Hope for the Future
Planting a tree in memory for Arbor Day

U

nlike most other holidays, Arbor
Day is not a celebration of some
memorable occurrence from the
past, it’s a celebration of hope for the
future. By planting a tree, you are helping
build a better tomorrow, because trees
help provide clean air and water, cooling
shade, a habitat for wildlife, healthier
communities and endless natural beauty.
For many years, MEC has celebrated
Arbor Day with local students, teaching
them the importance of trees and then
gathering the group to observe the
proper way to plant a tree. This year,
MEC decided to plant a tree in memory
of one of its beloved employees instead.
“As the editor for our Cooperative
Living magazine pages, Debbie Winn
always enjoyed joining in on our Arbor
Day celebrations at the schools and then
excitedly wrote the story to share with
our Members in the magazine,” says
Ray DeJarnette, arborist and vegetation
manager at MEC. “Whether planting
fresh vegetables, herbs and flowers in
her garden at home, or rushing outside

to release a ladybug that she had found in
the office. Debbie loved and appreciated
nature. She always thought about others
first, and she would be excited to have
a tree planted in loving memory of her
life here on earth. And knowing she is
still making a difference to others, and
to the environment, would give her great
pleasure.”
With the assistance of Seth Bowen
of Green Acres Lawn and Landscaping,
Senior Right-of-Way Coordinator
Evan Stembridge and Right-of-Way
Coordinator Randy Whirley set a
dogwood sapling in the cemetery at
Antioch Baptist Church in Red Oak,
Va., while several church members
gathered to observe. As the tree was set,
DeJarnette explained each phase of the
planting process from preparing the hole
for transplanting the sapling to properly
mulching around the tree and watering
it after planting.
For seven consecutive years, MEC
has been recognized as a Tree Line USA
Utility by the Arbor Day Foundation

Deborah “Debbie” Blue Winn (1954-2020)

for its commitment to proper tree-care
practices in utility arboriculture, and
demonstrating how trees and utilities can
coexist for the benefit of our members
and the community. A collaboration of the
Foundation and the National Association
of State Foresters, Tree Line USA
promotes the dual goals of delivering safe
and reliable electricity, while maintaining
healthy community trees.
If you are interested in planting
a tree in memory of a loved one, visit
arborday.org for more information.

Debbie Blue Winn’s husband, Scott (third from right), and several members of their church family gathered to watch the planting of her
memorial tree at Antioch Baptist Church in Red Oak, Va.
meckelec.org
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EMPOWER Broadband Continues
to Deliver High-Speed Internet

