
a graph of her 24-hour power use, a GLE 
technical support rep was able to determine 
that her well pump was running continuously. 
“We had to call in a well man and they had 
to dig up the pipes because our well had been 
put in 35 years ago, and some rusty pipes were 
causing the problem,” VanAlstine explains.

VanAlstine’s well is working good now, 
and she says, “I really have to thank them 
at the [Great Lakes Energy] office because I 
wouldn’t have known what the problem was 
without them.” 

Some co-ops even have AMR technology 
that allows you to access your meter reading 
history online and check to see if your power 
is out or has been restored after an outage. 
This is especially helpful for frequent travelers 
or seasonal residents.

You can see why it’s good to know the 
type of technology used to read your meter. 
Especially since some co-ops don’t have auto-
mated meters, and others don’t have all the 
features noted here. Either way, we hope this 
knowledge makes you proud that co-ops get 
an “A” for being different. 

Co-op Electric Meters
Are Different

Becky Beard, a HomeWorks Tri-County Electric 
customer service rep, uses AMR data to help 
members understand their energy use.

Quick Facts On Automated Meters:
•  You don’t have to ‘read the meter’
•  Can help save money & energy
•  Online access to electric history
•  Faster outage response
•  Shorter outage times
•  Accurate billing/no estimated bills
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cov e r s to ry

The threat of Asian carp entering the 
Great Lakes involves so many differ-
ent jurisdictions that most observers 
pin their hopes on a federal solution 

to avert an ecological nightmare. And while 
Michigan natural resources officials continue 
to press for federal action, they are not sitting 
on their hands waiting; they’ve gone on the 
offensive themselves.

“We have a plan in place for the detec-
tion and surveillance of Asian carp as well 
as what our response would be if they were 
detected,” explains Tammy Newcomb, who 

couple of large Asian carp that were found 
by Illinois Department of Natural Resources 
fisheries biologists in a Chicago park lagoon 
that is separated from the Chicago canal. 
Officials believe the fish wound up in the 
lagoon because anglers used them for bait 
years before.

Seizures of live Asian carp in January and 
February by Canadian officials at the Ambas-
sador Bridge in Windsor—more than 20,000 
pounds in three separate incidents - prove that 
the fish are being illegally transported through 
Michigan. A traffic accident involving any 
one of those trucks could have resulted in 
fish entering Great Lakes waterways.

Recently, Michigan conservation officers 
arrested fish farmers from Arkansas selling 
illegal grass carp in Michigan. And while 
that’s a slightly different issue—grass carp 
were on the prohibited species list many 
years before the other Asian carp species 
were added—it points to the potential of fish 
entering the Great Lakes through illegal trade. 

Observers are of two minds about the 
progress of federal action.

“As a member of the Asian carp coordi-
nating committee, I have been pleasantly 
surprised by the amount of work being done 
on the federal side in coordination with the 
states,” said Patty Birkholz, a former state 
senator who oversees the Michigan Depart-
ment of Environmental Quality’s Office of 
the Great Lakes.

But Erin McDonough, executive director 
of Michigan United Conservation Clubs, 
says federal action is too slow. 

“This is an issue of immediacy,” said 
McDonough, who believes Asian carp deserve 
the attention of the candidates in the upcom-
ing presidential election. “We want to see the 
Army Corps of Engineers put into effect a 
separation of the watersheds in the Great 
Lakes Basin from the Mississippi River now.”

McDonough praised recent bipartisan 
federal legislation offered by Sen. Debbie 

Stabenow (D-Lansing) and Rep. Dave Camp 
(R-Midland) to speed up the process.

The Stop Invasive Species Act would 
require a federal action plan to stop Asian 
carp from entering the Great Lakes through 
a number of rivers and tributaries. If passed, 
the legislation would direct the Corps of 
Engineers to develop a plan to permanently 
separate Lake Michigan from the Chicago 
waterway system.

Said Camp: “This measure expedites the 
necessary hydrological separation study in 
order to protect the Great Lakes and the 
hundreds of thousands of jobs the Great 
Lakes support.”

“It has become clear that Asian carp are 
migrating throughout the Great Lakes region, 
and efforts to stop the spread of this invasive 
species must now address every possible point 
of entry,” Stabenow said. “We can’t afford 
to wait.” Besides Michigan, media outlets 
have reported Asian carp in Minnesota and 
South Dakota.

The bill also requires the Army Corps to 
submit a progress report to Congress and 
the President within 90 days of the law’s 
enactment. The full plan would need to be 
completed within 18 months.

As the federal plan takes shape, Michigan 
officials continue working on their own initia-
tives. The DNR is adding an employee to help 
implement the strategic plan and coordinate 
efforts with other state and Canadian officials.

“On the state side, we have some real 
possible solutions that are forthcoming,” 
Birkholz says. “We are spending millions of 
dollars to deal with this.”

Although some pessimists say entry of 
Asian carp in the Great Lakes is a foregone 
conclusion, Newcomb says “they’re abso-
lutely wrong.”

“We have a plan,” Newcomb explains. 
“Anglers are a part of our plan. But hydrologi-
cal and/or ecological separation from infected 
waters is the ultimate solution.”

Michigan On Guard 
Against Asian Carp

Two species of Asian carp—the silver and 
bighead—currently found in the Mississippi and 
Illinois rivers, are voracious eaters and grow fast. 
Silver carp (above) are also known to leap out 
of the water. Visit asiancarp.us to learn more.

heads up research for the Department of 
Natural Resources (DNR) Fisheries Division. 
“We’re doing everything we can to keep them 
out of here and if we do get them in here, 
we’re going to do everything we can to not 
only prevent them from spreading, but to 
extirpate them.”

Everyone’s main concern is that the carp, 
which are about 50 miles from Lake Michi-
gan, will breach the electronic barriers in 
the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal and 
invade the Great Lakes. But there are other 
possible vectors.

“We are particularly concerned about 
bait fish,” Newcomb said. “The DNR [see 
michigan.gov/dnr] has produced a brochure 
to help anglers tell Asian carp from other 
common bait fish, and we’re developing a 
video to further that effort.”

Newcomb’s concern about Asian carp 
being introduced through bait buckets seems 
to be supported by the recent discovery of a 

By Bob Gwizdz

Photo – Great Lakes Fishery Commission



July/August 2012   |   13

The U.S. Geological Survey is also mak-
ing exceptional progress in developing and 
testing physical controls such as water guns, 
chemical control tools like selective toxins, 
and pheromone attractants. Some of these 
may end up being extremely effective against 
Asian carp.

 

Q: A recent Great Lakes Commission (GLC) 
study says separating these waterways 

is feasible, will be a safeguard against migra-
tion through Chicago’s waterway, and can be 
done while preserving its benefits to Illinois 
and Indiana.

Can this plan work, and will the government 
use the GLC report to help form decisions on 
a good battle plan? Can it help grease the 
decision-making wheels?

A:    The Army Corps has said that hydrologic 
separation will be one of the options it 

evaluates, and they will incorporate infor-
mation generated by the GLC Study, as 
appropriate. It’s important to remember that 
hydrologic separation and permanent barriers 
are only one set of alternatives. While this 
is an important alternative to consider, it is 
not the only one that warrants evaluation. 

The GLC Study estimates the cost of 
separation to be between $3.9 and $9.5 
billion and take at least until 2029 to 
complete. Some of the technologies under 
review through the Great Lakes Maritime 
Research Institute have the potential to be 

Continued u

Q: Why is an Asian carp invasion such a 
big deal? What economic, recreational 

and environmental dangers does it present 
to Michigan?

A: The migration of Asian carp toward 
Lake Michigan is one of the most seri-

ous invasive species threats facing the Great 
Lakes today. 

Bighead and silver carp are voracious eaters, 
capable of eating 5 to 20 percent of their body 
weight daily. They consume plankton—algae 
and other microscopic organisms—stripping 
the food web of the key source of nutrients 
for small and big fish. Silver carp are known 
for leaping out of the water at the sound of 
boat or jet-ski motors, causing physical harm 
to people and property. They pose a threat 
to the recreational and fishing economies of 
the Great Lakes states.

Q: Almost every Michigan electric co-op 
service area touches at least one of the 

Great Lakes. The irreparable harm an Asian 
carp invasion would cause is of special interest 
to co-ops and their member-owners.

As the Asian carp director, what is your 
role and best plan for handling this threat?

A: As the White House Council on Envi-
ronmental Quality Asian carp director 

and chair of the Asian Carp Regional Coor-
dinating Committee (ACRCC), I lead the 
Obama Administration’s work to create a 
cohesive and comprehensive federal, state 
and local strategy to make certain that Asian 
carp do not become established within the 
Great Lakes. 

