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Multiple providers involved in powering your home.

When large-scale power out-
ages occur as a result of a 
major storm, consumers 
get it. We’re not 

necessarily happy about it, but 
we get it. When they occur for 
no easy-to-see reason, we tend to 
be a little less understanding and 
patient through the process.  

Sunday, March 3, posed the 
latter challenge for your electric 
co-op. We had recovered from 
one winter storm and were await-
ing the next system, but it was a 
quiet weather evening. Yet at 7 
p.m., about 4,800 Midwest members lost 
power and spent the better part of the next 
nine hours in cold, dark homes.  

We’re pretty darned good at dealing 
with outages on our distribution system. 
Our customer care team is top-notch with 
your calls and inquiries. Our lineworkers 
are patient and skilled in determining 
outage causes, and effective and efficient 
in restoration. And, our communications 
team is timely in providing information 
and updates through regional media and 
various online platforms.  

But, when you’re among the 4,800 
people suddenly without power for no 
apparent reason and no one can offer use-
ful information about why the power is 
out and when it might come back on, you 
get frustrated. 

I get that. 
Your co-op family gets frustrated when 

we can’t help impacted members make 
critical decisions about how to care for 
their own homes and families. That  Sunday 
night outage was on a transmission line 
that feeds four of our substations. When 
the subs went down, we were in immediate 
contact with the transmission provider, but 
were completely at their mercy for informa-
tion. It became abundantly clear through 
that long night that we have a very differ-
ent expectation and standard of care for 
our consumers. The outage was ultimately 
restored nearly nine hours later, but it was 
later Monday morning before we knew that 
equipment failure was the cause.  

There are a number of players and 

steps involved as electricity travels across 
the vast infrastructure, from the point 
of generation to the ultimate point of 

consumption. Once generated, 
power is delivered over national 
and regional transmission 
systems to our substations. We 
don’t operate these generation 
facilities or transmission services; 
we rely on partners for those 
processes and about 60 percent 
of your monthly bill is used to 
pay those partners.  

The distribution system is our 
piece of the delivery pie. Trans-

mission providers deliver power to our 
32 substations, and we deliver from there 
over our distribution system to your home 
or business. However, both transmission 
and distribution systems are comprised 
of poles, wires and other equipment vul-
nerable to environmental elements and 
failure due to age, technical or mechanical 
issues. When transmission outages occur, 
Midwest is dependent on that provider 
for information and restoration. Outages 
on our own distribution system, on the 
other hand, are managed by our own local 
team of employees, and typically allow us 
to be more immediately responsive to our 
 members. (Please see graphic on page  3.) 

Generation, transmission and distribu-
tion are very dependent operating systems 
that co-exist in very independent ways, 
although that was not always the case. Leg-
islation and regulation, intended to create 
a more competitive environment, ulti-
mately created a separation that is clearly 
reflected on today’s cumbersome electric 
bill, and in our ability to respond to mem-
ber needs.  

We take great pride and ownership 
in our approach to member service and 
communication, but over this night we 
simply could not provide what we did 
not have. A long outage certainly gives 
members a new appreciation for the value 
of their electricity, but we’re hoping that 
our everyday standard of reliability and 
member care are the yardsticks by which 
you measure the value of your co-op 
experience. 

Outage For No Reason?
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M idwest offers three easy ways (below) 
to report a power outage. Please do 
not use email or social media such 

as Facebook or Twitter to report our outage, 
as these platforms are not staffed 24/7. 

 By Phone:  Dial 800-492-5989 and when 
you hear the greeting, press “1” to access the 
reporting system and follow the prompts. 
NOTE: If we do not have a current phone 
number on your account, you will not be 
able to use this system. Please call 1-800-
492-5989 to update account information.

Our incoming lines are more than adequate 
for regular business, but may become overly 
taxed during an outage. If you receive a fast 
busy signal, it means all of our incoming lines 
are in use. Please hang up and try later, or 
use a different method of outage reporting. 

 By Text:  Register at TeamMidwest.com  
(no time like the present!) by clicking on 
the “Outage Texting” rotating ad on the 
homepage. You will be led through a short 
set-up and verification process and then be 
ready to text that next outage! (Once your 
outage text is received and verified, you will 
receive an “Outage Reported Successfully” 
message. A second message will be sent when 
the outage is restored.) All standard data and 
text messaging charges apply. 

 SmartHub App:  Your power outage can 
also be reported through your online account 
or our SmartHub mobile app. Simply log-in 
to your account and report it. 

To access this app on your mobile device, 
click on the SmartHub rotating ad at 
 TeamMidwest.com or search for SmartHub 
(provided by NISC) through your app store.

Learn About Current Outages
We provide regular updates to local media 
outlets to keep you informed about outages. 
The same updates are posted on the red 
emergency banner at TeamMidwest.com, 
and shared on our Facebook and Twitter 
accounts, which can be accessed by clicking 
the icons found at the top right side of our 
homepage. 

Our Outage Central map, also available 
on the homepage and in SmartHub, offers a 
snapshot of outages by zip code. You cannot 
reach an individual account on this tool (for 
your own safety!), but you can see the overall 
impact of a particular outage. 

Outage Reporting

How to plan ahead for storms
and outages – see page 23
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How To Send A LeTTer 
Readers are encouraged to 
submit thoughtful, courteously-
worded letters, and we print as 
many as possible in the space 
and time allowed.

Country Lines reserves the 
right to print letters at the 
publisher’s discretion, based 
on length, space and content, 
and to edit slightly for space and 
facts. Please limit comments to 
240 words or less. Submit by 
posting online at countrylines.
com, email gknudtson@meca.
coop, or mail to: Editor, Country 
Lines, 2859 W. Jolly Rd., Okemos, 
MI 48864.

How To CHAnGe YoUr 
mAiLinG AddreSS
Contact your electric co-op—
they maintain the mailing list. 
See page 2 for your co-op’s 
contact information.

Congratulations! If you’re like most Ameri-
cans, you recently filed your 2012 federal 
tax return. Since you’ve just completed that 

painstaking process, perhaps the last thing you 
want to think about right now is your 2013 taxes. 

But here’s why you should. There have been 
many changes to federal tax laws, and by doing 
the right planning today, you can eliminate a 
potentially unpleasant financial surprise when 
you file next year.

what You need To Know
Tax policy was altered on New Year’s Day with 
Congressional passage of the American Taxpayer 
Relief Act of 2012. While you should consult 
with your tax adviser for a total list of the revi-
sions, following are some highlights to be aware 
of. Please note all of these became effective on 
Jan. 1, 2013 (with some retroactive to 2012).

The deduction for certain types of expenses was 
extended to include the 2012 and 2013 tax years. 
This includes deductions for state and local taxes, 
educator expenses (i.e., the “teacher deduction”), 
qualified tuitions, and others.

Individual income tax rates that went into 
effect in 2001 and 2003 became permanent, 
which means no changes for folks in the 10, 15, 
25, 28, 33, and 35 percent tax brackets. How-
ever, the rate on taxable income for those earning 
$400,000 or above (single filers) and $450,000 
or more (for those married and filing jointly) has 
increased to 39.6 percent.

The capital gains tax rate increased from 15 
to 20 percent—but only for those with taxable 

incomes at or above $400,000 (single filers) and 
$450,000 (for those married and filing jointly). 
It remains at 15 percent for all others.

The law imposed limits on allowable itemized 
deductions on 2013 tax returns for individuals 
with incomes of $250,000 or more ($300,000-
plus for married couples filing jointly). 

The amount of income exempt from the Alter-
native Minimum Tax (AMT) has been set for 2012 
and will now be indexed for inflation each year, 
as determined by the Internal Revenue Service.

Any 2013 taxable wages that exceed $200,000 
are now subject to a 0.9 percent Medicare tax 
surcharge. This applies to individuals only, not 
employers.

The provision providing for a 2 percent reduc-
tion in FICA (i.e., Social Security) withholding 
amounts expired. This resulted in a reversion to 
the previous 6.2 percent withholding amount. 

what You Can do now
Check in with your tax adviser to see how the new 
tax laws affect you and the steps you should take 
to make sure that you are adequately prepared 
to file your 2013 taxes. While high-earners are 
affected the most, your tax professional can help 
position you more favorably for this current tax 
year, such as altering your pre-tax retirement plan 
contributions.

– Doreen Friel

This article is for informational purposes only, and is 
not intended to be tax advice. Consult a tax adviser 
for information specific to your situation.

We enjoyed reading about 
our association in your recent 
article (Feb.) “Shooting 
Preserves Extend Bird Season.” 
For those in Cass County 
and surrounding area, you 
don’t have to go far to find a 
pheasant shooting preserve. 
Curt Johnson, a director of 
the Michigan Game Bird 
Breeders and Hunting Preserve 
Association, has Rolling Hills 
Shooting Preserve just outside 
Marcellus.
     – Curt & Paula Johnson,  
Marcellus, Midwest Energy Co-op

Plan Ahead for 2013 Tax SeasonLetters & more
Reader comment, the 
next tax season, energy 
efficiency tips, and 
appliances. It’s all here 
on your Readers’ Pages.

don’t be fooled; any popping sound or 
smoke appearing when a CFL lightbulb 
burns out means that its end-of-life 

mechanism is working. And, despite confusion 
caused by an e-mail hoax circulating since April 
2010, these sounds signal the bulb is working 
safely in its final hours. Smoke, a popping noise, 
and even a slight odor are typical and do not pose 
a fire risk as claimed in the misleading e-mail.

According to Underwriters Laboratories, Inc. 
(UL®), an independent nonprofit firm that tests 
and sets standards for electrical items, about 130-
150 million CFLs are sold each year in the U.S. 
While the bulbs produce 75 percent less heat than 
incandescent bulbs, differences between them go 
deeper than the amount of heat released. As the 
first wave of CFLs begins reaching the end of 
their lifespan, consumers are learning the bulbs 

Lightbulbs die differently
die differently, too.

Most folks know tradi-
tional bulbs tend to burn 
out the same way: a pop, 
a flash, and, when shaken, 
the familiar rattle confirm-
ing the bulb needs to be changed. Sometimes the 
plastic at the base of a CFL will turn black, which 
is normal in most cases as safety standards require 
application of special flame-retardant plastics. 

“CFLs are one of the products we regularly test 
to specific requirements for electrical safety, fire, 
and shock hazards,” says John Drengenberg, UL 
consumer affairs manager. 

Look for the UL mark when buying CFLs, 
which means the product was investigated to 
specific safety requirements. For more informa-
tion, visit SafetyAtHome.com. 
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over the long run by choosing a model that’s 
more energy efficient, even if the purchase 
price is higher.

n Ask about special energy 
efficiency offers. Ask your 

salesperson or local elec-
tric cooperative about 
cash rebates, low-interest 
loans, or other incen-
tive programs in your 
area for energy-efficient 
product purchases—

and how you can qualify.
– Source: Federal Trade 

Commission

Try visiting
 TogetherWeSave.com 

to compare how updating 
appliances and making  

other changes around your 
home can impact your 

electric bill.

Source: Association 
of Home Appliance 

Manufacturers

Vacuum your refrigerator coils every 
three months to eliminate dirt buildup 
that reduces e�ciency and creates �re 
hazards. To clean condenser coils: 

Step 1: Unplug the refrigerator.

Step 2: Pull o� or unscrew the vent 
plate that protects the coils.