M

ecklenburg Electric
you may notice trucks and workers
a new pole or place flags to identify
Cooperative’s high-speed
from Benchmark, Better Cable Systems
the planned route of an underground
internet subsidiary, EMPOWER
(BCS), Davis H. Elliott Company,
fiber optic cable. As we begin work in
Broadband, is working diligently across
TRC, Foremost Splicing, RACO Inc.,
an area, the flags are set to aid crews
southern Virginia to bring world-class
River City Construction and Triple T
in identifying the location of proposed
broadband access to its Members.
Connections. These companies and
field equipment; accordingly, we thank
Two years ago, EMPOWER began
their crews each bring specialized
you in advance for working or cutting
constructing a 135-mile fiber backbone
expertise in the steps required in the
grass around flags so they can guide
crossing Brunswick, Charlotte,
construction and deployment process.
construction crews in pending work.
Greensville, Halifax, Mecklenburg and
The fiber deployment process begins
You may also note lines painted on the
Pittsylvania counties … today that fiber
with the creation of the overall project
ground to identify existing underground
“ring” or backbone infrastructure
facilities; for example, you will
is complete, lit-up, and is already
see orange paint marking your
delivering world-class, high-speed
Cooperative’s underground electric
broadband internet to our
lines.
Members.
Shortly after the design is staked
This backbone passes thousands
and flagged, crews from Davis H.
of homes and businesses and
Elliott and River City Construction
creates the vital base from which
will be working on overhead lines
EMPOWER continues to extend
and replacing poles to obtain the
service to thousands of locations.
needed safety spacing between
Each new expansion ties to the
electric and communication (fiber)
original backbone and pushes
cables. Interestingly, such distances
further into our rural communities.
are established by national
To fund and propel this critical
standards to ensure the safety of
expansion, EMPOWER is actively
workers and the public. You may
constructing and deploying a
also see BCS and RACO using
network of fiber, and aggressively
boring machines to accommodate
seeking grant projects funded by
routes under highways and roads.
the U.S. Department of Agriculture,
When make-ready work is
Virginia Department of Housing
complete, the fiber cable can then
and Community Development, and MEC Member Amanda Roberson of Nathalie, Va. lives
be installed or pulled into place
along EMPOWER’s fiber backbone and has enjoyed
CARES Act funding, all in pursuit
and tied to every pole. Overhead
high-speed broadband service. EMPOWER has allowed
of the ultimate goal of meeting
lines deploy as much as 9,000 feet
her to work remotely from home and her twin girls,
the broadband needs of our
of cable per reel, and each cable
Alayna and Aliviya, to attend online classes over Zoom.
communities.
contains upwards of 144 fibers.
To keep our Members updated
The same sequence occurs with
on the numerous projects and project
design, which includes checking pole
underground fiber, RACO and BCS
areas, a general construction schedule
heights, identifying road crossings,
first plow in the main underground
is maintained at empowermec.net under
and establishing the general work to
cable along roads and add the required
the “Fiber Construction Update.”
be done … including “make-ready
vaults, pedestals and splice closures.
To accomplish the enormous task
work.” Make-ready work encompasses
Splice cans or closures are installed
of bringing world-class access to our
pole change-outs to meet clearance
on both overhead and underground
region, EMPOWER is continually
requirements and is often the first
lines to accommodate connections
adding technical and customer
noticeable field activity in an area
from a higher 144-count cable to lower
service personnel, as well as contract
where we are deploying fiber. It is these
two-count cables serving individual
construction crews, to meet the eager
designers, or “stakers,” who place stakes
homes.
and growing demand. Accordingly,
in the ground to mark the location of
Once drops are ready to be installed,
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CONSTRUCTION PHASE TIMELINE
MAKE READY

Fiber route planning and
site prep

SPLICING

DROP SPLICING

Fusing fibers along route to
central hub in substation

Fusing fibers of service drop
to main backbone and NID

APPLY

APPLY
APPLY

Complete application &
drop permission

FIBER CONSTRUCTION

Build the main fiber line to
serve the area

EMPOWER’s customer service group
mails out notifications to eligible
subscribers where service will soon
be available. Eligibility is defined
by the project design and approved
funding. EMPOWER Broadband’s initial
Tobacco Commission Grant funded the
backbone project, and service is now
available to those within 1,000 feet of
the backbone, while other areas are
designed to serve those along a road
or within a community. Please keep
in mind, service availability can be
checked at empowermec.net.
From the construction perspective,
drops are the cables that go from a
mainline splice closure to the network
interface device (NID); the NID is
a small box installed on the side of
a home or business. The drop can
be overhead or underground and its
location is selected and drawn up by
one of our designers.
The next step is to connect
fibers together to secure a data path
from a home or business back to
the internet cloud. Connecting two
fibers is called splicing. Splicing a
glass fiber is altogether different from
connecting two copper wires. Today,
glass fiber-optic cables, about the size
of a human hair, are fused or melted
together. In the case of a 144-count
cable, that represents splicing each of
those fibers and requires six to eight
meckelec.org

DROP CONSTRUCTION
Build service drop to
consumer’s home

hours of work. By chance, if you see a
white enclosed trailer along our lines,
with cable hanging out of each end,
crews are in there working to splice
cables together. This splicing process
is done to every line and every fiber
connection from a house to the cloud.
Finally, and typically a couple months
later, we’re ready to install the Optical
Network Terminal in subscribers’ homes.
This device connects the customer’s
computer, tablet, television or phone
to the internet. The connection can be
completed over the ONT’s built-in
Wi-Fi or over a wired ethernet cable.