Since 2010, the Administration has 
invested over $150 million to protect the 
Great Lakes from Asian carp. The scale of 
this effort is unprecedented for invasive spe-
cies prevention and unifies federal, state and 
local actions.

The “2012 Asian Carp Control Strategy 
Framework” outlines the priority actions 
planned and under way to address this 
threat, including management actions to 
prevent introduction and establishment, and 

research to develop permanent controls 
on its populations. The Framework can 
be found at asiancarp.us. 

Q: Fishing by commercial crews and 
biologists at spots below the exist-

ing Chicago barrier have already removed 
25,736 Asian carp (asiancarp.us) in March 
and April 2012. 

Is there any evidence showing that an 
Asian carp population already exists in 
Lake Michigan?

A: There is no evidence that there is an 
Asian carp population established above 

the electric dispersal barriers or within Lake 
Michigan. All of the evidence shows we are 
succeeding in keeping Asian carp out of the 
Great Lakes. The ACRCC has been vigilant 
in monitoring the Chicago Area Waterway 
System (CAWS) through extensive fishing, 
netting and environmental DNA testing for 
any sign they are advancing. Last year, we 
found no live Asian carp in the CAWS above 
the barriers after more than 40,000 hours of 
netting, electrofishing and keen observation 
by experienced fisheries biologists.

The Asian carp population front in the 
Upper Illinois River is over 80 miles from 
Lake Michigan. This front has not moved 
since 2007, partially as a result of the inten-
sive removal you just mentioned. 

Q: Even though the Army Corps of Engi-
neers has said they will reveal a faster 

action plan, many are concerned and con-
fused about how long it’s taking the govern-
ment to act on preventing the Asian carp from 
entering the Great Lakes and why more action 
isn’t being taken quickly.

What is your response, so that people can 
understand?

A: The Administration took early action to 
keep Asian carp from reaching the Great 

Lakes. We’ve invested over $150 million in 
a successful strategy for keeping them out 
of the Great Lakes while the Army Corps 
studies a long-term solution.

What About Those 
Asian Carp?

Michigan On Guard 
Against Asian Carp

Answers from John Goss, federal Asian Carp director, 
White House Council on Environmental Quality.

Ph
ot

o 
– 

Co
un

ci
l o

n 
En

vi
ro

nm
en

ta
l Q

ua
lit

y



14   |   Michigan Countr y Lines

implemented more quickly and in a cost-
effective manner. 

Q: A recent power outage and equipment 
failure resulted in a 13-minute lapse 

during which the existing electronic Asian 
carp barrier (near Chicago) was inoperable. 
Has the investigation shown whether any 
of these fish were present then? Does this 
accident make the issue more urgent, and 
can electronic/existing barriers keep them 
out forever?

A: Backup generators were activated at the 
affected barriers, as designed. However, 

a utility power surge prevented the generators 
from delivering power to the barriers. The 
Corps is vigilant in monitoring the barriers, 
and when they noticed the issue, on-site 
personnel manually reset the circuit breaker 
to allow generator power until utility power 
was restored.

The Monitoring and Rapid Response Work 
Group (MRRWG), a subset of the ACRCC, 
is comprised of various state and federal 
agencies that monitor the CAWS for Asian 
carp activity and make recommendations 
for fish suppression activities. The MWRRG 
conducted an assessment of fish presence at 
the barriers the next day. The area is regularly 
monitored for Asian carp, and we have no 
reason to believe there were any in the area 
during the brief outage. It is important to 
remember that the Asian carp population 
is still quite a distance from Lake Michigan.

Q: Patty Birkholz, director of Michigan’s 
Office of the Great Lakes, has endorsed 

the “do-able solutions” presented by the Great 
Lakes Commission study.

What is Michigan’s role in the Asian carp 
dilemma, and are you working with Birkholz 
or other officials on any specific plans?

A: Michigan is one of the eight Great 
Lakes states on the Asian Carp Regional 

Coordinating Committee. The ACRCC 
is the body charged with coordinating the 
federal, state and local entities working 
together to stop Asian carp from getting to 
the Great Lakes. We work very closely with 
Patty Birkholz and she is great to work with. 
Patty and other Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality officials are actively 
involved in all of the ACRCC actions.

Q: Some media reports say Illinois legisla-
tors and business owners do not favor 

permanently separating the waterways.
How much is politics a barrier to addressing 

this issue quickly?

A: I think everyone appreciates the urgency 
of protecting the Great Lakes, and we 

have a successful plan in place. It is true that 
not everyone agrees on what the long-term 
solution is for Asian carp. That is why the 

Army Corps recently announced they are 
going to give Congress and the public the 
chance to review alternatives and choose a 
solution in 2013, much earlier than antici-
pated. They will release an assessment of 
the best options for keeping carp out of the 
Great Lakes, including estimated costs and 
mitigation requirements for each option. 
So in 2013, we can all decide which option 
to move forward with and get going with a 
more detailed project design and path for 
implementation.

Q: Michigan has a $5 billion annual sport 
fishing industry, and experts say trying 

to control the Asian carp after it enters the 
Great Lakes is nearly impossible and much 
more costly than the high price of prevention.

Can you enlighten our readers on this?

A: We know from experience that it is 
difficult and expensive to deal with an 

invasive species after they have established. 
Right now, we have a unique opportunity 
to stop Asian carp from invading the Great 
Lakes through the coordinated federal, state 
and local efforts. This effort is paying off. All 
of the evidence is showing that our strategy 
is successful, and giving us the time neces-
sary to develop and implement a permanent 
solution to controlling Asian carp and other 
aquatic invasive species.

Q: As a fisherman, what is your personal 
experience with Asian carp?

A: I love to fish and have experienced 
salmon, perch and walleye fishing at 

its finest in Lake Michigan and Lake Erie. 
In Indiana, Asian carp are threatening some 
of my favorite small mouth bass streams like 
Sugar Creek and Blue River.

I am determined to protect our native fish 
populations from an Asian carp invasion. 

Q: Is there anything regular citizens can do to help?

A: Absolutely. Public involvement is essential to preventing the spread of Asian carp to 
the Great Lakes. It is important to stay informed and participate in public meetings 

and comment opportunities. 
The best way to stay on top of the latest information is to check asiancarp.us frequently. 

Here are some other ways you can help:
u Make sure you don’t move live fish from one location to another.
u Never use wild-caught bait fish in waters other than where they came from.
u  Learn the difference between juvenile Asian carp and juvenile gizzard shad, which look 

nearly identical (the Michigan DNR has a helpful brochure at michigan.gov/dnr).
u Drain lake or river water from live wells and bilges before leaving any body of water.
u Learn what to do if you find an Asian carp in the Great Lakes or its tributaries.
u Spread the word.

Asian Carp Q & A, continued

Resources & Maps:
• Video of jumping Asian carp (Great
 Lakes Fisheries Commission):
 glfc.org (click “Multimedia” & “Videos”)
• asiancarp.us
• MI Dept. of Natural Resources:
 michigan.gov/dnr
• Illinois Dept. of Natural Resources:
 dnr.state.il.us/fish/

This Mississippi River bighead carp shows how 
big they can get. Averaging 30-40 pounds, 
some can grow to be over 100 pounds.
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Rita Henehan   |   g a r d e n i n g

T ired of using the same old plants in 
your garden and containers every 
year? Tired of buying plants that 
look great at the garden center but 

perform poorly at home? Well, think 
about taking a ride to a trial or 
display garden in your area.

Several steps take place when 
a new plant variety is developed, 
and before it’s available for pur-
chase. Once a plant breeder has 
a stable new variety, they sell it 
to a plant propagator who grows 
large quantities of it. These small plants 
are in turn sold to a grower who transplants 
them into cell packs or individual pots and 
grows them. Then the grower sells them to 
plant wholesalers, retailers and mail-order 
houses where you are able to buy the plant. 

Along the way, a plant breeder or propa-
gator wants to make sure that their new 
variety is fit for your garden. This is where 
trial gardens enter the picture. 

Michigan State University (MSU) has 
extensive trial gardens for annuals, vegetables, 
native plants and herbaceous perennials. 
Being located in USDA Zone 5 puts their 
gardens in the same growing zone as most 
of the state, which is good news for home 
gardeners. Over 500 different cultivars are 
submitted by breeders, seed companies and 
nurseries to be tested in the MSU gardens. 
“We test plants that are suitable to grow in 
Michigan and evaluate these plants using 
a five-point system,” says Katie McCarver, 
MSU trial garden manager. “One means the 
plant died, and five means the plant is awe-
some in terms of producing nice blooms, pest 
resistance, and being true to habit.”