Step 3: Clean the coils with a 
vacuum hose, using a 
brush to wipe o� dust 
you can see.

Coils

Clean Cold Coils

Vacuum

Some new appliances feature the Energy 
Star® logo, which means that the appli-
ance is significantly more energy effi-

cient than the average comparable model. For 
an energy-smart deal on your next appliance, 
consider the following information:   
u  Read the EnergyGuide label (required 

for refrigerators, freezers, dishwashers, 
clothes washers, water heaters, and select 
HVAC systems).

u  Compare the energy use of competing 
models. 

u Estimate their differences in energy costs. 
u  Consider both purchase price and esti-

mated energy use when deciding which 
brand and model to buy.

Shopping Strategy 
n Select the size and style. Measure the 
space the appliance will occupy to be sure 
your new purchase will fit. Make sure that 
you’ll have enough room to open the door 
or lid fully and enough clearance for ventila-
tion. This may help you narrow your choices 
as you settle on the best capacity and style.

n Know where to shop. Appli-
ance outlets, electronics stores 
and local retailers carry different 
brands and models. Dealers also 
sell appliances through print 
catalogs and the internet.

n Compare the perfor-
mance of different brands 
and models. Ask to see the 
manufacturer’s product lit-
erature. Decide which fea-
tures are important to you. 
Ask questions about how 
the different models oper-
ate: Are they noisy? What 
safety features do they have? 
What about repair histories? 
How much water do they 
use? How energy efficient 
are they?

n estimate how much 
the appliance will cost to operate. The 
more energy an appliance uses, the more it 
will cost to run. Consult the EnergyGuide 
label to compare the energy use of different 

models. The difference 
on your monthly 
electric bill 
can be sig-
nificant, 
especially 
when consid-
ered over the 
10-to-20-year 
life of the 
appliance. You 
could save money

How to Buy an energy-
efficient Appliance 

Keep energy efficiency in mind as the ground thaws and you plan 
spring landscaping. Properly selected and planted trees, shrubs, and 
bushes can create a windbreak that lowers home heating bills in the 
winter and insulates your home year-round. Before you start, check on 
the right plants and techniques for your climate at EnergySavers.gov.

Source: U.S. Department of Energy



6   |   Michigan Countr y Lines

Districts 1, 2 and 5 are up for election in 2014.

YOUR CO-OP

Ben Russell
District 6

Colyne Sorsby
District 7

Harry Gentz
District 9

Directors Re-elected

B en Russell, district 6; Colyne Sorsby, 
district 7; and Harry Gentz, district 
9, were re-elected to new three-year 

terms on the Midwest Energy Board of 
Directors after running unopposed in the 
2013 election. 

Midwest Energy is governed by a nine-
member board, and each director is elected 
to serve a three-year term. Directors are 
elected by and represent members living in 
his or her district, and must reside in the 
district they represent. These are important 
roles as your directors make critical decisions 
on behalf of you and the other member-
owners of this cooperative. 

F ood. Gasoline. Even cell phone minutes. 
We pay for those and a score of other 
goods and services before we actually 

use them. Now, pay-as-you-go electric service, 
also called prepaid metering, is growing in 
popularity among members of your electric 
co-op—Midwest Energy—and some other 
electric co-ops.

Prepaid metering pro-
grams vary by provider, 
but all begin with con-
sumers paying for their 
kilowatt hours before using 
them. The Midwest Energy 
Cooperative system moni-
tors consumption and noti-
fies the user by phone and 
email when the account has three days of 
payments remaining, based on historical 
use. Participating members can also request 
notification based on a selected account 
balance. When the balance is low, there are 
multiple ways to add funds: in person at 
one of our district service centers, online at 
TeamMidwest.com, or over the phone. Ser-
vice is remotely disconnected if the account 
balance is depleted and reconnected when a 
payment is received.

Prepaying can offer a good solution for 
members who move around a lot, own rental 

properties, are in college or the military, or 
are facing financial difficulties. For starters, 
it eliminates the need for deposits, late fees, 
and disconnect and reconnect fees. 

Prepaying can also help consumers plan 
more accurate monthly budgets and make 
smaller, incremental payments. For example, 

if you only have $10 to put 
gas in your car, you pay 
$10. The same goes for 
prepaid electricity.

“Members are empow-
ered to manage electric 
use in a way that best suits 
their individual situation,” 
explains Candy Riem, 
Midwest’s vice president 

of marketing and member services. “Even 
better, when they use less energy it lowers 
demand on our entire system, which saves 
everyone money in the long run.”

Prepaid metering also helps streamline 
co-op operations. Employees previously 
tasked with disconnecting and reconnect-
ing a home’s electric service can be assigned 
elsewhere, as those procedures become 
automated. If folks are disconnected for 
non-payment, the remote setup lets hookups 
occur in a matter of minutes when payment 
is finally made. – Magen Howard

Prepaid Metering: 
Pay-As-You-Go Power

Three seats on 
the board of direc-
tors will be up for 
election next year. 
Members interested in serving on the 
board should contact the co-op at 800-
492-5989 for information. Official elec-
tion information will be included in the 
November/December issue of Michigan 
Country Lines.

In 2014, Districts 1, 2 and 5 will be up 
for election. 

District 1 is currently represented by Jerry 
Campbell of Decatur and includes Hamil-
ton, Decatur, Porter, Volina, Marcellus and 

For more information 
or to sign up for the 

program, please 
contact Midwest 

Energy’s Customer 
Care Department at 

800-492-5989.

Statement of 
Nondiscrimination 

Midwest Energy Cooperative is the recipi-
ent of Federal financial assistance from the 
Rural Utilities Services, an agency of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, and is subject to 
the provisions of Title VI of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, as amended, Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended, the 
Age Discrimination Act of 1975, as amended, 
and the rules and regulations of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture which provide 
that no person in the United States on the 
basis of race, color, national origin, age, or 
handicap shall be excluded from participa-
tion in, admission to or access to, denied the 
benefits of, or otherwise be subjected to 
discrimination under any of this organiza-
tion’s programs or activities.

The person responsible for coordinating 
this organization’s nondiscrimination com-
pliance efforts is Robert L. Hance, president 
& CEO. Any individual or specific class of 
individuals who feels that this organization 
has subjected them to discrimination may 
obtain further information about the stat-
utes and regulations listed above from and/
or file a written complaint with this organi-
zation; or the Secretary, U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, Washington, D.C. 20250; or 
the Administrator, Rural Utilities Service, 
Washington, D.C. 20250. Complaints must 
be filed within 180 days after the alleged 
discrimination. Confidentiality will be main-
tained to the extent possible.

Penn townships. 
Jim Dickerson of Bloomingdale is the cur-

rent director in District 2, which includes 
Silver Creek, Pipestone, Bainbridge, Keeler, 
Coloma, Watervliet, Hartford, Lawrence, 
Paw Paw, Waverly, Arlington, Bangor, 
Covert and Bloomingdale townships. 

The current District 5 director is John 
Green of Dowagiac. District 5 includes 
Milton, Howard, Pokagon, LaGrange and 
Wayne townships.
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Midwest in the Community

W e believe in doing what we can, 
individually and as a family 
of employees, to strengthen 
and support the communities 

in which we live, work and serve. Follow-
ing are some of the ways Midwest Energy 
employees impacted our communities over 
the last few months. 

Blood Drive
In February, Midwest Energy hosted a blood 
drive through Michigan Blood for employees 
in the Cassopolis office. A total of 22 pints 
was donated with 33 registered employ-
ees, including (1) Nicky Adam, mapping 
technician. 

Michigan Blood is an independent, non-
profit blood bank that provides blood for 38 
hospitals across Michigan’s Lower Peninsula. 
The organization, founded in 1955, collects 
over 115,000 blood donations each year at 
nine permanent donation sites and over 
3,700 mobile blood drives statewide. 

Walk for Warmth
On a cold Saturday morning in late Febru-
ary, several hundred walkers representing 
26 teams took to the Adrian streets for 
the inaugural Lenawee County Walk for 
Warmth. Midwest Energy Cooperative and 
Touchstone Energy®, in partnership with 
a host of local service providers organized 
through the regional Community Action 
Agency (CAA), sponsored the event raising 
more than $16,000 for the CAA’s unre-
stricted utility assistance program. 

Midwest provided all participants with 
a commemorative Walk for Warmth fleece 
scarf, (2) modeled by team members Patty 
Clark (left), community development spe-
cialist, and Pam Myers, technical billing 
support specialist. 

M idwest Energy Cooperative is 
committed to providing mem-
bers with reliable electricity and 

high levels of customer care and service. 
Your thoughts and opinions about the 
cooperative help us to better serve you. 

In April and May, we will work with 
the National Rural Electric Cooperative 
Association Market Research Services to 
complete a member satisfaction survey. 
Members will be selected randomly for 
participation and surveys will be admin-

istered by phone and email.  All informa-
tion collected is confidential and will not 
be shared with any outside entities. If you 
are contacted, we greatly appreciate a few 
minutes of your time to share your opin-
ions about your cooperative experience.

We strive to provide all members with 
safe, reliable electricity and a superior cus-
tomer service experience. By participat-
ing in the survey, you will help us make 
decisions that benefit you, your family 
and your neighbors. 

Scan this with your QR reader to visit 
our online photo album and see 
more photos from these and other 
“Midwest in the Community” events.

Your Survey Participation Counts!

Giving back to our 
communities is one of the 
core values of your co-op. 

2

1
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T here are a lot of ways to make a name 
for yourself as an angler: catching 
record fish, winning fishing tourna-
ments, designing productive lures, 

even writing about the experience.
But Bob Miskowski didn’t do it any 

of those ways. Miskowski became one of 
Michigan’s legendary anglers simply by 
catching fish.

A 70-year-old retired maintenance man 
who lives in rural Lenawee County, Mis-
kowski is known statewide by the “Bluegill 
Bob” moniker that he was given by a Depart-
ment of Natural Resources fisheries biologist 
over 20 years ago. And though he’s carried 
the nickname around for so long, he’s still 
surprised when another angler pulls up to him 
on the lake and asks: “Are you Bluegill Bob?”

Miskowski says his first recollections of 
fishing are as a 6-year-old accompanying 
his father on the ice. His predilection for 

ing for everything from 
suckers to salmon, Mis-
kowski seems to always 
gravitate back to blue-
gills.

“You can always 
catch bluegills,” he 
explains. “You may not 
catch a lot of them, 
but you always catch 
some—always. With bass 
or pike or walleye, you 
can fish all day long some-
times and get skunked, 
but with bluegills, that just 
doesn’t happen.

“They’re fun to catch, too. 
They fight as well as any fish in 
the lake. And they’re good eat-
ing—ask anybody.”

Miskowski begins the season as soon 

Box,” in which he carries a lantern for keep-
ing his hands warm. Miskowski dislikes ice 
shanties or shelters—“I want to be out on 
the ice and be able to pick up and go and 
where I can move around,” he says. That’s a 
big part of his strategy; he begins the day by 
drilling a number of holes and rarely spends 
more than a couple of fishless minutes at one 
before he moves on.

It’s a fairly rare day that Miskowski doesn’t 
bring back his limit of fish for the fryer. It 
used to be a rare day that he didn’t fish, too, 
though he admits that as the aches and pains 
of advancing age make their presence known, 
he’s down to fishing three or four days a week 
now—anytime the water is open or the ice 
isn’t unsafe.