We have stepped up
when no one else would,
and because of that our
communities are closer
than they have ever been
to having high-quality
internet.
As you will note, there are a
significant number of steps, and a
number of crews with different skill
sets and responsibilities involved in the
construction and connection process.
You might ask, “Why so many different
crews?” The connection process utilizes

HOME INSTALL

Install ONT/router in
consumer’s home; run fiber
through home to NID

the specialized skills of each crew
to complete each task precisely and
efficiently, allowing us to build a robust
and reliable fiber network. Those crews
move from one project to the next,
keeping the process moving for
multiple areas.
Occasionally, we are asked how
project areas are selected, and we
certainly understand everyone wants
the service now and would put the
broadband to use immediately. As in any
capital venture, this one takes dollars,
and lots of them. Our financial model
accommodates the rural nature of our
communities and their low population
density. The model depends heavily
on grant funding to create a financially
viable system buildout. Grants, and
even loans, stipulate the requirements
for funding; and accordingly, areas are
selected to meet those requirements.
Funding is competitive and more
readily available for densely populated
areas that deliver a lower cost per
passing for each potential subscriber.
This simply translates into dense
areas funding less populated areas;
accordingly, growth and connections
fuel construction. Funding is important
and that’s why your team at EMPOWER
has sought, and won, federal funding
through CAFII, RDOF and ReConnect.
State funds have been awarded through
(Continued on page 16)
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the Tobacco Commission, the Virginia
Telecommunication Initiative and
CARES.
Since we began the tremendous
mission to bring high-speed internet to
southern Virginia, existing providers
have also enhanced previous lackluster
service, and all the while our rural
region benefits. However, EMPOWER’s
overall goal remains to provide service
across the communities we serve to
help our students, families and
businesses close the digital divide.
Like you, we would prefer an instant
buildout of our high-speed network;
however, we are constrained by the
potential negative financial impact
such drastic action would bring. And
if EMPOWER is not financially sound,
we cannot complete our mission.
Accordingly, we will move ahead
sensibly and with fiscal responsibility
and discipline. Every connection
today promotes the construction of
additional facilities and allows us to
serve even more areas tomorrow. So,
please remember … revenues from
every new subscriber of EMPOWER’s
services, where available, contributes
to the financial support required to
make service available to others.
We know how badly this service
is needed, and that everyone wants
it yesterday … and we are working
diligently to get to everyone as soon
as possible. But please remember,
we have stepped up when no one
else would, and because of that our
communities are closer than they
have ever been to having high-quality
internet. We cannot, however, replicate
in a year or two the fiber network
that was constructed in other areas
over the past few decades by internet
service providers who have ignored
and passed us over. We appreciate
how hard it is to be patient, and we
are grateful for the enthusiasm. As
with outage restoration, someone
has to be first and they’ll be very
pleased, and someone has to be last
and they won’t, but rest assured
we’ll keep rolling until everyone in
our service territory is able to enjoy
world-class broadband internet service.
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Francis Elected to Serve on
Statewide VCC Board

R

ecently, leaders from cooperatives across the Commonwealth of Virginia
took part in the 59th Annual Meeting of the Virginia Cooperative Council
(VCC), which was held virtually. During the business portion of the
meeting, members elected Dustin Francis, Community Relations Coordinator for
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative, to serve a three-year term on the VCC’s Board
of Directors. VCC’s mission is to promote the understanding and appreciation of
farmer- and consumer-owned cooperative businesses across the Commonwealth
and their contributions to the state economy through youth and adult education.
Formerly known as the Virginia Council of Farmer Cooperatives, this not-for-profit
organization was formed in 1962 and is headquartered in Richmond.
One of the primary development programs VCC sponsors is the annual Virginia
Institute on Cooperative Education (VICE). This youth leadership conference is
held each spring at Graves’ Mountain Lodge in Syria, Va., and educates youths ages
16-19 on cooperative business principles and management plans. This three-day
workshop includes live business simulations, as well as opportunities to enhance
teamwork, leadership and communication skills, all while having the opportunity
to receive up to $2,000 in educational scholarships.
Francis, a Halifax County resident, began his career with MEC in 2018 and
served in an interim position with the VCC Board since March of 2020, before
being elected to his current three-year term on the board. His current and past
experiences with local 4-H and FFA chapters and agricultural-based groups
contributed to his election to the VCC Board.
Regarding his opportunity to serve, Francis states, “The Cooperative business
model is genuinely unique and represents the opportunity of community members
to collectively provide a solution that is most often impractical and unaffordable
for individuals, areas or even entire regions. Introducing youth to the Cooperative
business model ensures seemingly impossible opportunities for rural areas can be
accomplished by combining resources to meet previously unmet needs just like
electricity decades ago or high-speed internet for today.”
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Mayday!, Mayday!,
Mayday! ...
Words We Never
Want to Say or Hear
Annual Pole-Top and
Bucket Rescue Training