Evaluation starts two weeks after the plants 
are put in, around May 15-20. Then, they 
are evaluated every two weeks until the last 
frost. Each evaluation takes a whole day for 
McCarver and Art Cameron, MSU garden 
director, to assess all the varieties. Plant per-
formance is dependent on a number of fac-
tors, including soil and weather conditions.

“Companies are looking for honest evalu-
ations,” McCarver explains. “I have to deter-
mine whether it’s a failure in our growing 
conditions or breeding that causes a plant 

to die. Some plants just don’t perform well.” 
Michigan State is also an All-American 

Selections (AAS) Trial Garden. “Think of 
All-American Selections as the Good House-
keeping seal of approval for plant varieties,” 
comments AAS board member, Jenny Kuhn. 
AAS has trial gardens throughout the state 
and the country, and “Tested Nationally and 
Proven Locally” is their new tagline. Kuhn is 
also product specialist at C. Raker and Sons, 
a plant propagator in Litchfield, MI, which 
also opens its trial gardens to the public.

“Often, big-box stores sell plants that are 
bred to look well on their shelves to attract 
buyers,” Kuhn adds. “But these plants do 
not necessarily do well in your garden. In 
AAS trial gardens, we are looking for plants 
that look well at retail but also perform in 
peoples’ gardens.” The AAS website offers 
both lists of its winners and trial gardens 
throughout the state.

In Michigan, plants are starting to look 
their best by mid-summer, so mid-July 
through mid-August are the best times to visit 
these test gardens. While you’re there, Kuhn 

recommends making notes of variety names 
that appeal to you, since most local garden 
centers are happy to order them for you. 

For more information on visiting MSU’s 
gardens, see hrt.msu.edu./our-gardens. There 
is a good brochure and map you can pick up 
at the information booth (open June through 
August) near the garden visitor parking lot. 

If you can’t visit the MSU gardens, don’t 
worry—Katie McCarver posts early favorites 
on the web in mid-July, and a full report in 
October. You can also find last year’s top-rated 
plants at gardens.hrt.msu.edu/ by clicking 
“Top Performers” in the left sidebar.

Visiting Trial Gardens Can 
Help You Choose Plants

Top: View hundreds of container plants on trial at the MSU annual plant trial garden. 
Bottom: Michigan State University (MSU), in East Lansing, has one of the largest trial gardens 
in the state that is open to the public. 

Rita C. Henehan is an author, 
freelance writer and photog-
rapher. For a complete list of 
public display and trial gardens 
throughout Michigan, and other 
gardening information, visit her 
website at michigangardenerscompanion.com. 

Discover 
exciting new 

plants that will 
thrive in your 

garden.
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Your home probably has several 
security features—door locks, 
bolts, and an alarm system. When 
it comes to cyber security, electric 

co-ops follow the same principle—building 
and reinforcing multiple layers of protection 
to safeguard your personal data from attacks.

Securing digital data on an electric distribu-
tion system isn’t a “once and done” job. It’s a 
continual process of evaluating and address-
ing risks, tightening measures, planning, and 
evaluating again. While it’s difficult to thwart 
a determined computer hacker, with constant 
vigilance electric co-ops can significantly 
minimize the possibilities. 

“Keeping our members’ information secure 
is a top priority,” explains Tom Manting, 
manager of finance and information tech-
nology at HomeWorks Tri-County Electric 
Cooperative in Portland, MI. “Technology 
constantly changes, requiring a ‘continuously 
improving’ approach towards cyber hazards.”

HomeWorks Tri-County has over 22,000 
members, and represents a national trend 
of cooperatives bulking up cyber security 

with tools from the Cooperative Research 
Network (CRN), the research arm of the 
National Rural Electric Cooperative Associa-
tion (NRECA). CRN’s “Guide to Developing 
a Risk Mitigation and Cyber Security Plan,” 
and supporting documents released in 2011 
with funding support from the Department 
of Energy (DOE), help utilities of all types 
develop a process to shore up cyber defenses.  

“Electric cooperatives have made sub-
stantial progress in cyber security without 
additional regulation because they owe it to 
their members to protect system reliability 
and prevent unauthorized access to per-
sonal information,” explains Glenn English, 
NRECA’s CEO.

Manting agrees, and at HomeWorks special 
precautions are taken to protect members’ 
information in several ways. “Members are 
required to positively identify themselves 
when calling us, and we’ve completely 
purged our files of all credit card informa-
tion,” he explains. “Social Security numbers 
are also encrypted.” And, members who 
wish to pay their energy bill with a credit 

card are required to use one of the self-serve 
options, including online, entering pay-
ment information themselves through the 
automated phone system, or using payment 
kiosks in the co-op’s lobbies. 

Computers rarely get hacked, Manting 
says, but instead people are often tricked 
into revealing personal information. “So, 
by removing our people from the transac-
tion, we’ve greatly reduced the potential for 
criminals to access our systems.”

Of note is that none of Michigan’s electric 
co-ops sell member information to others, 
and many are updating or creating cyber 
security plans. And, while all the co-ops take 
precautions to protect their members’ infor-
mation, not all use the CRN plan.

For example, at Cherryland Electric Coop-
erative (over 34,000 members) in Grawn, IT 
Administrator Steve Weaver says, “In addition 
to the standard best practices of anti-virus 
and anti-Spyware installed on computers, 
encryption of members’ data, and enterprise 
class firewalls installed, we use a service that 
monitors all inbound and outbound traffic 
looking for and blocking suspicious activity.”

At Midwest Energy Cooperative in Cassop-
olis (over 30,000 members), they are cur-
rently doing a major information technol-
ogy (IT) risk audit that will result in some 
significant changes. “We always want to be 
sure we’re doing all we can to protect our 
members’ information against identify theft 
and other threats that can result from our 
dependence on technology,” says Candy 
Riem, member services manager. “The audit 
is intended to evaluate and improve the 
security of personal information and review 
all internal and external processes, systems 
and staff that impact daily operations. This 
action will help us identify risks and defi-
ciencies, so that we are well-positioned to 
serve our members.” Riem expects a formal 
strategic plan by the end of the year. 

“At this time, we do have a firewall that is 
tested on a regular basis for potential threats,” 
Riem adds. “We also encrypt certain pieces of 
our members’ information in the system to 
help prevent identify theft if someone were 
to breach the system.”

Great Lakes Energy, with over 101,000 
members, uses plans from several sources, 
says Mike Youngs, director of information 
security and business continuity. “We use a 
variety of processes and technology, including 

Electric co-ops enhance efforts to protect their members’ personal data 
and the reliability and security of their electric distribution systems.

Cyber Security Patrols

Cyber security specialists from one of the U.S. 
Department of Energy’s national labs condut 
research on an electric utility Supervisory 
Control and Data Acquisition system.

o u r e n e rg y   |   Megan McKoy-Noe
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encryption, access control, malware protec-
tion and monitoring,” Youngs says.

 
Security Sweep
Electric co-ops have been working with the 
DOE, North American Electric Reliability 
Corporation (NERC), Federal Energy Regu-
latory Commission (FERC), U.S. Depart-
ment of Homeland Security, the Obama 
administration, and the electric utility indus-
try to strengthen cyber security. An assault on 
a co-op, for example, could be a prelude to, 
or part of, a coordinated cyber strike on the 
country’s power grid as a whole that could 
impact electric reliability. Last year, NERC, 
the nation’s electricity reliability watchdog, 
conducted an exercise dubbed “GridEx” to 
identify cyber security concerns and encour-
age utilities and government agencies to work 
together to resolve the issues uncovered.

“GridEx provided a realistic environment 
for organizations to assess their cyber response 
capabilities,” observes Brian Harrell, NERC’s 
manager of critical infrastructure protection 
standards. “Through the interaction, partici-
pants forged relationships across the cyber 
security community.”

A report on the test notes most utilities 
have adequate response plans in place, but 
more training and updated guidelines were 
suggested. Communication difficulties were 
also identified—a problem NERC will con-
front by developing outreach strategies for 
secure information sharing. 

To further pinpoint cyber vulnerabilities, 
a seven-year utility system security study was 
conducted by the DOE’s Idaho National 
Laboratory (INL). Poor “patch management” 
was cited as the biggest utility weakness—
patches fix publicly-known security problems. 

To prevent would-be hackers from discov-
ering security lapses, teams of grid guardians 
routinely scour electric distribution systems 
to find and fix weak spots.

“I look for vulnerabilities in control system 
software,” remarks May Chaffin, an INL 
cyber security researcher. “I try to get them 
repaired before someone takes advantage.” 

Lessons learned from the GridEx activity 
and researchers like Chaffin have been incor-
porated into CRN’s cyber security toolkit. 
Based on best practices developed by the 
National Institute of Standards and Technol-
ogy (NIST) and other industry groups, the 
guide focuses on procedures co-ops should 
adopt to continuously monitor cyber threats 
and enhance risk preparedness. 