“I used to fish every day, and sometimes 
twice a day, except on Sunday,” adds Mis-
kowski, a deeply religious Christian, who 
signs off on the telephone with “God bless.”

“On Sunday,” he says, “I go to church.”

Bob Gwizdz is an avid 
outdoor writer featured in 
many hunting and fishing 

publications. 

       You can always catch bluegills.   
                You may not catch a lot of them, but  
                            you always catch some—always.
piscatorial pursuits is in his genes, he says.

“My father taught me everything I know,” 
he says, proudly. “He was a heckuva fisher-
man, and so were his brothers.”

Truth is, Miskowski started picking up tips 
from other anglers, fishing magazines, and 
even developed a different style of fishing 
than the rest of his family while he was still 
in single digits. He has refined his style over 
the years, until he established his reputation as 
one of the best bluegill fishermen anywhere.

First, he said, he started using simple flies 
instead of the standard hooks and worms used 
among panfish anglers. Instead of a bobber, 
he uses a heavier plastic practice plug, which, 
while still floating, allows him to cast much 
further distances than a lightweight bobber. 
As a result, it covers more water and presents 
his bait to more fish. While the heavier float 
doesn’t submerge like a light cork when a fish 
bites, he just watches for any unusual motion 
and then sets the hook.

Although he’s spent plenty of time fish-

as the ice is off the lake. He concentrates on 
shallow, dark-bottomed backwaters—often 
canals off the main lake—where the water 
warms up fastest. He starts with just the 
bobber and an unweighted fly, which sinks 
slowly in the cold water. If it’s not working, 
he adds a tiny bit of bait—usually a spike 
(fly larva) or wax worm (bee moth larva). 
As the season progresses and the fish move 
a little deeper, he adds some lead wire to the 
chenille body of his hand-tied flies so they’ll 
sink faster and get down to the strike zone 
more quickly.

Miskowski maintains this same presenta-
tion until the bluegills go on the beds, then, 
when the sunfish become more aggressive, 
switches from insect larva to red worms—the 
bait he’ll stay with all summer until the water 
begins to cool again in the fall.

Once ice fishing season arrives, Miskowski 
is really in his element. He’s designed his 
own lightweight combination seat-and-gear 
box that has become known as a “Bobby 

T
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Magen Howard  |   co m m e n t

M ichigan Country Lines magazine 
comes to you because you are 
a member and owner of the 
local electric “cooperative” that 

provides the power to your home or busi-
ness. That’s why you’ll often see references to 
“the cooperative difference” in these pages. 
The differences between electric co-ops and 
other electric utilities range from how they 
refer to the people they serve—co-ops serve 
“members” or “member-owners” not “cus-
tomers”—to the business model itself. 

For example, electric co-ops operate on a 
not-for-profit basis. Revenues above operat-
ing costs, called “margins,” are returned to 
members in the form of capital credits in years 
when the co-op has profit above the actual 
cost of providing service and maintenance 
of the system for future reliability.

In the U.S., there are two other kinds of 
not-for-profit electric providers: public utility 
districts (PUDs) and public power districts 
(PPDs). There are also two other types of 
electric utilities: city-owned municipal electric 
systems and profit-driven investor-owned 
utilities. In every case, utilities receive finan-
cial assistance from the federal government 
in some fashion. Following is a look at each.

Co-ops, PUDs, PPDs
Electric co-ops are joined by public power 
districts—located exclusively in Nebraska—
and public utility districts (all in the Pacific 
Northwest) as being not-for-profit. But while 
co-ops choose directors/trustees from their 
membership (people served by the co-op) 
and are required by state law to hold annual 
membership meetings, PUDs and PPDs are 
local government units—similar to school 
districts—and are not required to hold 
annual meetings or allocate capital credits. 
In addition, their directors (commissioners 
in the case of PUDs) are elected on the state 

ballot. Candidates only need to reside within 
the PPD/PUD’s boundaries to serve on a 
board; they do not have to receive power 
from the utility.

Federal assistance to electric co-ops comes 
in the form of low-interest loans from the 
Rural Utilities Service (RUS), formerly the 
Rural Electrification Administration (REA). 
Based on current interest rates, RUS loans 
actually make money for the federal govern-
ment—about $274 million in fiscal year 
2012. Aside from aiding in the construction 
of critical infrastructure that keeps electric 
service reliable and electric rates affordable, 
RUS financing remains important because 
household incomes in co-op service terri-
tories run about 11 percent lower than the 
national average.

Co-ops also have fewer consumers to 
share the cost of providing electricity. Co-
ops serve an average of 7.4 consumers per 
mile of line, over which they collect annual 
revenue of about $14,900. Nationally, elec-
tric co-ops pay $1.4 billion in state and local 
taxes each year.

Municipal Electric Systems
Municipal systems are electric distribution 
utilities owned by a city, borough or other 
incorporated community. As public entities, 
they can levy taxes, issue government bonds, 
and adopt and enforce rules and regulations.

Not-for-profit municipals serve the most 
consumers per mile of line, an average of 48, 
and collect an average of $113,301 per mile 
of line. The federal government subsidies 
municipals, too—when cities or boroughs 
issue tax-exempt bonds, interest paid to bond 

owners is not taxed. The cost of this benefit 
in 2003 (the last year data is available) was 
$909 million, or $55 per consumer.

Investor-owned Utilities
Investor-owned utilities (IOUs) are governed 
by and generate profits for shareholders (stock 
owners) who do not necessarily live in the 
utility’s service area. IOUs average 34 custom-
ers and $75,498 in revenue per mile of line. 

In almost every case, IOUs charge electric 
rates that include amounts for presumed 
federal tax liabilities. However, available tax 
breaks (investment tax credits and accelerated 
depreciation) allow IOUs to retain most of 
the taxes collected, a total of about $107 bil-
lion to date. At a cost to the government of 
$4.6 billion in 2010, this federal subsidy to 
IOUs equals about $44 per customer.

Back to the Co-op Difference
Your local electric co-op exists to provide 
affordable, reliable, environmentally respon-
sible electric power. But at the core, it’s really 
about improving the quality of life in the 
communities it serves. That’s the main dif-
ference—the cooperative difference.

Keep reading Country Lines to see how 
electric co-ops make a difference in their 
communities.

Magen Howard writes on consumer and coop-
erative affairs for the National Rural Electric 
Cooperative Association, the Arlington, Va.-
based service organization for the nation’s 900-
plus consumer-owned, not-for-profit electric 
cooperatives.

Co-ops Are
Different
What makes electric 
cooperatives different from 
other types of utilities lies in 
their core mission.
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expensive supplemental power. 
So far, a handful of electric co-ops across 

the country are testing various ways to use 
these batteries.

Harnessing Energy Saves Money
Battery storage systems are a big investment 
for any electric co-op, but the good news is 
that benefits exist beyond leveling out renew-
able energy supply. 

“Properly managed battery storage systems 
can delay the need for building expensive 
transmission lines that are difficult to get 
permits for in the first place,” says Dale 
Bradshaw, a senior program manager with 

when electricity is less expensive—remains 
the largest-capacity form of energy storage 
available. Another option, compressed-air 
energy storage—power plants “fueled” by air 
pushed into an underground cavern during 
times of low electricity consumption—has 
received increased attention because it can 
be expanded relatively cheaply. PowerSouth 
Energy Cooperative, a generation and trans-
mission co-op based in Andalusia, AL, oper-
ates one of only a few compressed-air energy 
storage facilities in the United States.

“Pumped-storage hydro and compressed-
air energy storage facilities generally operate 
when electric use soars,” mentions John Holt, 

Electric co-ops are testing energy storage systems to better harness renewable energy.

the Cooperative Research Network (CRN), 
the research and development arm of the 
National Rural Electric Cooperative Asso-
ciation (NRECA). “It also reduces wear-
and-tear on baseload power plants, which 
operate year-round to provide dependable 
electricity at a low cost, and can make electric 
distribution systems run more efficiently. All 
these opportunities add up to cost savings 
for consumers.” 

At present, pumped-storage hydro—a 
hydroelectric plant that generates power 
by using water previously pumped to an 
elevated reservoir during off-peak hours, 

former NRECA senior manager of genera-
tion and fuels. “But geography limits where 
they can be located.”

This means development of better batteries 
could be the key to wide use of energy storage 
technologies. 

Before central station electric service came 
to rural America via the electric coopera-
tive movement in the 1930s, farmers used 
“battery sets” that were recharged with 
windmills and ram pumps. In this situa-
tion, the ram is often useful—especially for 
pumping water uphill—because it is self-
powered. A ram  pump requires no outside 
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One of the main obstacles to wide-
spread use of wind and solar 
power production is nature itself: 
The wind doesn’t always blow, 

and the sun doesn’t always shine. But electric 
co-ops are on the cusp of efforts to develop 
technology aimed at storing excess renewable 
energy for when it’s needed most.

Battery storage systems were developed 
in the 1970s and have become more viable 
on a large scale, thanks to recent chemistry 
breakthroughs that increase the longevity 
while lowering the cost of batteries. If battery 
energy storage at the utility level can be made 
commercially viable, it could result in a revo-
lution for the aging American electric grid.

Wind and solar energy are called “inter-
mittent” power sources—meaning they 
don’t provide a steady supply of electricity 
like traditional generation fuels, such as coal 
or natural gas. Even in the best situations, 
the wind blows an average of only about 30 
to 40 percent of the time and usually not 
during hot, humid weekday afternoons or 
extremely cold mornings when electricity use 
spikes. Meanwhile, solar energy production 
can dramatically drop even when a band of 
fluffy clouds briefly passes over the sun.

That’s where battery energy storage comes 
in. For example, this technology can store 
electricity produced when the wind blows 
at night and the sun shines for use during 
times of “peak demand”—the electric utility 
industry’s version of rush-hour traffic, when 
power use skyrockets—to avoid buying 

This technology can store electricity produced when the wind blows 
at night and the sun shines for use during times of “peak demand”—
the electric utility industry’s version of rush-hour traffic.



power source other than the gravity from 
flowing water. Like conventional, sealed 
lead-acid car batteries, those contraptions 
could go only through a limited number 
of discharge/charge cycles before they 
were exhausted. 

Fast-forward to 2013, and developers 
are aiming for batteries that can function 
through 80 percent discharge for 10,000 
cycles—allowing for longevity of three 
decades or more.

“If you’re supplementing wind or solar, 
you’re going through a complete cycle on 
a daily basis,” Bradshaw notes. “In other 
words, a long-cycle life remains key.”

What Energy Storage Means  
for the Future
The U.S. Department of Energy fore-
casts that energy storage will signifi-
cantly change the electric grid. With it, 
the nation could possibly 
create an electricity “stock-
pile” like the Strategic 
Petroleum Reserve. But 
initially, energy storage 
systems will make renew-
able generation sources 
more financially feasible—
a critical step as U.S. law-
makers contemplate ways 
to create a more diverse 
energy production port-
folio.

“Co-ops could also use 
battery storage systems 
to cut down on blinks—
those momentary ser-
vice interruptions that 
force you to reset your 
digital clocks,” Bradshaw 
notes. “If enough energy 
is stored, power could 
continue to flow to homes 
during such an event.”

He concludes: “Electric co-ops are lead-
ing the charge in researching and testing 
energy storage systems that will directly 
benefit consumers—from reduced opera-
tional costs and better service reliability 
to environmentally responsible power 
production.” 