A

t Mecklenburg Electric
Cooperative, safety is ALWAYS at
the top of our priority list. When
our line crews are replacing electric
poles or maintaining the system, it’s not
uncommon for them to be miles away
from the nearest first responders. If an
emergency were to arise, it is vital that
our crew members have the training
to safely lower an injured lineworker
down to the ground, begin first-aid care,
and wait for emergency crews to arrive.
As part of their safety training, MEC
lineworkers complete pole-top and
bucket rescue drills at least once per year.
CPR and first-aid training take place
every other year. In order to maintain
safety certification, every lineworker at
MEC must don climbing and safety gear,
climb the pole to the safety mannequin,
secure a rope around the “injured man”
and lower him to the ground.
When starting a rescue operation
from an electrical pole, there are several
factors lineworker must consider. The
basic rule of any rescue is: Don’t become
the second victim. The first step in any
rescue is to send the mayday call in to
dispatch or call 911. Again, due to many
remote locations across MEC’s service
territory, there may not be cell phone
reception where crews are working.
After the lineworker assesses the
situation to ensure that neither the
victim nor the pole are energized, the
lineworkers must get the injured to the
ground as quickly and safely as possible,
especially if there are life-threatening
injuries. After lowering the injured
person to the ground, crew members
can perform CPR and first aid until first
responders arrive on location. As an
added safety measure, MEC’s line trucks
are also equipped with automated
external defibrillators, which all
employees are also trained to use.
“At MEC, our highest priority
is always safety! From daily tailgate
sessions to Annual Safety Day training,
meckelec.org

Above: Lineman Matthew Doss operates
the bucket to lower the safety mannequin
to the ground during bucket rescue
operations.
Bottom left: Phil Jarvis, manager of safety
services with VMDAEC, conducts bucket
rescue training with MEC employees.
Bottom right: Ground Technician Walker
Cline simulates a pole-top rescue in which
the lineworker must get the injured to the
ground as quickly and safely as possible,
especially if there are life-threatening
injuries.

our goal is to prevent injury or illness
from happening; however, should an
emergency arise, our employees are
prepared,” says Matt Shaw, MEC’s safety
and security coordinator. He continues,
“If an emergency occurs, it’s imperative
to remain calm and follow the proper
safety procedures so that no one else
is harmed. That is why we continually
practice honing these skills.”
Being prepared for worst-case
scenarios is something all MEC
employees take seriously. Lineworkers
must work in heights with high-voltage
electricity flowing right beside them,
making their jobs inherently dangerous.
Relying on the quick thinking of their
co-workers could mean the difference
between life and death.
President and CEO John C. Lee, Jr.,
states, “The mayday call is a utility’s
worst nightmare, and, in an effort to
prevent that call from being made, we
continually look for opportunities to
improve upon our safety program. We
have an excellent safety committee,
which includes employees from every

department, that meets quarterly to
review our safety program, discuss areas
for improvement, and seek out new and
innovative ways to continually motivate
our employees to work safely. We want
safety to be the primary focus for all
our employees, including when they
are performing monotonous tasks that
could lead to complacency and result in
tragedy. We want everyone to go home
every day in the same condition they
reported for work that morning…”
Pole-top and bucket rescue is only
one piece of the puzzle when it comes
to MEC’s safety program; however, it
is a vital piece that helps ensure our
lineworkers are trained and capable of
acting as first responders, and possibly
save the life or their co-worker if
needed.
“The employees at MEC strive to
work as safely as possible every day, but
if an accident does happen, we know
our lineworkers will be able to respond
immediately with lifesaving skills,” says
Shaw.
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Meet Your Cooperative Employee
My job involves: Designing and staking
power lines

Favorite genre of music: Country, but I
enjoy all genres.