“CRN’s cyber security resources are well-
rounded tools that helped make our existing 
security plan more complete and serve as 

Sandia National Laboratories computer scientists Ron Minnich (foreground) and Don Rudish 
have successfully run over 1 million Linux kernels as virtual machines, an achievement that 
will allow cyber security researchers to more effectively observe behavior found in mali-
cious botnets (a collection of compromised computers, each of which is connected to the 
internet). They used Sandia’s Thunderbird supercomputing cluster for this demonstration.

references for future projects,” Manting adds. 
Andy Bochman, an energy security lead 

for IBM, praises CRN’s efforts. “While the 
[IT] community is waiting for [practical] 
implementation guides from NIST, CRN’s 
offering breaks things down into actionable, 
prioritized parts. It allows co-ops to travel 
down a well-marked path toward better cyber 
security and risk mitigation planning in the 
age of the smart grid.”

Regulating Security
The possibility of cyber mischief undermin-
ing the automated digital technologies used 
by utilities has Congress, the White House, 
and regulators considering the right balance 
of security and emergency response initiatives. 

“There is no question that there will be 
some kind of legislation,” predicts English. 
“It’s important that policymakers make a dis-
tinction between what’s appropriate security 
for bulk power versus distribution systems. 
The question is whether what’s put forward 
makes sense, if it will be overly burdensome, 
and if it will make electricity less affordable 
for our members.”

In 2010, the U.S. House considered the 

Grid Reliability and Infrastructure Defense 
Act. A similar measure, the Cyber Security 
Act of 2012, was introduced to the Senate 
in February. Both bills would provide the 
federal government with more power to 
draft cyber security standards, but would 
weaken the NERC/FERC partnership that 
allows industry stakeholders to help ensure 
standards are technically sound and able to 
be properly implemented. Cyber security 
experts at NRECA believe any legislation 
should focus on encouraging federal agen-
cies to routinely provide actionable, timely 
intelligence about cyber threats and vulner-
abilities to utility industry experts.

“Hackers are getting smarter, and for some, 
much of the fun is the challenge of beating 
your system,” observes Maurice Martin, 
CRN’s program manager. “Co-ops under-
stand cyber security isn’t a one-time thing. 
Improved communications about potential 
trouble remains key to this effort.”

Electric co-ops are building cyber barri-
cades and robust plans for addressing current 
and future dangers. But in a rapidly evolving 
cyber environment, there’s no such thing as 
perfect security.

Ph
ot

o 
– 

Sa
nd

ia
 N

at
io

na
l L

ab



Photography by: 831 Creative

18   |   Michigan Countr y Lines

HoMe CooKIng   |   Christin Russman

Rhubarb Custard Pie (“Mom Style”) 
4 c. rhubarb, sliced into 1/2-inch slices
1½ c. sugar
3 T. flour
1/2 t. nutmeg
1 T. butter, room temperature
2 eggs, beaten well
9-inch unbaked pie crust 
Preheat oven to 450°. Mix butter and 1 cup 
sugar until creamy. Blend in nutmeg and 
flour. Blend in eggs and set aside. Place rhu-
barb into pie crust. Pour mixture evenly over 
rhubarb. Bake for 10 minutes, then drop oven 
to 350° for 30 minutes or till lightly brown. 
Serve cold or room temp with whipped top-
ping or ice cream. 

Karen Richards, Wayland
 

Lasagna Primavera 
2 10-oz. pkgs. chopped, frozen spinach
15 ozs. ricotta cheese 
8 ozs. lasagna noodles
1 26-oz. jar spaghetti sauce with mushrooms
3 carrots, sliced 1/4-inch thick
1 zucchini squash, sliced 1/4-inch thick
1 summer squash, sliced 1/4-inch thick
1 c. broccoli florets
12 ozs. mozzarella cheese
1/2 c. parmesan cheese 

Zucchini Bread 
3 large eggs
1 c. vegetable oil
2 c. brown sugar
1 t. vanilla
2 c. grated zucchini squash
1/4 c. grated carrots
3 c. flour
1/2 t. salt
3 t. cinnamon
1¼ t. baking powder
1½ t. baking soda
1 c. chopped nuts 
Set oven to 350°. Spray two 9 x 5-inch loaf 
pans and set aside. In a large bowl, mix eggs, 
oil, sugar and vanilla. Add zucchini and 
carrots to mixture. Sift flour, salt, cinnamon, 
baking powder, and baking soda together 
in separate bowl and add dry mixture to 
zucchini mixture. Stir in nuts. Pour in sprayed 
pans. Bake 1 hour or until done. Cool 3 
hours before slicing. 

Deborah Black, Sandusky 

Dill & Red Onion Vinaigrette 
1/2 c. vegetable oil
1/4 c. red-wine vinegar
1/4 c. red onion, minced
1½ T. fresh dill, chopped
1 T. fresh parsley, chopped
1 t. dijon mustard
salt and freshly ground pepper to taste 
Combine ingredients in jar or bottle that 
can be tightly sealed. Shake well before each 
use. Will keep for several weeks refrigerated. 

Bonnie Bourn, Constantine 

Summer Bread Salad 
Bread:
1 T. olive oil
1 T. butter
salt and fresh ground pepper, to taste
1-2 cloves garlic, minced
5-6 slices of bread, 1/2- to1-inch cubes 
Heat olive oil and butter in skillet. Add salt, 
pepper and garlic and stir for about 1 minute, 
until garlic is soft and fragrant. Add bread 
cubes and toss. Transfer to a small pan and 
bake at 300° for about 10 minutes, or until 
lightly toasted and browned. 
Salad:
3 T. white balsamic vinegar
1/4 c. olive oil
1 small onion, minced
1/2 lb. green beans, trimmed to 1-inch pieces, 

steamed 2 minutes and cooled
2 small each zucchini and yellow summer 

squash, sliced, steamed 3 minutes and cooled

It’s that time of year—when fruits and vegetables are looking and tasting 
their best. Whether you have your own garden, or shop at a local farm 
market, these recipes will inspire you to make the most of your produce.  

Thaw and drain spinach, mix with ricotta 
and set aside. Bring noodles to boil and cook 
5 minutes, add carrots and cook 2 more 
minutes; add remaining vegetables and cook 
another 2 minutes or until noodles are done. 
Drain all. Spread 1/3 of sauce in bottom of 
9 x 13-inch pan. Layer half the noodles, half 
cooked vegetables, half spinach mixture then 
half the mozzarella. Repeat with remain-
ing noodles, vegetables, spinach mix and 
mozzarella, then top with remaining sauce. 
Sprinkle with parmesan and bake at 400° 
for 30 minutes. Let stand 10 minutes before 
cutting. If you prepare ahead and refrigerate, 
bake for 1 hour at 350°. Serves 10. 

Victoria Nelson, Grand Rapids 

Rhubarb Custard Pie

Zucchini Bread
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2 c. ripe cherry tomatoes, halved
1 cucumber, peeled, sliced and cut into  

1/2-inch pieces
1/4 c. fresh basil, chopped
1/4 c. fresh parsley, chopped
1 t. salt and pepper, to taste 
Combine vinegar, olive oil and onion in 
bowl. Set aside to allow onion to soften. 
In large bowl, mix beans, zucchini, squash, 
tomatoes, cucumber, herbs and seasonings. 
Drizzle with vinegar/oil mixture. Let stand 
for flavors to meld. Adjust salt and pepper 
accordingly. Toss salad with prepared bread 
right before serving. Serves 6-8. 

Jennifer Sylvester, Sand Lake 

Stuffed Zucchini 
4 small zucchini 
1/2 lb. cheddar cheese, grated
1 T. butter
1/2 t. lemon juice
1/2 t. granulated garlic 
Prepare the zucchini by washing, cut in halves 
lengthwise. Hollow out, leaving 1/4 inch on 
all sides. Mix cheese, butter, lemon and garlic. 
Fill zucchinis with mixture. Cut a thin slice 
from bottom of each zucchini and place on 
baking sheet. Bake at 350° for 20 minutes 
or until bubbly. Serves 8. 

Sherry Fisher, Paradise 

Fresh Tomato Salsa
12 large tomatoes, peeled, cut into chunks
4 medium sweet onions, thinly sliced
4 stalks celery, sliced
2 green peppers, sliced
2 T. salt
2/3 c. sugar
1 c. cider vinegar
2 t. mustard seed
Combine all ingredients and mix until sugar 
is dissolved. Excellent with eggs, hash browns 
and many other things. Store in refrigerator. 
Makes about 2½ quarts. 