Magen Howard writes on consumer and 
cooperative affairs for the National Rural 
Electric Cooperative Association, the Arling-
ton, Va.-based service organization for the 
nation’s 900-plus consumer-owned, non-
profit electric cooperatives.

Your home’s electricity comes from 
one of two sources: fossil fuels and 
renewables. Electric co-ops, public 
power districts, and public utility 

districts balance these resources to deliver 
safe, reliable, affordable power. 

Most electricity gets produced by burning 
fossil fuels, which emit greenhouse gases like 
carbon dioxide (blamed as a climate change 
contributor) or nuclear reactors that emit 
clean water vapor (steam) but create high-level 
radioactive waste. Fossil fuels—primarily coal 
and natural gas—are non-renewable, with 
limited stockpiles. Nuclear energy, fueled by 
uranium, also relies on a finite resource.

Renewable energy like water, wind, sun, 
biomass, the earth’s heat, and hydrokinetic 
(uses flowing water to make energy) sources 
like tides and ocean waves replenish them-
selves. And when it comes to generating 
renewable electricity for rural America, elec-
tric co-ops are leading the way. Electric co-ops 
receive 13 percent of their power require-
ments from renewable resources compared 
to 10 percent for electric utilities as a whole.  

Renewable energy has its share of chal-
lenges, however. “Green” power resources 
don’t exist everywhere or in sufficient quantity 

to “keep the lights on all the time.” There’s 
also a need for more transmission lines to 
move renewable power from the places where 
it’s generated to population centers, and for 
new technology capable of storing electricity 
produced by variable wind and solar facilities 
as a way to make them more reliable forms 
of generation. 

The North American Electric Reliability 
Corporation (NERC), which oversees reliable 
operation of the bulk power grid covering the 
United States, most of Canada, and a sliver of 
Mexico, estimates 39,000 miles of transmis-
sion lines need to be built by 2019, with 27 
percent dedicated to connecting renewable 

resources to the grid. Yet, getting 
these lines constructed poses major 
regulatory and community challenges. 
Already, NERC claims that almost 
6,500 miles of planned transmission 
lines are delayed, with the typical delay 
lasting up to three years.

Meanwhile, the U.S. Energy Infor-
mation Administration’s (EIA) 2012 
Energy Outlook (see 2013 Annual 
Energy Outlook Preview at eia.doe.
gov/forecasts/aeo/early_elecgen.cfm) 
forecasts the share of generation com-
ing from renewables (including hydro) 
will grow from 13 percent in 2011 to 
16 percent in 2040—mainly in the 
form of wind. But less than 25 percent 
of this renewable capacity will be avail-
able when consumers need it most, 
notably during times of peak demand, 
highlighting the need for research into 
developing advanced energy storage 
options (see p. 10 story). 

It’s also important to note EIA’s 
prediction for renewables growth is in 
response to federal tax credits, state-level 
mandates, and requirements to use more 
biomass-based transportation fuels. 

Electric co-ops are working closely with 
others to remind Congress to keep the afford-
ability of electric bills in mind when debating 
energy legislation. A sound approach to renew-
able energy remains an important element for 
consideration. 

– Angela Perez
Other sources: NRECA, Electric Power 

Research Institute 
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A combination of solar array and battery energy storage is another intrigu-
ing option that could help restore service to consumers more quickly by 
serving as limited power for a few hours. Paired with some type of distrib-
uted generation (such as a solar array), a battery backup, and enhance-
ments to existing demand response systems (these offer incentives to 
consumers to reduce electricity use), limited power could potentially be 
extended to consumers indefinitely, even when the sun is not shining. 
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GArDenInG   |   Neil  Moran

T here’s never been a better time to 
grow grapes in Michigan, even in 
the chilly U.P. Thanks to U.S. and 
European breeders, there are many 

options for growing a delicious variety of 
grapes for fresh fruit, juice or wine-making. 

Grapes are a big deal along our Lake Michi-
gan coast, and increasingly in all corners of 
the state. Most of the 15,000 acres grown 
here are for juice, jams and jelly. However, 
wine grape production has literally exploded 
over the last 10 years, says Duke Elsner, small 
fruit specialist at MSU Extension.

“Michigan now has over 100 wineries, 
compared to about 10 years ago, when there 
was 25,” Elsner says. “We’re not just a casual 
producer of wine anymore.”

The wine quality is “fantastic,” he adds, 
owing in part to the many grape varieties 
now available to growers. Varieties coming 
from the University of Minnesota are espe-
cially notable, he says, including Frontenac, 
which is hardy for wine-making. Riesling is 
currently the most-planted variety here, and 
pinot and chardonnay are also used.  

Buying & Planting Grapes
When buying grape plants, avoid those in 
cardboard boxes sitting for who-knows-how-
long on a discount store shelf. These could 
easily be stressed from the heat and drying-
out occurring in some stores.

Your grapes should be planted in full sun,  
on level or sloping ground. (The ideal location 
is east of a large body of water, but of course 
not all of us have this option.) Fortunately, 
there are many hardy varieties like the juice 
and jelly “Beta” grapes that have been grow-
ing on my property for several years.

Grapes are also adaptable to different soil 
types, he says, but generally do best in loose, 
sandy loam. Amend clay or sandy soils with 
organic matter, and a soil test can reveal what’s 
needed to bring the pH in balance and beef 
up the nutrients. Visit MSU Extension online 
at msue.msu.edu/ or call 517-355-2308 for 

more details on soil testing.
Grapes are normally planted from year-old 

vines, in front of a sturdy trellis or fence. I 
use the Four Arm Kniffen System to trellis 
grapes, but there are others, including the 
Hudson River Umbrella system.

To build a trellis, sink cedar posts, treated 
4x4s, or metal stakes at least 2 feet into the 
ground. Space the posts 6 to 8 feet apart for 
a single planting. Use a #9 wire for the top 
wire, and #12 for the bottom. Fasten the 
bottom wire 30 inches from the ground, and 
the top one 30 inches from the bottom wire. 
Fasten the wire in a way that allows you to 
tighten it later.

Each vine will need to be trained up the 
trellis vertically the first year. By year two, 
there will be “arms” that must be trained 
along the wire. Select four of the thickest 
arms to train along the wires (two per wire; 
a total of four arms). Each arm should have 
eight to 10 buds, and will be about 2 feet 
long. Select four more canes as close to the 
arms as possible and cut them back to about 

6 inches, leaving only two buds. These are 
called renewal canes and will produce fruit 
the following year. Remember this setup, as 
you will need to repeat it each year when you 
prune in late winter or early spring. Pruning 
this way may seem drastic, but it’s necessary 
to ensure a healthy harvest.

Protect and Fertilize
To keep the grapes producing to their poten-
tial, fertilize each spring with a 10-10-10 
or organic fertilizer, and mulch around the 
base of the canes to control weeds. Shal-
low cultivation (no more than 2 inches) is 
recommended.

Elsner, who is an entomologist by training, 
says grapes can go a number of years without 
disease and insect problems, especially if not 
planted close to wild grapes. He suggests 
buying hybrid varieties with stated disease 
resistance, and watching for pests like the 
dreaded Japanese beetle and rose chafer.

The biggest threat to grapes appears to 
be song birds, Elsner adds. Netting may be 
needed to keep them from eating your grapes. 
If deer are a problem in your area, especially 
during the establishment phase, protective 
mesh or a cage may also be needed.

Grapes won’t take up much of your time, 
with the exception of the annual pruning 
and watching for critters. They’re also pretty 
easy to propagate from stem cuttings, and 
will produce much sooner than most fruit 
trees (two years vs. four or five). Finally, you 
won’t need a ladder to pick and enjoy them. 

Grow Your 
Own

Resources: Hardiness
Grape Varieties/Uses Zone 

Frontenac/Wine 3-7
Niagara/Wine 5-8
Concord/Juice/Jelly 4-8
Beta/Juice & Jelly 3-8
Marquette/Wine 4-8
Summerset (seedless)/Table 4-8

Sources for grape vines:
Miller Nurseries - millernurseries.com
Jung Seeds & Plants - jungseed.com

Source for grape vines & grapes:
Michigan Wines - michiganwines.com

Neil Moran gardens in the 
U.P. and writes about  it 

at northcountrygardening.
blogspot.com.

Michigan grapes are not 
just for juice and jam 

anymore!

The number of wineries in Michigan is growing, and so is the variety of grapes offered for 
home gardeners to grow their own. 
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Robert Gwizdz  |   m a d e i n m i c h i g a n

Where most people see a cedar 
fence post, Dave Kober sees a 
trout. Or a perch. Or maybe 
even a turtle or a frog.

Kober carves fish decoys—both working 
decoys that fishermen use when spearing 
through the ice, and decorative decoys that 
exist purely for their aesthetics. And though 
he turns them out from a small workshop 
behind his home near Cadillac, his decoys 
are on display across the world.

“It’s grandpa’s fault,” explains Kober, 
74-years-young and a carver since he was a 
lad. “My grandfather was an ardent hunter 
and fisherman and he liked to carve decoys. 
I started it as a hobby.”

Kober, who grew up on a farm in Ottawa 
County, has been carving professionally 
since before he retired from a 30-year career 
in environmental clean up in 1989. And 
though he never had any formal training, 
the talent comes from his genes.

“That artsy thing kind of runs in our fam-
ily,” Kober adds. “I have a brother and sister 
who are commercial artists, though I never 
pursued anything artsy. When I was a kid it 
was the furthest thing from my mind. But 
I could always draw.”

That’s where his decoy designs start. When 
Kober begins, he sketches out the design on 
a chunk of wood, cuts out the rough form 
with a band saw, and then gets after it with 
a draw plane and rasp. He finishes it with 
power tools and hand paints it with acrylics.

Kober works with white cedar, most of 
which he scavenges from nearby wood lots, 
though it isn’t unusual, he said, to come 
home and find a cedar limb on his porch, 
left there by one of his buddies.

“I like the texture of it,” he says. “And the 

smell of it. It’s pleasant to work with and it 
takes paint well.

“I really like that old worn cedar, like fence 
posts. If it’s got flaws in it that just adds to 
the character of the piece.”

Over his career, Kober has carved thou-
sands of pieces, including all the fish that 
are common to the Great Lakes area, as well 
as some saltwater species. He often works 
from a photo sent by an angler who wants 
a replica of his trophy.

“I send quite a bit of stuff to Alaska—I 
like to carve grayling and I do halibut, and 
Dolly Varden [trout], too, so I do quite a 
bit for customers up there.”

But Kober says he has no favorite species.
“Our state fish is a brook trout, and I 

probably carve as many brook trout as any-
thing I do, but in this area up here, all of 
these streams are full of brook and brown 

trout, and they’re popular. And walleyes and 
muskies are popular up here, too.”

Though he’s never advertised—aside 
from a sign by the road at his house on 
M-115—Kober has been commissioned 
to create original pieces for display. His 
largest piece ever, a 13-foot sturgeon, is on 
display in Minnesota. A 10-foot muskie he 
carved graces Da Dawg House Restaurant 
in Cadillac.

Kober has gained wide notoriety for his 
work over the years. Mort Neff of Michigan 
Outdoors television was an early patron. 
A display of his process—from a hunk of 
wood to a finished decoy—is featured at 
the Department of Natural Resources’ Carl 
T. Johnson Hunting and Fishing Center 
in Cadillac. He was also featured in a 
large spread by Michigan Natural Resources 
Magazine in 1992, and he does a lot of work 
for Bass Pro Shops by carving trophies and 
retirement gifts.

But Kober has no plans to retire himself.
“As long as my old bones still work, I’m 

going to keep doing it,” he says.
Kober invites anyone who passes his shop 

near Cadillac to drop in and have a gander.
“Half the time I forget to turn my sign 

on,” he says. “But if my pickup’s in the yard, 
come on in.”

u Thanks to Brian Hoekema, a Great Lakes Energy Co-op member from Marion, for 
submitting Dave Kober’s decoys as his “favorite Michigan-Made product.” Hoekema 
said Kober “individually handcrafts each carving with great care and attention. His work 
can be seen in many places of business, such as Cabela’s, as well as many restaurants.”

u To tell us about your favorite Michigan-Made product, please send a 
few short paragraphs describing the product and why you like it, along with 
your email and phone number to gknudtson@meca.coop or call 517-913-3531.  
Also, please let us know which electric co-op provides your service.  
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Fish Carver
Extraordinaire!

Visit Dave Kober’s Wooden 
Fish Gallery (8 miles south 
of Cadillac on M -115), his 
website is koberdecoys.com, 
or call him at 231-388-4170.

Photo– Koberdecoys©
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fa m i ly   |   Linda Wacyk

F or many people, springtime brings 
hope and joyful anticipation. But for 
those who struggle with stuttering, 
the old fears of speaking and being 

teased are the same in every season.
For children who stutter, a typical school 

day can be fraught with embarrassing 
situations.

“Any sort of oral reports or speeches 
were especially difficult for me,” recalls 
John Warstler, a speech therapist for the 
Cheboygan-Otsego-Presque Isle Educational 
Service District and member of Great Lakes 
Energy Cooperative. Warstler received speech 
services throughout his childhood to address 
a variety of speech disorders, including stut-
tering. He remembers being relieved when 
teachers skipped over him for oral reading, 
even though it caused some embarrassment. 
He also avoided classes that required public 
speaking, such as foreign language. “I felt that 
I had enough difficulties with speaking Eng-
lish,” he says, “so why bother with Spanish?”

Fortunately for Warstler, school was also 
a place that offered help and support. He 
received free speech services from kindergar-
ten through third grade, and his stuttering 
disorder received targeted attention during 

middle school. That’s when an astute science 
teacher referred him to the six-week Sum-
mer Remedial Speech and Hearing Clinic 
at Central Michigan University.

“The CMU Clinic was my first real experi-
ence working directly on my stuttering and 
it really helped my attitude towards my stut-
tering,” Warstler explains. “I was desensitized 
to many speaking situations that once were 
very difficult for me.” 

It wasn’t until his college years that Warst-
ler became a fluent speaker. But even today, 
he says his fluency can never be taken for 
granted, because stuttering can be cyclical 
and episodic. 

“I have learned the tools and I possess 
the knowledge to be a fluent speaker the 
majority of the time,” he adds. “However, I 
am comfortable with who I am and how I 
speak for the most part.”

Warstler has also devoted much of his life 
to helping Michigan public school students 
improve their speech and language skills. 
Today, he is officially retired, but due to a 
critical shortage in the field of speech/lan-
guage pathology, he continues working in 
public schools two days per week.

Experts say parents should seek help as 

Early intervention is the key to helping prevent stuttering 
and speech problems. 

Musician Helps Kids Who Stutter

 1.  Speak with your child in an unhurried 
way, pausing frequently. Wait a few seconds 
after your child finishes speaking before you 
begin. Your own slow, relaxed speech will be 
far more effective than criticism or advice.

 2.  Reduce the number of questions you 
ask. Instead, simply comment on what your 
child has said.

 3.  Pay attention to your child’s message. 
Use facial expressions and other body lan-
guage to show you are listening to what your 
child says, not how he is talking.

 4.  Set aside a few minutes daily to give 
your child undivided attention. This quiet, 
calm time is a confidence-builder for younger 
children.

 5.  Help all family members learn to take 
turns talking and listening. Children, espe-

cially those who stutter, find it much easier to 
talk when there are few interruptions.

 6.  Observe the way you interact. Increase 
the times that give your child the message 
that you are listening and he has plenty of 
time to talk.

 7.  Above all, convey that you accept your 
child as he is. The most powerful force is your 
support, whether your child stutters or not!

ReSOuRceS:
•   The Stuttering Foundation offers a free bro-

chure, “If You Think Your Child Is Stuttering,” at 
800-992-9392 or stutteringhelp.org  

•   John Warstler can be contacted through his 
website at hymnsonguitar.com

•   CMU Summer Remedial Speech and Hearing 
Clinic: Contact the Carls Center at (989) 774-
3904 or visit cmich.edu

John Warstler is an experienced speech 
therapist and musician.

early as preschool age when their child begins 
to stutter. Warstler agrees, and reminds 
parents that all speech/language services are 
free within public schools. In fact, children 
are eligible for services whether they attend 
public, private or charter schools, and even 
if they are home-schooled. “The earlier the 
intervention, the greater the likelihood that 
a child will not develop into a stutterer,” 
Warstler says. 

He recommends parents check out the 
many resources offered by the Stuttering 
Foundation of America (see below, left) for 
preventing or reducing stuttering disorders 
and learn about related myths and realities. 
For example, nervousness, anxiety and shy-
ness do not cause stuttering—it’s a myth 
that needs dispelling, since stutterers have 
the same range of personality traits as those 
who don’t stutter. The reality is that no one 
knows the exact causes, but research shows 
that genetics, neuromuscular development, 
and a child’s environment, including family 
dynamics, all play a role. Showing accep-
tance of the child, just as he is, is especially 
important, Warstler emphasizes, and credits 
his family for building his confidence and 
supporting his life-long music endeavors.

Today, besides a sucessful career in speech 
therapy, Warstler is an accomplished guitarist 
with two recorded CDs, and a third on the 
way. He also plays nearly every day in the 
schools where he works. 

“Playing guitar put me in a comfort 
zone and it was very therapeutic,” Warstler 
explains. “I would say today that music, like 
my stuttering, is a big part of who I am.” 

 7  Tips for Parents (or any caring adult)
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It’s not the typical bat cave the Caped 
Crusader would hang out in—in fact it’s 
not a cave at all—but northern Michigan 
bats don’t seem to care. Up to 20,000 

bats hibernate every winter in the cavernous 
insides of the Tippy Dam spillway.

When Tippy Dam was completed in 
1918 it included four large spillway gates, 
an unusual design that no other Consumers 
Energy dam system has.

“The design created large hollow chambers 
within the dam structure, and the chambers 
remain within a few degrees of the water 
temperature held behind it, just above 
freezing,” says Lorren Hannah, Consumers’ 
Manistee River hydro supervisor, during a 
tour. “It’s very much like a natural cave.”

“The stability of the Manistee River water-
shed—dominated by sandy, water-absorbing 
soil—has made it necessary to spill water 
through the chambers only once in nearly 
100 years and that was during summer,” 
he explains. 

Apparently it didn’t take the bats long to 
discover that. Routinely 16,000 to 20,000 
bats hibernate in the chambers during the 
winter months. Although bat use was docu-
mented for decades by Consumer employ-
ees, nobody paid much attention until the 
1990s when the company enlisted the aid 
of Allen Kurta, PhD. An Eastern Michigan 
University biology professor, Kurta is known 
for his work with bat species, particularly 
the endangered Indiana bat.

For the past 19 years, Kurt and his stu-
dents have made pilgrimages every few 
years to study and catalog the Tippy Dam 
bats during hibernation, and again in the 
fall when the bats are still actively gathering 
for hibernation.

“The first time I saw this I was amazed at 
the number of bats that hibernate in here. 
The population has remained very stable 
over the last 18 years,” Kurta reports. “What 
I’ve been most amazed about over the years 
is finding a few Indiana bats and Eastern 

pipistrelle bats among the population.” 
Eastern pipistrelles are common through-

out northern Mexico and most of the 
United States, but typically not in northern 
Michigan. They hadn’t been found north of 
Berrien County before, and the same was 
thought of the Indiana bat. “A few of those 
bat species are finding there way north to 
hibernate, which might indicate climate 
change,” Kurta adds.

Kurta and his students handle the hiber-
nating bats carefully to make sure they do not 
become active and use up excess fat reserves 
stored for winter hibernation.

“We handle them quickly to reserve their 
fat and energy. Normally, they will quickly go 
back into a hibernation state once we leave,” 
he assures. “It won’t be a problem for them.”

Consumers Energy is also on-board to 
minimize contact with the bats during their 
hibernation state, Hannah says.

“We enter the spillway chamber only 
when necessary during the winter months, 
which isn’t often,” he stresses. This policy also 
extends to the property around Tippy Dam 

that Consumers Energy owns. Many local 
bats, like the brown and northern, spend 
their summers roosting in trees around the 
pond. Consumers energy prohibits tree cut-
ting on its property around the dam from 
May to October—the time when the bats 
return to the cave-like spillways.

On his last visit, Kurta says the bat popu-
lation looked healthy and appeared to be 
stable. Many of the bats they catalog were 
banded during previous visits. One of the 
Indiana bats was banded in 1996, and of the 
18,000 or so bats wintering here, probably 
less than 30 are the endangered species, but 
it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack.  

Bats will live about 20 years and return 
yearly to the same hibernation spot unless 
they are interrupted for some reason, Kurta 
says. They are incredibly helpful to the 
people and the environment, he adds, as 
they devour insects at an incredible rate. 
One small brown bat can eat up to 3,000 
mosquitoes in a single summer night, and 
they help pollinate a variety of flowers and 
transport many plant seeds.

Holy Bat 
cave!

Mike Terrell  |   o u t d o o r s

Bat expert Allen Kurta (in blue helmet), a biology professor at Eastern Michi-
gan University, and a group of students check on hibernating bats in the 
Tippy Dam Spillway in Manistee County. Kurta and his students put bands 
on (lower left) some of the bats to help gather information for study. Visit 
michigandnr.com to learn more about the state’s Tippy Dam Recreation Area. 

This is the only one in  
Michigan’s Lower Peninsula.

Ph
ot

os
 C

ou
rt

es
y 

- A
la

n 
Ku

rt
a,

 P
hD



16   |   Michigan Countr y Lines

h o m e co o k i n g   |   Christin McKamey

Photography by: 831 Creative

Asian
 Inspired
Dark Jim (Korean chicken Stew) 
2½ to 3 lbs. chicken, cut up
1 T. rice wine
1 t. soy sauce
2 t. corn starch
1/4 c. flour
2 T. cooking oil
Sauce:
1/3 c. soy sauce
1 T. rice wine
3 T. sugar
1 t. sesame oil
2 slices ginger root
1 clove garlic
1/8 t. pepper
1/4 c. chicken stock
1 medium carrot
1 medium potato
1 medium onion
Sprinkle chicken with combined rice wine, 
soy sauce, and corn starch. Mix well. Let 
stand for 5 minutes, then coat with flour. 
Heat cooking oil in frying pan and brown 
chicken on both sides. Combine sauce ingre-
dients and vegetables; mix well.

Place chicken in a large pot and put sauce 
over chicken. Cook over high heat until sauce 
comes to a boil. Turn heat down to low and 
cover; cook for 30 to 40 minutes. Serves 8.