Janice Harvey, Charlevoix
 

Summer Garden Medley
1 medium zucchini, sliced
1 medium yellow summer squash, sliced 
1 medium onion, chopped
1 ear fresh sweet corn kernels
1 large tomato, cut into 8 wedges
1 T. chopped fresh parsley
1 clove garlic, minced
1 t. dried Italian seasoning
3/4 t. fine sea salt, divided
1/4 t. freshly ground black pepper 
2 t. olive oil
2 T. butter, cut into parts
2 fresh basil leaves, chopped 

Lightly coat bottom of 9 x 9 x 2-inch metal 
baking pan with olive oil. Swirl pan so bot-
tom of pan is evenly coated. Arrange first 
five ingredients in pan. Sprinkle with pars-
ley, garlic, Italian seasoning, 1/2 teaspoon 
salt, and pepper; dot with pats of butter. 
Prepare grill at 300°. Place pan on grill 
grate over direct heat. Grill, covered with 
grill lid, for 15 minutes. Turn vegetables 
over. Add onion and continue grilling for 
5 minutes or until vegetables are tender. 
Lightly season tomatoes with remaining salt 
and add to pan; sprinkle basil on tomatoes. 
Cook another 3 minutes, just until toma-
toes begin to become tender and warmed 
through. Serves 4.

Marilyn Partington Frame, Traverse City 

Eggplant Caponata 
1/4 c. olive oil 
1 large eggplant, seeded, skinned and cut into 

1/2-inch cubes
1/4 c. celery, chopped
1 clove garlic, chopped
1½ c. diced, seeded tomatoes 
2 T. capers, rinsed and drained 
3 T. red wine vinegar
1/2 c. fresh mixed herbs, chopped
1/2 c. black olives, chopped
salt and pepper, to taste 
In large nonstick skillet, heat olive oil over 
medium heat. Add eggplant and celery; cook 
for 8 minutes, turning occasionally. Add gar-
lic, tomatoes, capers, black olives, vinegar and 

herbs. Heat for 2 minutes. Remove from heat; 
add salt and pepper to taste. Serve warm with 
crusty bread. Top with goat cheese, if desired. 
Lasts up to 5 days covered in refrigerator. 

Eva Braganini, Mattawan 

Fresh Yellow Squash Casserole
1 lb. or 3 medium yellow squash, sliced thin 

with skins on
1/4 c. melted butter
1/2 green pepper, sliced or diced
1/2 c. onions, sliced or diced
3/4 c. mayonnaise
1 T. sugar
1 c. shredded cheddar cheese 
Place all vegetables in sprayed 2-quart cas-
serole; add butter, salt and pepper and toss to 
coat everything. Mix mayonnaise and sugar 
and spread over vegetables. Bake at 375 ° for 
455 minutes. Sprinkle with cheddar cheese 
and bake an additional 10 to 15 minutes or 
until cheese is golden.

JoAnn Gach, Spruce

Zucchini-Tomato Soup 
2 qts. tomatoes, peeled
2 c. zucchini, peeled and cut into chunks
1 c. chopped onion
salt and pepper, to taste
ham or sausage, cubed (optional)
celery, chopped (optional) 
Bring all ingredients to boil; simmer about 
an hour. Zucchini will be opaque. 

Martha Zahn, Interlochen

Lasagna Primavera

Submit Your recipe! Contributors whose recipes we print in 2012 will be 
entered in a drawing. We’ll draw one winner in December and pay their January 
2013 electric bill (up to $200) as a prize.

Thanks to all who sent in recipes! Upcoming: Please send in TRiCk-OR-SwEET 
recipes by Aug. 10 and TakE-aLOnG DiShES by Sept. 10. Mail to: Country Lines 
Recipes, 2859 W. Jolly Rd., Okemos, MI  48864; or email recipes@countrylines.com.
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Beat the Heat
Keep your home cool and energy bills lower with 
these savings tips.

A cold glass of lemonade and an air-conditioner can bring 
relief from summer’s heat, but it can also mean higher 
electric bills. The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) 
estimates that 9 percent of Americans’ household energy 

costs are dedicated to cooling, but you don’t have to sacrifice comfort 
and convenience to save on your bill. With some smart planning 
and a little elbow grease, you can beat the heat—and high bills.

SEAL DUCTWORK
Ductwork could be the most important piece of equipment to seal. 
If it’s exposed, you can do this yourself with a paintbrush and mastic, 
which is sold at any home improvement store. If not, hire a profes-

sional HVAC (heating, ventilating 
and air conditioning) contractor.

Leaky ductwork will make your 
air-conditioning system work a lot 
harder than it has to, which drives 
up your electric bills and wears out 
HVAC equipment more quickly.

“Ductwork is one of the first 
places you should look if you’re trying to lower your energy costs,” 
stresses Art Thayer, an energy efficiency expert for Michigan’s electric 
co-ops. “Sometimes, ducts aren’t even properly joined at all. That 
wastes a huge amount of energy. Sealing them up goes a long way 
to improving your home’s energy efficiency.”

AIR-CONDITIONING UNITS
Logic would seem to dictate that a larger air-conditioning unit would 
keep your rooms cooler but the opposite is true. A unit that’s too 
large for the space will operate inefficiently and could even cause 
mold problems because of humidity. Whether you have a window 
unit or central air-conditioning, correct sizing is key.

A licensed professional should size your central air-conditioning 
system using a mathematical code—or, better, an automatic com-
puter program. Units that are incorrectly sized will wear out faster 
and will not properly cool your home. Bigger isn’t always better.

If you’re in the market for a new air conditioner, be sure to buy 
one with an Energy Star® label, which means the product has 
met specific energy efficiency standards set by the federal gov-
ernment. Room units are about 10 percent more efficient than 
their non-Energy Star counterparts, while central units are about  

Strategically 
planted trees can 
help cut down on 
your cooling costs 
in the summer. So
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LANDSCAPING
Planting a tree or climbing vine not only adds a little flavor to your 
home’s landscape; it can cool down your house when the sun beats 
down. Trees in the right spot can decrease your home’s energy use 
by up to 25 percent, according to DOE.

Plant deciduous trees—those that lose their leaves every year—to 
the south and west of your home, and you’ll gain shade in the sum-
mer and sunshine in the winter. A 6-foot, 8-inch deciduous tree will 
begin providing shade the first year, and it only gets cooler after that, 
reaching your roof line in five to 10 years, notes the DOE.

If you want shade all the time or need to block wind, choose 
evergreens. But when you’re preparing to choose your greenery, keep 
in mind that trees should never be planted underneath or too close 
to a power line. Call your electric cooperative to find out how far 
from lines you should plant, and then check out ArborDay.org to 
learn about the types of trees that are best for your home’s landscape.

SEAL AIR LEAKS
A home that feels cold and 
drafty in winter becomes hot 
and stuffy in summer. Tak-
ing time to seal air-leakage 
points around your house 
will offer cooler tempera-
tures and lower electric bills 
year-round.

Add caulk and weather 
stripping around doors 
and windows, and check 
where walls meet ceilings 
and floors. Also check items 
such as recessed canister 
lights and air barriers near 
your insulation—sealing up 
the cracks and joists in your 
attic will help your insula-
tion do its job.
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Regular maintenance for your air 
conditioner, including changing 
the filter, will help it run more 
efficiently.

YOUR ELECTRIC CO-OP IS A RESOURCE
As you work this summer to beat the heat, don’t forget about 
using your local electric cooperative’s home energy audit pro-
gram (see p. 25 in most editions) to help find more savings. 
You can also visit TogetherWeSave.com to find out how little 
measures around the house add up to big energy savings. 

14 percent more efficient.
Once you’ve determined whether your air conditioner is the cor-

rect size or have chosen a new one, start adjusting the settings to 
maximize efficiency. Use the “auto” function instead of keeping the 
fan running all the time. Regular maintenance to keep it in good 
working order is a good idea, as is checking and changing the air 
filter regularly.

Also, set your thermostat as high as you can while maintaining 
your comfort level—the smaller the difference between indoor air 
and the great outdoors, the lower your cooling costs will be. And 
make sure to rearrange your furniture so that appliances that put 
out a lot of heat aren’t near the thermostat.
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PROGRAMMABLE THERMOSTATS
A programmable thermostat can save you big bucks if it fits your 
lifestyle. “This type of unit will turn your temperature up automati-
cally during times of the day you specify. But if you purchase one, 
it’s important to take the next step and program it—a step many 

people fail to take.
“A programmable thermostat is 

an excellent tool to improve your 
home’s energy efficiency, but you 
have to actually program it, and then 
you have to leave it alone,” says Brian 
Sloboda, senior program manager for 
the Cooperative Research Network. 

“Fiddling with the settings won’t help—but getting the settings to 
where you’re comfortable when you’re home and then forgetting 
about it will really help with energy savings.”

Programmable thermostats are best for people who regularly leave 
their homes (without pets inside) for at least eight hours at a time.

Energy-Saving Appliance Tips
CloThES WAShEr Wash your laundry with cold water 
whenever possible, using cold water laundry detergents. To 
save water, try to wash full loads or, if you must wash a partial 
load, reduce the level of water appropriately.

Water heating accounts for about 90 percent of the energy 
your machine uses to wash clothes—only 10 percent goes to 
electricity used by the washer’s motor.

Switching to cold water can save the average household more 
than $40 annually (with an electric water heater) and more 
than $30 annually (with a gas water heater).

Washing full loads can save more than 3,400 gallons of 
water each year.

CloThES DryEr Don’t overdry your clothes. If your dryer 
has a moisture sensor that automatically turns the machine off 
when clothes are done, use it. 

One of the easiest ways to increase drying efficiency is to 
clean the lint trap before each and every load.

It’s easy to overdry clothes if one setting is used for various 
fabrics. Try to dry loads made up of similar fabrics, so the entire 
load dries as the cycle ends. 

DiShWAShErS Rinsing dishes can use up to 20 gallons 
of water before the dishes are loaded. Instead, scrape food off 
dishes. Energy Star-qualified dishwashers and detergents are 
designed to do the cleaning so you don’t have to.

If dirty dishes sit overnight, use the dishwasher’s rinse feature. 
It uses a fraction of the water needed to hand rinse.

Most dishwashers use about the same amount of energy and 
water regardless of the number of dishes inside, so run full loads 
whenever possible. Select the no-heat drying option. It gives 
good drying results with less energy.

MiCroWAvE Use a microwave or toaster oven to reheat or 
cook small portions. 

Reduce cooking energy by as much as 80 percent when using 
a microwave for small portions. This also helps save on sum-
mer air-conditioning costs, since less heat is generated when 
compared to using a stove or oven.

ovEn rAngE Use the right sized pot on stove burners. A 
6-in. pot on an 8-in. burner wastes more than 40 percent of 
the burner’s heat. Also, cover pots and pans to keep heat in.

Using the right sized pot on stove burners can save about 
$36 annually for an electric range, or $18 for gas. 

rEfrigErATorS Keep your refrigerator at 35 to 38 degrees 
F and place it in a cool place away from a heat source such as 
an oven, a dishwasher, or direct sunlight.
• Allow air circulation behind the fridge.
• Keep the condenser coils clean if it’s an older model. Read 
the user’s manual to learn how to safely clean coils. Coil clean-
ing brushes can be purchased at most hardware stores.
• Make sure seals around the door are airtight. If not, replace 
them. 
• Minimize the amount of time the refrigerator door stays open.

Source: ENERGY STAR
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Linda Wacyk is a regular 
Country Lines freelance 

writer, educator, grandmother 
and content empty-nester. 

It’s July…do you know where your kids are? 
According to a new report, too many 

are indoors, eating junk, and losing 
ground in school. 

Pointing to a century’s worth of research, 
the authors of “Healthy Summers for Kids: 
Turning Risk into Opportunity,” reveal that 
while summer may seem like a time when 
kids are particularly healthy and active, evi-
dence shows that in a country with an obesity 
epidemic, summer is a season when K–12 
students are gaining more weight as well as 
falling further behind in learning. 

The problem is even more pronounced in 
poor communities, where fewer young people 
have opportunities to learn and practice 
essential skills. While most kids lose about 
two months of grade level equivalency in 
mathematical computation skills, low-income 
youth also lose more than two months in 
reading achievement, despite the fact that 

their middle-class peers make slight gains.
During the summer months, today’s 

families face multiple, interrelated chal-
lenges, which are magnified for low-income 
families. Parents struggle to find and pay 
for high-quality summer care for their kids.  
Many also lack access to healthy meals and 
safe places to play outdoors, causing young 
people’s health to actually decline in summer 
as compared to the school year. 

The report’s authors find that summer 
learning programs have an important role to 
play in reversing negative health and nutri-
tion patterns in support of their academic 
mission. Yet many families—especially in 
rural areas—lack access to formal summer 
learning programs. 

Stop the Summer Brain Drain
So, what can families and communities do 
to prevent learning loss and promote healthy 
bodies, while also giving kids time to relax 
and enjoy summer? I went to the experts—

teachers and par-
ents—who offered 
their top 10 tips:

1. Read, read, 
read! There is 
no simpler, more 
enjoyable way to keep that brain in gear. Your 
local library can be one of your best resources 
for plugging kids into the appropriate grade-
level reading books and encouraging reading 
with the help of  summer reading programs. 

2. Volunteer. Help out at a local veterinar-
ian’s office, nature center, church or museum.

3. Grow a garden. Journal about it and 
learn to cook some of the harvest.

4. Find a teacher. Summer classes can 
boost the skills of struggling learners or 
enrich and accelerate learning in areas 
where kids show a special interest. Choose 
from formal summer programs, private 
tutors or go cyber! The options for online 

learning get better every year, and they 
can be a great option for learners who are 
reluctant to participate in large groups.  
Check out the GRASP program—a nine 
week correspondence program written by 
Grand Rapids Public Schools staff in math 
and reading. Kids who have completed grades 
K-8 can receive a packet of materials for the 
nine weeks of summer, and mail in a lesson 
a week. Any family can join the program, 
even if they are from a non-GRASP school. 
grpublicschools.org/grasp

5. Learn a new language! Involve the 
whole family with an online tool such as 
Rosetta Stone.

6. Keep math in mind. Since kids lose 
more math skills than anything else over 
the summer, try to do some special plan-
ning to find math-related activities. Buy 
math workbooks and play games that use 
math and numeracy skills. And if you have 
a choice between summer classes in “Puppet 
Theater” or “Math Magic,” choose the math.

7. Join 4-H. Clubs are located in every 
corner of Michigan, involving more than 
200,000 youth (aged 5 to 19) from major 
cities, suburbs, towns and rural communi-
ties. Call 888-MSUE-4MI (1-888-678-
3464) and enter the first five letters of your 
county’s office. Ask to speak with someone 
about joining 4-H.

8. Go to camp! Every kid should spend 
time at camp. Michigan organizations offer 
hundreds of camps on most any theme and 
in every price range, and some even offer 
financial help or scholarships for attending. 
Google it or search kidscamps.com/sum-
mer_camps/michigan-summer-camps.html 

9. Take day trips. Low-cost day trips not 
only get the kids outside, but are a great way 
to keep them learning through lazy summer 
days. Get kids involved in planning mileage, 
routes, gas consumption, and other parts of 
any trips you take. Then, make a journal 
or photo gallery about the trip. If you can 
afford to travel farther, visit a place your child 
has read about or will be learning about in 
the coming year. It’s a great way to prepare 
students for upcoming studies and actively 
engage in their summer trips.

10. Go online—with limits. The internet 
provides a wealth of free or low-cost websites  
that will stimulate learning in many topic 
areas. Some libraries also offer computers for 
public use. Try pbskids.org and nbclearn.com

Above all, maintain a balance of down-time 
and planned learning. Kids need to unwind 
and enjoy the summer, but it’s smart to keep 
their bodies and brains active and in shape 
for a new school year—and for life! 

Summer Fitness for 
Bodies and Brains
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Resources
“Healthy Summers for Kids: Turning Risk into Opportunity” –
summerlearning.org/resource/resmgr/Healthy_Summers_/NSLA_Healthy_Summers_for_Kid.pdf 

Summer Learning Tip sheet – summerlearningcampaign.org/about/Parent_Tips_BW.pdf
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James Dulley    |   HOUSE & HOME

James Dulley is a nationally 
recognized mechanical engineer 

writing about home energy 
issues for the National Rural 

Electric Cooperative Association.

Q:We have an old, inefficient electric resistance furnace. I have heard there 
are some new types of heat pumps that use a big water tank and don’t need 
backup heat. How do these systems work, and are they efficient?

The following companies offer reverse 
cycle chiller systems:

Aqua Products
800-840-4264 • aquaproducts.us

Multiaqua
864-850-8990 • multiaqua.com

Unico System
800-527-0896 • unicosystem.com

If you have a question for Jim, please 
email jdulley@countrylines.com, or mail 
to James Dulley, Michigan Country Lines, 
2859 W. Jolly Rd., Okemos, MI 48864. Be 
sure to let us know which electric co-op 
you receive service from. 

Visit dulley.com for more home 
improvement and do-it-yourself tips.

A: Although electric resistance heat-
ing can be relatively expensive 
to operate, it is 100 percent effi-

cient—that means all the electricity you pay 
for ends up heating your house. With a gas or 
oil furnace, you lose some heat out the flue. 
The problem with electric resistance heating 
is that it costs more to produce 1 Btu from 
electricity than it does by burning fossil fuels.