Doreen S. Lawrence, St. Clair Shores

udon Noodle Salad
4 c. spring mix salad greens
2 bundles udon (or buckwheat) noodles, 

cooked per package instructions
1 small (or 1/2 med.) English cucumber, 

seeded, quartered and sliced
1 orange pepper, seeded and diced
1 yellow pepper, seeded and diced
2 roma (or 1 c. grape) tomatoes, diced
1-2 avocados, cleaned and diced (prepare just 

before dressing to avoid turning brown)
Dressing:
2 T. soy sauce
2/3 T. wasabi paste
1 T. hoisin sauce
2 T. lemon juice
2 T. apple cider vinegar
3 T. sugar
1 T. minced garlic
4 T. olive oil
2 T. sesame oil
Mix together all salad ingredients. Whisk 
together dressing ingredients. Top salad with 
dressing. Serves 2-4.

Hazel Holly, Sylvan Lake  
(from friend Yuh Suhn Kim)

chinese cabbage Salad
6 T. butter
2 packages ramen noodles, broken (save 

seasoning for another recipe or soup)
1/2 c. sesame seeds
1 c. sliced almonds 
1 Chinese (napa) cabbage, chilled and 

chopped
5 green onions, sliced
Dressing:
1 c. sugar
1/2 c. balsamic vinegar
2 T. soy sauce
Brown the butter, ramen noodles, sesame 
seeds and almonds in a large skillet, stirring 
constantly and watching closely. Combine all 
ingredients in a large bowl, not more than 
15 minutes before serving.

Janice Harvey, Charlevoix

chicken chop Suey for Two
1½ c. white jasmine rice
2 T. olive oil
2 boneless chicken breasts, cut into cubes
1 t. fresh ground pepper
1 celery stalk, chopped
6 fresh mushrooms, sliced
1 15.5-oz. can bean sprouts with juice
1 3-oz. can water chestnuts, drained
1 10.5-oz. can Campbell’s® Beef Consummé

Explore distant lands from the comfort of your dinner table! These diverse and wholesome recipes 
bring out the unique flavors of Asia and will definitely awaken your senses. 

Udon Noodle Salad
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Submit your recipe! Contributors 
whose recipes we print in 2013 will be 
entered in a drawing to win a prize: 
Country Lines will pay their January 2014 
electric bill (up to $200)! The 2013 winner 
will be announced in the Jan. 2014 issue.

Thanks to all who send in recipes!  Please 
send in “under the sea” recipes by 
May 10, and “No-cook Meal” recipes 
by June 10. 

Mail to: Country Lines Recipes, 2859 
W. Jolly Rd., Okemos, MI 48864; or email 
recipes@countrylines.com.

3 T. soy sauce 
2 T. cornstarch
Add rice to 3 cups boiling water; cover, 
reduce heat to low and let simmer 20 to 25 
minutes (or use rice cooker). While rice is 
cooking, heat olive oil in a deep frying pan 
over medium heat. 

Add chicken cubes, sprinkle with pep-
per; brown and fully cook. Add celery and 
mushrooms and sauté until celery becomes 
al dente. Add bean sprouts with juice and 
water chestnuts. 

Heat, stirring often, then add beef con-
sommé and soy sauce and simmer 3 to 4 
minutes until it starts to boil; reduce heat 
to low. 

To thicken, add cornstarch to a mug and 
scoop a ladle of juice into it and stir with a 
fork until smooth. Pour half of the mixture 
back into the Chop Suey, stirring constantly. 
Let simmer a few seconds and the sauce will 
thicken as it warms. Slowly add more of the 
cornstarch mixture until you reach a desired 
consistency. 

Serve with rice. Garnish with chopped 
green onion or ground cashews, or both. 
Kids love to top this with fried rice noodles.

Mary Gorshe, Suttons Bay

coconut Rice
1 c. uncooked rice
3/4 c. water
3/4 c. coconut milk
1 T. butter
Combine rice, water, coconut milk, and but-
ter in a large pot. Bring to boil, reduce heat 
and cover. Simmer for 20 minutes, remove 
from heat and let stand for 10 minutes. To 
cook in rice cooker (recommended), put all 
ingredients in rice cooker and push button 
to cook. 

Christin McKamey, Royal Oak

Spiced cauliflower
1 head cauliflower, cut into florets
2 medium tomatoes, chopped
1 medium onion, chopped
2-4 garlic cloves, chopped
1 jalapeno, seeded and chopped
1 T. turmeric
2 T. coconut or sunflower oil
1 14-oz. can coconut milk
1 c. water
1 t. sugar
salt to taste
Grind the onion, garlic, jalapeno and tur-
meric in food processor until it forms a 
paste. Heat oil in large frying pan; add onion 
mixture and stir, cooking several minutes; do 
not brown. Add cauliflower florets and stir to 

coat in the spices. Stir in coconut milk and 
water and simmer for 5 minutes. Stir in sugar 
and salt to taste. Stir in chopped tomato and 
simmer 2 to 3 minutes more. 

Taste to check for seasonings and serve. 
Variation: Stir in cooked, cubed sweet potato 
and sprinkle with roasted cashews. Serves 4. 

Margie Guyot, Ellsworth

cantonese Dinner
1½ lbs. pork steak, 1/2-inch thick, cut into 

strips
2 T. oil
1 large onion, sliced
1 small green pepper, cut into strips
1 4-oz. can mushrooms, drained
1 8-oz. can tomato sauce
3 T. brown sugar
1½ T. vinegar
1½ T. salt
2 T. worcestershire or soy sauce
Brown pork strips in oil in skillet to remove 
excess fat. Drain on double paper towels. 
Place pork strips and all the remaining ingre-
dients into a crock pot. Cover and cook on 
low 6 to 8 hours. Serve over hot, fluffy rice. 
Serves 4. 

Mary Lauhoff, Cheboygan 

Asian Barbecued chicken
3 lbs. chicken wings
2 cloves garlic, finely chopped
1/4 c. hoisin sauce
3 t. light soy sauce
3 t. honey
2 T. tomato sauce or sweet chili sauce
1 t. sesame oil
2 spring onions, finely sliced
To make marinade, mix garlic, hoisin, soy, 
honey, tomato sauce, sesame oil and spring 
onions. Put chicken wings in a shallow non-
metallic dish. Add the marinade, cover and 
leave in fridge for at least 2 hours. Cook the 
chicken on a hot, lightly oiled BBQ grill, 
turning once, for 20 to 25 minutes, or until 
cooked and golden brown. Baste with the 
marinade during cooking. Heat any remain-
ing marinade in a pan until boiling and serve 
as a sauce. Serves 6.

Lorraine Green, South Boardman

Sausage egg Rolls
1 lb. Italian sausage 
1 T. oil, plus more for frying
1 lb. shredded coleslaw mix (or shredded 

cabbage)
1 bag of bean sprouts
1 onion, chopped
1 t. minced ginger
1 package egg roll wrappers

hot pepper jam or sweet & sour sauce 
(optional)

Cook sausage, drain and crumble; set aside. 
Heat oil in pan. Add coleslaw, bean sprouts, 
onion and ginger. Cook for about 3 minutes, 
until just tender, but not too soft. Add sau-
sage and mix. Fill egg roll wrappers with 1 
tablespoon of sausage mixture, roll up and 
moisten flap to seal. In large pan with heated 
oil, cook egg rolls until brown, rotating 
often. Serve with hot pepper jam or sweet 
and sour sauce.

Jennifer Sylvester, Sand Lake

Korean Salad
2 10-oz. bags fresh spinach, large stalks 

removed
1 7-oz. can sliced water chestnuts, drained
3 hard-cooked eggs, sliced
1 8-oz. can bean sprouts, drained (or 2 c. 

fresh sprouts)
1 medium red onion, thinly sliced
1/2 lb. bacon, cooked crisp and crumbled
Dressing:
1 c. salad oil
1/4 c. cider vinegar
1/3 c. ketchup
1/3 c. sugar
2 T. salt, or to taste
1 T. worcestershire sauce
In a large bowl, combine salad ingredients 
except for bacon. Chill until serving time. In 
jar, combine dressing ingredients and shake 
well. To serve, add dressing and bacon to 
salad and toss to mix. Serves 10. 

Marilyn Willis, Sandusky 

Chinese 
Cabbage Salad
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Upgrade your bulbs and SAVE BIG!
Think beyond incandescents. For every light in your home—

floodlights, chandeliers, sconces, 3-ways, globes, dimmables—

there’s an energy-saving CFL or LED. Receive instant in-store 

savings on CFL and LED bulbs at participating retailers. 

Visit michigan-energy.org/RetailersSearch to locate the 

participating retailer nearest you.
ONLINE: michigan-energy.org     PHONE: 877.296.4319

ENERGY TIP: ENERGY STAR® bulbs use 75% less 
energy than incandescents and last 6 times longer.

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.

M ichigan’s farmers know how much 
energy goes into the daily opera-
tions of running their agribusiness. 

The state is aware too, as the industrial sector 
(including all agribusiness) accounts 
for 25 percent of Michigan’s total 
energy consumption. 

The Farm Services Program, 
available through Midwest Energy’s 
Energy Optimization (EO) Pro-
gram, rewards farmers for installing 
energy-efficient equipment and 
measures to help reduce energy use. 
Read on to find out how you can manage 
your annual operating costs and cash-in on 
energy-efficiency rebates.

“As Michigan works to save energy, a great 
deal of focus is on our local farms,” says Art 
Thayer, energy efficiency programs direc-
tor for the Michigan Electric Cooperative 
Association. “Energy Optimization offers 
solutions that help our farming members 
better manage energy consumption, thereby 
making their businesses more productive.”

Prescriptive Rebates
Dozens of EO rebates are available for pur-
chasing and installing energy-efficient farm 

equipment. Rebates offset the cost differences 
between standard equipment and energy 
efficient models—putting your choices on 
an equal playing field and keeping things 

affordable. When weighing replacements 
or upgrades, consider the long-term invest-
ment return that comes with energy efficient 
models. While standard equipment just uses 
energy, energy efficient options are “giv-
ers”—putting money back in your pocket 
and saving energy year after year. 

Custom Rebates
If you want energy solutions tailored to your 
farming operation or wish to move forward 
with renewable energy, the EO Custom Pro-
gram may be for you. Rebates are based on 
annual per-kilowatt-hour (kWh) estimates. 
Custom projects may include advanced 

lighting systems, dairy parlor and milk har-
vesting/cooling equipment, in-floor radiant 
heat, thermal blankets for greenhouses, crop 
irrigation horsepower reduction, and instal-

lation of variable frequency drives for 
irrigation pump motors.

FREE Engine Block Heater 
Timer ($35 value)
Even though the weather is warming, 
engine block heater timers are still 
available. Instead of needlessly warm-
ing vehicle engines all night long, these 

devices prevent energy waste by turning the 
motors on two to four hours before you need 
them. Visit michigan-energy.org/heatertimer  
or call 877-296-4319 to request your free 
timer while supplies last. 

Energy Optimization— 
Something for Everyone
Midwest Energy knows that farmers are 
too busy to research the latest energy-saving 
equipment or ideas, so we’ve done it for you. 
The EO program puts you in touch with 
quality products and big energy savings. Visit 
michigan-energy.org or call 877-296-4319 
for more information.

And On This Farm Were Some Rebates. . .