A heat pump can produce 3 Btu of heat for 
your house for each 1 Btu on your electric 
bill. This is because the heat pump does not 
create heat directly. It uses a compressor, coils 
and other equipment to draw heat from the 
outdoor air and pump it into your house.

The heat pump system you asked about 
is called a reverse cycle chiller. It basically 
uses a standard high-efficiency heat pump 
to produce heat during winter and cool air 
in the summer. A typical air-source heat 
pump heats or cools a refrigerant that flows 
directly through an indoor coil. Air blows 
over the coil to heat or cool your house. A 
reverse cycle chiller heats or cools water in a 
small (20- to 40-gallon) insulated tank. The 
water then flows through the indoor coil. 
The entire system will cost 15 percent to 20 
percent more to install than a standard heat 
pump/electric furnace combination.

The output capacity of a typical heat pump 
is sized for the cooling Btu requirements of 
the house. In most parts of the U.S., the heat-
ing Btu requirements are greater. To make 
up the difference, a backup electric resistance 
furnace is required during very cold periods. 
As the outdoor temperature drops, the heat 
output of the heat pump also drops just as 
the heating needs of your house increase.

You might think you could install a larger 
capacity heat pump to provide enough heat 
for your house even on very cold days. This 
would be possible with an air-source heat 
pump, but it would not work well in the 
air-conditioning mode. An oversized air con-
ditioner results in short cycles, indoor tem-
perature swings, and poor dehumidification.

Hot Water Can Heat Homes
Using a reverse cycle chiller with your home’s heat pump can be a less 
costly alternative to supplemental resistance heating.

The primary advantage of a reverse cycle 
chiller is it transfers heat to an insulated water 
tank. This allows you to install a heat pump 
with an extra large capacity for adequate heat-
ing even in cold weather without the associ-
ated summertime cooling issues. Many of the 
major HVAC manufacturers’ heat pumps can 
be used with a reverse cycle chiller system.

During summer, this large heat pump cool-
ing capacity chills the water in the insulated 
tank to 40 degrees or so. The chilled water 
is run through a coil in the blower system, 
which cools and dehumidifies indoor air just 
like a standard heat pump. The heat pump 
can cycle on and off as needed to chill the 
water in the tank independently of the indoor 
blower. Therefore the blower can run as long 
as needed to provide comfort and efficiency.

Another key advantage of having the 
heated water tank is its wintertime defrost 
mode. A heat pump regularly switches to 
the cooling mode to defrost ice that collects 
on the outdoor condenser coils. During this 
time, expensive electric resistance heat comes 
on or chilly air blows out the registers. 

With a reverse cycle chiller, the heat to 
defrost the coils comes from the heated 

water tank so warm air continues to blow 
out the registers. During regular operation, 
the temperature of the air coming out the 
registers is also warmer than with a typical 
air-source heat pump.

In addition to eliminating or greatly reduc-
ing the use of backup resistance heating, a 
reverse cycle chiller provides options for 
efficient heating. Because the heat is coming 
from the insulated water tank, you can select 
different types of heating for different rooms. 
The hot water can be piped through a heat 
exchanger (fan coil) and typical ductwork to 
produce heated air.

It may be more efficient and comfortable 
in some rooms to use radiant floor heating. 
For this heating method, the hot water flows 
through pipes in the floor. This is one of 
the most efficient heating methods because 
you can feel comfortable at a lower room air 
temperature. This option is more feasible 
for new construction, but it can be used if 
you have a basement providing access to the 
underside of the floor above.

During summer, an optional refrigeration 
heat reclaimer (similar to a geothermal desu-
perheater) can be used. Instead of the heat 
pump exhausting the heat to the outdoor air 
in the cooling mode, it can be used to heat 
your domestic hot water for free.

During winter, the heat pump can be used 
to heat your domestic hot water in addition 
to the house.

This reverse cycle system compressor unit is 
mounted on top of the heat exchanger to 
transfer heat to the water.
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Building, Planting or Playing? 
Stay Clear of Power lines

E lectric utility workers see some new 
homes and other structures built in odd 
places—a home with the roof less than 

8 feet from an existing power line; a swim-
ming pool or barn right underneath a line.

“When you think about a builder haul-
ing in materials and working in those areas, 
and then folks using the pool or getting too 
close to the roof, it’s pretty scary,” says Joe 
McElroy, safety director for the Michigan 
Electric Cooperative Association.

So, whether you’re a contractor or a do-it-
yourselfer, use extra caution while working 
near overhead lines (never get closer than 10 
feet), and consider their location in you’re 
planning. Also, call Alger Delta Co-op (906-
428-4141 or 1-800-562-0950) to let them 
know when you’re planning to work within 
10 feet of power lines.

“Electricity flows through metal, wood, 
water and many other conducting materi-
als, including human beings—all in an 
effort to reach the ground,” McElroy adds. 
“Small birds can sit on power lines unhurt 

because they don’t create a path 
to the ground, but you and your 
ladder do.”

Further, a power line doesn’t 
have to be touched to be dan-
gerous. Unless you are qualified 
to work around power lines, you 
should stay at least 10 feet away, or 
more. Since overhead lines are not insulated, 
touching a line or an object in contact with 
it can result in serious injury, or even death. 
Stay away, and contact your electric co-op. 

The U.S. Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration advises that the best protec-
tion is lots of space. Don’t operate equip-
ment around overhead lines unless you are 
authorized and trained to do so. Other safety 
tips include:
u Use a nonconductive fiberglass ladder. 
u If objects (scaffolds, cranes) must be 

moved near the lines, appoint a worker whose 
only job is to observe the clearance between 
the lines and the object and warn others if 
that distance is not maintained.

u Never touch any downed 
power line, and never assume 

fallen lines are dead.
   If you are in a vehicle that con-

tacts with a power line, don’t leave the 
vehicle. As long as you stay inside and avoid 
touching outside metal, you should avoid 
an electrical hazard. If you need to exit to 
summon help or because of fire, jump out 
without touching any wires or the exterior, 
keep your feet together, and hop to safety.

What do yard sale signs, basketball hoops, satellite dishes 
and birdhouses have in common? They’re often found 
illegally attached to utility poles. But this isn’t just a crime 
of inconvenience. Safety issues caused by unapproved 
pole attachments put the lives of lineworkers and the 
public in peril.

Your local electric co-op line crews climb utility poles 
at all hours of the day and night, in the worst conditions, 
so anything attached to them can create serious hazards. 
Sharp objects like nails, bolts, tacks, staples or barbed wire 
can also puncture rubber gloves and other safety equip-
ment, making lineworkers vulnerable to electrocution.

Co-op lineworkers have even reported poles used as 
support legs for deer stands, lights and carports. Any 
person placing items on poles also comes dangerously 
close to energized power lines with thousands of volts 
of energy pulsing overhead. 

Unauthorized pole attachments also violate the 
National Electrical Safety Code. Utilities strictly follow 

this code, so please help keep lineworkers—and members of your community and 
family—safe. Don’t attach any of these dangerous items to utility poles.

Fixtures not belonging to the co-op or another utility will be removed by line 
personnel, and the co-op is not responsible for any losses if an item is damaged 
or destroyed during removal.

A power 
line doesn’t 
have to be 

touched to be 
dangerous.

Teach Kids Safety, Too
Kids often don’t understand the outdoor 
dangers of electricity, but making them 
aware of overhead lines and these rules 
can help: 
p Never play or climb trees near power 

lines.
p Never climb a utility pole or tower. 
p Never fly kites or model planes near 

trees and overhead lines. If a toy gets stuck 
in a tree near the lines, don’t climb to 
get it. Call your local electric co-op or 
utility for help. 
p Don’t play on or around pad-mounted 

electrical equipment (usually green boxes). 
p Never go into an electric substation—

not even to rescue a pet or retrieve a toy. 
Substations contain deadly, high-voltage 
equipment. Call your electric co-op or 
area utility instead. 
p Use caution before plugging in a radio 

or electrical gadgets outdoors. Keep all 
electrical appliances at least 10 feet away 
from hot tubs, pools, ponds, puddles 
and wet surfaces.
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ENERGY STAR®appliances: Feel-good purchases
Dishwasher on the fritz? Need a new refrigerator? 
Dryer not working? Take advantage of $10–$50
Energy Optimization rebates on qualifying energy 
efficient appliances. View incentives online.

Online: michigan-energy.org     Phone: 877.296.4319  

Energy Optimization programs and incentives are applicable to Michigan service locations only. 
Other restrictions may apply. For a complete list of participating utilities, visit michigan-energy.org.

ENERGY TIP: Use up to 75% less energy 
with ENERGY STAR products.

Remember your grandparents’ kitchen 
and living room? Now picture your 
current home. What differences come 

to mind? Lime green and turquoise appliances 
have given way to black, white and stainless 
steel. Console TVs have become flat screens. 
And, energy use is more important than ever 
since more appliances and electronic devices 
are part of today’s homes.

Energy efficient merchandise offers con-
venience and helps you manage your energy 
use. Energy Star® products provide the same 
features that you’re already used to, but can 
use up to 75 percent less energy than stan-
dard models.

What is Energy Star?
Energy Star began 20 years ago as a joint effort 
between the U.S. Department of Energy and 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 
This voluntary labeling program promotes 
energy efficient products. Computers and 
monitors were the first products to earn the 
Energy Star label. 

Today, there are 60 Energy Star product 
categories—from lightbulbs to refrigerators—

and over 300 million qualified products are 
sold each year. In addition, 2,200 private 
employers manufacture these products, 
providing jobs and helping customers save 
energy.

To use the Energy Star label, a product  must:
l Contribute significant energy savings.
l Deliver features and performance that 

customers demand.
l Back up energy savings claims with 

testing.
In short, Energy Star is a trusted brand 

for quality products that use less 
energy. Energy efficiency products 
are among the few products on the 
market that pay you back over time.

Rebates
While Energy Star-qualified prod-
ucts often cost more than standard 
versions, the initial investment is 
almost always recouped by the long-
term savings that result. Rebates can 
also help offset the up-front cost. 
Alger Delta Electric Co-op offers 
cash-back rebates on qualifying 

efficiency products, including Energy Star. 
Learn more at michigan-energy.org.

Shop On
If a lightbulb burns out or your fridge is on 
the fritz, give Energy Star a chance. For more 
ways to save energy, check out Alger Delta 
Electric Co-op’s other Energy Optimization 
programs.

online: michigan-energy.org
Call: 877-296-4319 

Energy Star® Products Can Bring Out 
the Best in Your Home

Sample Energy Efficiency Products Rebate

 CFLs, LEDs, LED Holiday Lights In-store discount

 CFL or LED Light Fixtures $15-20

 Smart Power Strip $20

 Room Air Conditioner $20

 Dehumidifier $20

 Refrigerator $20

 Clothes Dryer $25

 Dishwasher $20

 Clothes Washer $50

 Low Flow Aerator Kits $10



RAMBLINGS    |   Mike Buda

Mike Buda is editor 
emeritus of Country Lines. 
Email Mike at mbuda@

countrylines.com or comment 
on his columns at 

countrylines.com/column/
ramblings

I s it time for a garage sale?
My wife Barb and I have asked each 

other that question for the last 10 years 
and though we’ve agreed we need to 

get rid of a lot of stuff, we haven’t pulled 
the trigger. So, stuff keeps piling up. (No, 
we’re not hoarders—yet.)

We’ve got to clean out the basement.
And the garage. 
And the attic above the garage. 
And the garden shed. 
And the closets.
I took a quick inventory of stuff that we 

should get rid of but may disagree about. 
Cedar-lined hope chests, large and small, 

inherited from parents and family friends. 
An 18-speed Fuji bicycle bought in 1978—
heavy by today’s standards but still a nice 
bike (I should take it for a spin).

Piles of wood in several places: 2x4s, 
4x4s, plywood, treated planks, oak trim 
with nail holes (I wonder if I should put it 
back up?), lattice for the deck. 

Metal tubing used on a kids’ play gym 
that I tore down long ago, a door for a 
1991 Mazda RX-7, old windows, and one 
of those tiny spare tires. 

Stationary and portable table saws (I 
don’t know which one to keep), a double-
bed headboard and frame, several wooden 
screen doors meant to be a simple means 
of creating a screened-in porch (seemed 
like a good idea at the time). 

A chain saw with a bent bar, a gas-pow-
ered, broken leaf shredder and wood chip-
per, several speaker sets for various music 
systems, a couple of large plate mirrors (I 
don’t dare break them up), several some-
what broken bird feeders, an old sump 
pump that probably still works. 

Various insulation panels, aluminum 
siding panels and vinyl trim, shingles 
left over from roofing projects, extra rain 
gutters. 

A set of old golf clubs, badminton and 
croquet sets, He-Man© toys (apparently 
we’re supposed to keep these), playthings 

for a pool we no longer have, cross-coun-
try skis (the long, narrow kind) with boots.

A set of painted end tables designed for 
the ‘70s.

And then, there are clothes, mostly mine 
from my work life: suits and ties I’ll never 
wear again. Life sure is easier when you 
only wear jeans, or shorts and polo and 
t-shirts. 

Stuff has been piling up in those spaces 
for 35 years. It’s been passed on by parents 
and aunts who wanted us to have it. Left 
by kids who moved on. Accumulated by 
us, kept because we might need it some-
day-or haven’t used it enough to justify 
getting rid of it, if that makes any sense.

If we had moved a few times in the past 
35 years, we probably would have ditched 
some things with each move, but didn’t 
and haven’t, so it keeps piling up. I worry 
that our sons will have to deal with all this 
stuff if we don’t do something about it. 

A friend is wondering what to do with 
all of his mother’s china, passed down 
through generations, which no one in the 
family wants.

Every time my parents moved, from 
Ironwood to Mason to Minneapolis and 
to assisted living, they got rid of stuff. So, 
now there’s not much left for their kids to 
worry about.

Believe me, none of this stuff is going 
to make it to Antiques Roadshow. Maybe 
people from the American Pickers TV 
show will come and buy it all, but I’m not 
holding my breath.

Usually, when we want to get rid of 
something that really has no value, we put 
it next to the road and tape a “FREE” sign 
on it. Sometimes, we don’t even bother 
with the sign. People take it anyway. I 
don’t know if that’s considered theft. We’ve 
gotten rid of broken lawnmowers and 
snowblowers, a 30-year-old TV, old win-
dows and doors, lawn and inside furniture, 
a broken shop vacuum.

We play a game to guess how long it will 

take for someone to haul it away. I don’t 
think any of those free things has lasted 
longer than a couple of hours out front. 
The record is 20 minutes. I’m glad some-
one can use this stuff.

If we lived a little further south, we 
could join Michigan’s Longest Garage Sale, 
which  stretches along the entire route 
of U.S.-12 from Detroit to Coldwater 
to New Buffalo, from Lake Erie to Lake 
Michigan. This year it runs from Aug. 
10-12. (Get a map at us12heritagetrail.
org.) Hundreds of homes, farms and busi-
nesses along the mostly country road will 
be selling everything from antiques, col-
lectibles, furniture and dishware to fresh 
garden produce and homemade jams and 
jellies. There will be live entertainment 
along the way. Maybe even more interest-
ing than the “junk” are the people you’ll 
meet along the drive.

The U.S.-12 Heritage Trail has been 
used since prehistoric times. Near Saline 
and parallel to the highway, paleontolo-
gists from the University of Michigan have 
excavated portions of the longest mast-
odon trailway ever found, suggesting that 
game animals were using the corridor over 
10,000 years ago. The indigenous people 
of Michigan who hunted the animals 
followed.

In 1825, the U.S. government appro-
priated $3,000 for a federal highway, the 
second in the nation, which was laid out 
along an ancient Indian trail. Maintained 
by federal, state and local governments, 
the highway has been used ever since. 
Some of the stuff in the garage sale may be 
as old as the highway.

But we don’t live there, so we will resort 
to other means. Some things will go to 
Goodwill, some we’ll put on Craigslist, the 
rest will wait for a garage sale. Whenever.

Too Much Stuff

Photo – Dreamstime.com



Bosch Geothermal systems use the energy from the earth to effi ciently 
and cost effectively heat and cool your home. You can save up to 
70% on energy bills and with a 30% Federal Tax Credit, it’s more 
affordable than ever. Now, when you register your Bosch Geothermal 

Heat Pump online, you’re eligible to win a free Bosch ENERGY STAR® rated dishwasher! 
Visit www.geothermalenergymi.com.

 American
Energy?
 It’s right under your feet.

Copyright © 2012 Bosch Thermotechnology Corp. All rights reserved.



We Get Our Power From You.

How a Co-op Works For You.

Your electric cooperative is a special organization. Instead of out-of-town stockholders, 
we’re owned by the people we serve. Instead of sending money out of town, we give 
back to the communities we serve. Most important, our consumers are our source of 
power and direction. You see, we’re not just your electric service. We’re your friends and 
neighbors. From the lineworkers to the board of directors. That’s why all of us here at 
your electric co-op work so hard to deliver the best and most affordable electric service 
possible. We know that we can’t deliver electricity 
without getting the power from you.

We Get Our Power From You.