Popular Farm Services Rebates
n   Lightbulbs or fixture replacements . . . . $1 – $100/item
n   Circulation or exhaust fans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $2 / blade-inch
n   Low-energy livestock waterer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $50
n   Milk house electric water heater . . . . . . . . . . . . . .$250 / unit
n   Dairy refrigeration system tune-up . . . . . . . . . Up to $150
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S T A T E  O F  M I C H I G A N
BEFORE THE MICHIGAN PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

NOTICE OF HEARING
FOR THE CUSTOMERS OF 

MIDWEST ENERGY COOPERATIVE 
CASE NO. U-17199

•    Midwest Energy Cooperative requests Michigan Public Service Commission approval for non-base rate revisions to its 
construction/line extension policies, special charges tariff, interest on deposit provisions, and implementation of an 
Industrial Service Rate, Schedule (IND).

•    The information below describes how a person may participate in this case.

•    You may call or write Midwest Energy Cooperative, 901 East State Street, Cassopolis, Michigan 49031, (800) 492-5989 for 
a free copy of its application. Any person may review the application at the offices of Midwest Energy Cooperative.

•    The first public hearing in this matter will be held: 

 DATE/TIME:  April 23, 2013, at 9:00 a.m. This hearing will be a prehearing conference to set future hearing 
dates and decide other procedural matters.

 BEFORE: Administrative Law Judge Thomas E. Maier

 LOCATION: Constitution Hall, 525 West Allegan, Lansing, Michigan

  PARTICIPATION:  Any interested person may attend and participate. The hearing site is accessible, including 
handicapped parking. Persons needing any accommodation to participate should contact 
the Commission’s Executive Secretary at (517) 241-6160 in advance to request mobility, visual, 
hearing or other assistance.

 The Michigan Public Service Commission (Commission) will hold a public hearing to consider Midwest Energy Cooperative’s 
(Midwest) January 17, 2013 application for non-base rate revisions to its (i) construction/line extension policies, (ii) special 
charges tariff, (iii) interest on deposit provisions, and (iv) implementation of an IND.
 All documents filed in this case shall be submitted electronically through the Commission’s E-Dockets website at: michigan.
gov/mpscedockets. Requirements and instructions for filing can be found in the User Manual on the E-Dockets help page. 
Documents may also be submitted, in Word or PDF format, as an attachment to an email sent to: mpscedockets@michigan.
gov. If you require assistance prior to e-filing, contact Commission staff at (517) 241-6180 or by email at: mpscedockets@
michigan.gov.
 Any person wishing to intervene and become a party to the case shall electronically file a petition to intervene with 
this Commission by April 16, 2013. (Petitions to intervene may also be filed using the traditional paper format.) The proof 
of service shall indicate service upon Midwest’s attorney, Albert Ernst, Dykema Gossett PLLC, Capitol View, 201 Townsend 
Street, Suite 900, Lansing, Michigan 48933.
 Any person wishing to appear at the hearing to make a statement of position without becoming a party to the case may 
participate by filing an appearance. To file an appearance, the individual must attend the hearing and advise the presiding 
administrative law judge of his or her wish to make a statement of position. All information submitted to the Commission 
in this matter becomes public information: available on the Michigan Public Service Commission’s website, and subject to 
disclosure. Please do not include information you wish to remain private.
 Requests for adjournment must be made pursuant to the Commission’s Rules of Practice and Procedure R 460.17315 
and R 460.17335. Requests for further information on adjournment should be directed to (517) 241-6060.
 A copy of Midwest’s request may be reviewed on the Commission’s website at: michigan.gov/mpscedockets, and at the 
office of Midwest Energy Cooperative, 901 East State Street, Cassopolis, MI. For more information on how to participate in 
a case, you may contact the Commission at the above address or by telephone at (517) 241-6180.
 Jurisdiction is pursuant to 1909 PA 106, as amended, MCL 460.551 et seq.; 1919 PA 419, as amended, MCL 460.54 et seq.; 
1939 PA 3, as amended, MCL 460.1 et seq.; 1982 PA 304, as amended, MCL 460.6h et seq.; 1969 PA 306, as amended, MCL 
24.201 et seq.; and the Commission’s Rules of Practice and Procedure, as amended, 1999 AC, R 460.17101 et seq.

March 26, 2013
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A re you looking for a simple one-
step process to keep weeds from 
the garden, increase beneficial 
critters, fertilize plants, conserve 

soil moisture, improve its texture, moderate 
soil temperature, and prevent compaction 
and erosion? Mulch is the answer!   

Most any material that you spread or lay 
on top of the soil is called mulch. Organ-
ics include compost, aged manure, straw, 
shredded leaves, grass clippings, bark chips, 
nut hulls, pine needles, and even wool bat-
ting. As these materials decompose, they 
improve the soil’s fertility and condition. 
Inorganics—such as plastic, landscape fabric 
and small rocks—work similarly but do not 
add organic material to the soil and can be 
hard to remove.

What Makes a Good Mulch?
The ideal type of mulch allows water and air 
into the soil, resists compaction, is odor-free 
and attractive, and stays where you put it. 

Deciding which one to use, however, 
depends mostly on availability, ease of 
application, and appearance. Rocks and 100-
pound straw bales are heavy to move; black 
plastic tears and shreds, and straw may not 
beautify your perennial bed. Yet, in the right 
setting, each is an excellent mulch.

Many gardening shops and farming centers 
sell straw (be sure it was cut before going to 
seed), wood chips, and aged sawdust. They 
may even have crushed hulls from nuts such 
as filberts, peanuts and walnuts, or cocoa bean 

hulls that faintly fill the after-rain air with the 
aroma of chocolate. Free mulches include 
shredded leaves, pine needles, compost, tree 
trimmings or dry, unsprayed grass clippings. 

Right Mulch, Time & Place
Any mulch’s effectiveness depends on when 
and where it’s used. Late winter or early spring 
applications prevent most weed seeds from 
even germinating. Mulching in late spring 
to early summer cools the soil and conserves 
moisture on hot days. Late fall applications 
keep soil temperatures warmer through win-
ter, protecting roses, evergreens, trees, shrubs, 
and any bare ground. Remember that organic 
mulch applied in any season adds nutrients 
to the soil, and therefore feeds plants.

Around vegetables, plastic helps prevent 
weeds and retain moisture. A black or colored 
plastic mulch also raises soil temperature for 
heat-seeking fruits and veggies such as toma-
toes, peppers and eggplants. However, plastic 
mulch is typically not permeable to water or 
air, and it cracks or tears easily. 

Landscape fabric lets water and air through 
while still preventing weeds, which is ideal 
around trees and shrubs, as well as between 
beds or on pathways. This durable fabric is 
often used as a base, then topped with a thin 
layer of more attractive mulch, such as wood 
chips. Together, these provide more protec-
tion against weeds than either one alone.

How to Apply Mulch
Whether you rake it, dump it, or spread it 
with your hands, the right way to mulch 
depends on the area and plants. In smaller 
beds, avoid damaging existing plants by using 
your hands.

Keep a “mulch-free zone” around plants, 
trees and shrubs: about a 1- to 2-inch space 
for plants, 4- to 8-inch circle around shrubs, 
and a 12- to 36-inch circle for trees. The 
finer and denser the mulch, the less you 
need. Maintain a 2- to 3-inch thick layer 
for fine-textured materials such as sawdust, 
shredded leaves and compost. Use 4 to 5 
inches for coarser materials like wood chips 
and straw. Organic varieties will eventually 
de compose, so apply additional mulch to 
maintain the right depth. 

No matter how you mulch, the benefits 
go beyond soil and plants. Organic mulch 
also provides food, shelter and hibernating 
sites for birds, caterpillars and butterflies. A 
mulched landscape is also more attractive 
and unifies the scenery. It’s amazing how a 
one-step process can be so simple to do, yet 
so significant to a beneficial, beautiful and 
thriving landscape.

M o r e G a r d e n i n G   |   Kris Wetherbee

Mulch Makes the Garden

Mulch enriches the 
beauty and health of your 

plants and landscape, 
as seen with this path of 

bark mulch through an 
herb garden.

Place mulch by hand to protect new plantings, 
and keep a “mulch-free zone” around plants, 
trees, and shrubs.
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Mulch examples above are (L-R) bark, peb-
bles, straw, coco bean hulls, rocks and peat.
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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 Cooperaive Association.

Q: I want the best air for my family. 
Which type of central air cleaner is 
best, and will installing one make 

my heating and cooling more efficient?

A: Indoor air quality is becoming 
a greater issue as homes become 
more airtight for energy efficiency. 

And with all the synthetic products used in 
homes today, indoor air is often more pol-
luted and hazardous to your health than 
outdoor air.

Installing a high-quality central air cleaner 
or filter in the furnace/air conditioner duct 
system does not technically improve the effi-
ciency of your heating and cooling system. 
What it will do is keep the units running 
at their highest original efficiency levels. 
Most air cleaners use little or no electricity 
to operate.

With a lower-quality air cleaner, such as 
the standard 1-inch-thick fiberglass filter, dust 
and dirt can build up on the heat exchanger 
and cooling coil surfaces. This dust cre-
ates a layer of insulation so that heat is not 
transferred as effectively as it should be, and 
reduces overall energy efficiency.

If you don’t change the filter often enough, 
dirt can clog the filter and reduce air flow 
through it. This further reduces efficiency 
because the heating and cooling coils and 
heat exchangers are designed for a specific 

Companies that offer  
whole-house air cleaners:
Aprilaire 
800-334-6011, aprilaire.com
Dust Free 
800-441-1107, dustfree.com
Lakeair 
800-558-9436, lakeair.com
Pure Air Systems 
800-869-8025, pureairsystems.com
Trane 
888-232-5290, trane.com

air-flow rate.
In the past few years, manufacturers have 

begun producing new, super-efficient central 
air cleaners. They use a combination of elec-
tronic air-charging and filters to trap almost 
all of the tiniest air particles. They can even 
catch flu viruses and bacteria as they pass 
through the duct system.

Standard electronic air cleaners use wires 
to give air particles a negative charge. A col-
lection cell has plates with a positive charge 
so the negatively charged particles stick to 

it. When the collection cell is dirty, you can 
wash it in the dishwasher or bathtub and slip 
it back into the unit.

For many, the standard type is adequate, 
but for people with allergies to smaller indoor 
air particles, the newer electronic air cleaners 
with a charged filter may be more effective. 
The electricity cost to operate either type of 
air cleaner is not significant.

It’s important to regularly clean the col-
lection cell of the standard electronic air 
cleaner to keep it operating at maximum 
performance and reduce the amount of ozone 
generated. When the cell gets dirty, the charge 
can arch from the wires to the collection 
plate and produce excessive concentrations 
of ozone gas, to which some people are sen-
sitive. You can also set it to a lower charging 
voltage to reduce ozone.

Another option is a pleated media air 
cleaner. It’s less expensive and relies on many 
square feet of folded filter material to catch 
particles as the air passes through. There are 
various levels of media quality and price. The 
cleaning effectiveness of various models can 
be compared by their MERV (minimum 
efficiency reporting value) rating.

If you don’t want to have the ducts in your 
home modified to install a new air cleaner, 
consider a self-charging electrostatic model. 
This slips into the existing furnace filter slot 
and is many times more effective than a 
fiberglass filter. Just the air flowing over the 
resin filter material creates a charge that traps 
more dirt particles.

Another option is a bypass HEPA (high 
efficiency particle air) cleaner that has its own 
air circulation motor. It’s a very dense filter, 
which makes it very effective, but it may 
create too much resistance for the furnace 
blower to force adequate air flow through it. 
The bypass design has its own blower so the 
air flow through the coils or heat exchanger 
is not impeded.

With any central air cleaner, it cleans only 
when a furnace/air conditioner blower is run-
ning. To get around this, Aprilaire® offers a 
new controller which mounts next to the wall 
thermostat. It allows you to automatically 
run the blower for any length of time when 
no heating or cooling is needed.

Visit dulley.com for more home improve-
ment and do-it-yourself tips.
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Keep Indoor Air Healthy

Above: Compared to a standard fiberglass 
filter, a thick pleated media air cleaner usu-
ally requires professional installation for the 
duct modifications needed.
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s a f e t Y

Look Up, Stay Alert During 
Outdoor Work, Play

Never fly a kite on a 
rainy day or anywhere 
but an open space. 
A high point in the 
sky makes a kite a 
grounding point for 
lightning, and kites 
could easily become 
tangled in power 
lines.

Don’t climb trees that 
are near power lines 
and poles—both 
evergreens and leafy 
trees can disguise 
danger.

Never climb a power 
pole.

Stay far away from 
power lines lying on 
the ground. You can’t 
tell just by looking 
if electricity is still 
flowing through 
them. If there’s water 
nearby, don’t go 
in it. Water is the 
best conductor of 
electricity.

Obey signs that 
say “danger” 
and “keep 
out” around 
large electrical 
equipment, 
like substations. 
These signs aren’t 
warnings; they’re 
commands to keep 
you safe. 

For Kids . . .

Power lines 
tend to become 
part of the 
landscape, so 
before climbing 
a ladder to trim 
branches or 
access your roof, 
look around to 
make sure you 
are not in close 
proximity to 
electric lines.

Remember that 
power lines and 
other utilities run 
underground, 
too. Call 811 to 
have utility lines 
marked before 
you start 
digging.

Starting that 
winter cleanup 
yard work? 
Sweep dried 
leaves and debris 
from outdoor 
receptacles. 

If they’re not 
already, consider 
upgrading 
your outdoor 
receptacles—or 
any outlets that 
could come in 
contact with 
water—to ground 
fault circuit 
interrupters 
(GFCIs). GFCIs 
immediately 
interrupt power 

flow when a 
plugged-in 
device comes 
in contact with 
water. Regardless, 
keep your outlets 
and cords dry and 
covered outside.

Use only weather-
resistant, heavy-
duty extension 
cords marked for 
outdoor use.

Don’t leave 
outdoor power 
tools unattended 
for curious 
children or 
animals to find.

For Adults . . .

As the weather turns to warm, adults and kids alike will head out-
side to perform winter clean-up and play. Before they do, remind 
them to look up, down and around, and be alert for power lines and 
other electrical hazards—it’s the best way to stay safe from electrical 
shock, and even death.

“Here at Midwest Energy Cooperative, using proper procedures 
and safety measures is a matter of life and death,” explains Mike Roush, 

operations vice president. “We take safety seriously at home, too. Accidents 
happen, but if we educate ourselves and our children, we can keep them 

to a minimum.” See a few safety tips below.. .

Sources: Electrical Safety Foundation International, Safe Electricity

For more safety tips and 
information, visit  

SafeElectricity.org.
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F ollowing are items Midwest Energy 
suggests to keep on hand and eas-
ily accessible in the event of a power 

outage. Everyone should also consider the 
unique needs of their own family in order 
to create an emergency kit that provides for 
individual circumstances.

 
n  Water – At least 1 gallon per person, per 

day for drinking and sanitation. If you 
have pets, have extra available.

n  Food – At least a three-day supply of 
non-perishable food, focusing on items 
that can be eaten without being cooked. 
Don’t forget a hand-operated can opener.

n  Flashlights – and fresh batteries.
n  Telephone – Make sure it’s corded. Cord-

less phones will not work when your power 
is out.

n  Radio – Battery-powered, and/or a TV. 
Midwest Energy works with regional news 

media to provide regular updates about 
major power outages.

n  Clock – Battery-powered or wind-up.
n  First-aid kit – and hand sanitizer. Be sure 

to fill prescriptions and have any needed 
medical supplies on hand.

n  Extra blankets.
n  Candles and matches.
n  Moist wipes – Plus garbage bags and 

plastic ties for personal sanitation.
n  Wrench – or pliers to turn off utilities.

Be Safe and Smart
l Stay away from downed power lines, 
and warn others to do the same. Report 
downed power lines to the electric company.
l Turn off all appliances, including your 
furnace, air conditioner, water heater and 
water pump. That way you will avoid a 
circuit overload when power is restored to 

all appliances at once. Leave on one lamp 
to know when power has been restored. 
l Never leave burning candles unat-
tended. Candles should only be used as 
temporary sources of light.
l Keep freezer and refrigerator doors 
closed. Food will stay frozen for 36 to 
48 hours in a fully loaded freezer if you 
keep the door closed. A half-full freezer 
will generally keep food frozen for 24 
hours. If it looks like the outage will be 
prolonged, prepare a cooler with ice for 
freezer items.
l If it’s hot outside, close drapes and 
blinds on the sunny side of your house, 
drink plenty of fluids, take your pets to a 
cool basement location and go to an air-
conditioned community facility. 
l Do not hesitate to contact a physician 
if you have any health-related questions or 
concerns.

Before Mother Nature rears her ugly head with spring storms, here’s some helpful 
information you may need in the event of an extended power outage.

Safe, Quick, Affordable Generator

M any people have gone to the trouble and expense of buying a generator, only to have it 
sit idle because it’s difficult to use and/or expensive to hard-wire. 

Global Power Products, Inc., a Georgia company that works with many electric coop-
eratives around the country, offers a product that provides a quick, affordable, safe and easy answer. 

The GenerLink™ system is a meter collar device that eliminates extension cords, transfer switches 
and extensive wiring, and enables homeowners to plug their generator directly into their meter base. 
During an outage, the homeowner simply plugs the generator into this device to restore power 
to their home. When the outage has been restored, the electricity coming from the generator will 
automatically be cut off. Plus, there’s no risk of dangerous backfeed onto the power lines!

GenerLink is designed and rated to connect directly to a standard household electric service of 200 
amps or less. Global Power Products has a list of generators that are compatible with this product.

For more information about this product, please contact Midwest Energy Cooperative at 1-800-
492-5989, or visit generlink.com. To place an order, please call Global Power Products directly at 
1-800-886-3837. Let them know you are a Midwest Energy member when you call, as we have 
arranged a discounted price. The unit will be shipped to our office and we will send a serviceman 
to your home for free installation.

For more information,  
contact Midwest Energy at 

1-800-492-5989, or visit  
generlink.com.

Installation is free for  
co-op members.
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Mike Buda is editor emeritus 
of Country Lines. Email 

Mike at mike.f.buda@gmail.
com or comment on his 

columns at countrylines.com/
ramblings.

RAMBLINGS   |   Mike Buda

Sometime in the fall 
of 1944, a drunken 
driver dove his car 
into the basement 

of the unfinished house 
where we would one day 
live. We found this out 36 
years later from the carpen-
ters who were remodeling 
the house to make room 
for our expanding family. It 
wasn’t the only time some-
thing unwanted ended up 
in our basement.

The name of that driver 
is probably lost to history, 
but his escapade, likely the 
subject of many jokes at his 
expense, lives on in the lore 
of a house we never intended to be our 
permanent home. But here we are. 

We adapted, as humans are prone to do, 
and we’ve made it ours, this house that was 
built from bartered war-scarce materials by 
a local fuel oil dealer in a field outside the 
city limits. 

It’s had more than its share of remodel-
ing, and it’s become the stage from which 
we engage the world. It’s our home. An 
observation in a terrific book, “The Fault 
In Our Stars” by John Green, has stayed 
with me: “The weird thing about houses is 
that they almost always look like nothing 
is happening inside of them, even though 
they contain most of our lives.”

No one tells you when you buy a house, 
especially in the country, just how large 
a role water will play in your life. We’ve 
learned how to deal with a flooded base-
ment, well water, septic systems, sump 
crocks, ice dams, water softeners, well 
pumps and expansion tanks, drain-
age, standing water and mosquitoes. I’ve 
become a decent plumber, if I do say 
so myself. Just think what I would have 
missed if we lived in a city apartment.

But water so coveted in the desert is 
unwelcome in a leaky boat—or a house. 
We get too much water when we don’t 
need it and not enough when we do. 
Farmers are forever wary about droughts 
and floods, both devastating. Forest fires 
start during dry times and are impossible 
to extinguish without water. 

We need it, of course. But why so much 

at once? That’s what I wonder when we get 
massive downpours that flood our yards 
and basements, or when it falls frozen in 
winter, blanketing everything in white and 
raising havoc with driving and electricity.

It’s worst in spring. Snow melted, water 
lays in the yard, slowly eating away at the 
frost underneath, like acid. You may think 
that water is life-giving, a boost to all living 
things that spring in spring. But it has an 
evil twin. That twin relentlessly seeks out 
trouble: the tiny crack in a foundation and 
the open seam hiding where roof lines meet. 

We found out many years after buying 
the place that the septic system was noth-
ing more than a 500-gallon tank with a 
single pipe outflow to a common field 
drain on our neighbor’s property. That’s 
not exactly code, although it was probably 
routine when the house was built. After 
years of seeing our yard turn into a smelly, 
soggy spring mess when the so-called 
septic system backed up, we got an indus-
trial-strength mound system with three 
1,000-gallon tanks and a malfunction 
alarm (which has the side benefit of look-
ing like we have a home security system). 
Problem solved.

After snowmelt and spring rain flooded 
our basement a few times, we contracted 
with one of those dry basement system 
companies that dug around the founda-
tion, installed a drain and waterproofed 
the concrete block. We invested in a bat-
tery-powered backup sump pump, because 
what good is a regular sump pump when 

the electricity is out. 
Our basement has been 
blissfully dry ever since. 
Problem solved.

We have a shallow 
well, which means we’re 
tapping into water that’s 
only 25 to 30 feet deep. 
(A good reason to make 
sure the septic system 
works.) Typical wells 
drilled around here 
now go down 180 feet. 
Old-timers tell us that 
the aquifer we’re tapped 
into historically has the 
sweetest water around, 
and I agree. Even though 
shallow wells are now 

frowned upon because of health concerns, 
I’ve come to like this water and as long as 
water tests show the water is OK, we’re 
not going deeper. No problem (but a bit 
of a worry).

The quality of the water in our rural 
homes is generally out of our hands, no 
matter what we do on the home front. It’s 
affected by rainfall, minerals in the soil, 
runoff carrying pesticides and fertilizer, 
and drilling that cuts through the aquifers. 
Since so many of us in rural Michigan 
get our water from private wells—there 
is no equivalent to rural electric co-ops 
for the distribution of water, and water 
must be tested and protected. (To find out 
about testing your drinking water, go to 
michigan.gov/deq or contact your county 
health department. There is a fee.)

We are blessed with abundant water in 
Michigan. We think of it as our ace-in-the-
hole—how it will help us prosper when 
the rest of the country runs out of fresh 
water. But it won’t be any good to anyone 
if it’s not protected. 

Losing access to good water would be 
worse than a drunk driving into your 
basement.

Water Wars

Keeping our water clean is a shared responsibility, 
whether in our backyard or Lake Michigan.
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