Favorite part of my job: Meeting new
Members, building relationships and
providing power

Favorite food: Pizza

Message I would like to give to the
members that we serve: I am happy
to be a part of a company that puts
its Members’ needs first. Helping the
community is something I am proud of.
Current residence: Keeling
Family members and their names:
Wife, Sarah; son, Layne; and daughter,
Emersyn
My hobbies: Hunting and spending time
with my children

Jared Hatcher

Favorite vacation spot: Mountains

Job title: Staking engineer
Serving MEC Members: Three years

Favorite movie: “Lawless,” “Open
Range,” and “The Revenant”

Food I would never eat: Anything green
Most useful thing I ever bought: A
home
I knew I was grown up when: My oldest
child, Emersyn, was born
First job: Spaulding Equipment
Company
What would you do with $1 million?
Buy a farm
My fondest memory: When my children
were born and meeting them for the
first time
An interesting talent I have: Making
people laugh
My hero is: My grandfather

. MEC EMPLOYEES .

Supporting the Community

M

EC employee Shelley Snead serves as board member and
assistant treasurer for the Mecklenburg County Cancer
Association (MCCA), a nonprofit organization that has provided
over $500,000 in financial assistance to cancer patients throughout
Mecklenburg County, Va. The MCCA was formed by Wendell Watterson,
who, after several battles with various forms of cancer, experienced the
devastating financial strain the disease inflicts on patients in the form of
treatments, medications, travel expenses, and, not to mention, the time
lost from work due to this dreadful disease. Accordingly, he founded
MCCA in 2006 and has subsequently assisted hundreds of local citizens
over the past 15 years.
Shelley, along with the 13 other board members of MCCA, volunteers her time to serve on the board and participate in
numerous fundraising events to support the organization’s goals, including the Cindy Hite Memorial Golf Tournament, Shaggin’
for a Cause, Lock Up Cancer and the South Central Bike Fest. All donations to MCCA are reinvested into the community because
they are paid directly to residents batting cancer.
Shelley states, “Although I was recruited by the organization for my accounting skills, I’ve always appreciated the work MCCA
does to raise money for cancer patients in our community, and I am proud to donate my time to be a part of this very worthy
cause.” She continues, “As I watch my father currently fighting this dreadful disease, it’s even more apparent that the work we do
helps mitigate the financial strain on the patient, so that money isn’t another of the many burdens they face in their fight against
cancer.”
To learn more about MCCA, visit mecklenburgcancer.org.
18 | Cooperative Living | July 2021

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative

Improving Reliability Through
Technology

Picture this: It’s 6 p.m. You’re standing in the kitchen cooking dinner and going over homework with the kids after a long day at
work. The casserole has been in the oven for 30 minutes now, and you’re slicing vegetables for the salad to go with it as you call
out spelling words to your child. The casserole still has another 45 minutes to cook, so that’s plenty of time to finish preparing the
salad and complete the list of 25 vocabulary words before you sit down to eat. Then everything goes dark for a split second. The
lights in your home blinked, then they immediately blink again. Then, the power goes out completely. You are in the dark.

T

his is a scenario that many of us
have experienced, and it often
seems that outages always occur
at the most inopportune moments and
disrupt our entire schedule.
In the scenario above, when
something makes contact with the line,
it creates a fault. A device known as a
recloser operates three times waiting
for the fault to clear itself. If it doesn’t,
the fuse will blow, de-energizing the
line to prevent further harm to the
system. More so than not, as long as
the weather is clear, that blink and/or
outage was likely caused by a fallen
tree, limb or wildlife.
Your team at MEC is continually
looking for opportunities to improve
system reliability and minimize the
number of Members inconvenienced
when a fault occurs. Over the past
four years, following a sectionalizing
study, which was performed in 2017 to
enhance system protection, reliability,
and to provide practical mitigation of
serious accidents, MEC has installed 16
of these electronic devices, at a cost of
$20,000 each, to better monitor your
electric distribution system. Installing
and utilizing electronic devices provides
meckelec.org

more intelligence to monitor the system
through MEC’s supervisory control and
data acquisition system, or SCADA.
MEC has also been aggressive
with the installation of fused cutouts
on the lines, installing over 100 so
far this year, which isolates downline
outages so that fewer members are
affected when we do experience these
interruptions of power.
“Our engineering team does an
impressive job of planning for the
future growth and power reliability
needs of our members,” says MEC
Vice President of Engineering and
Operations B.J. Seamans. He continues,
“Our Members can rest assured that
we are always working to replace
aging facilities, increase efficiency and
improve our service reliability — all
without raising rates and still returning
over $3.8 million in capital credits over
the past four years. That’s always our
goal because that’s the Cooperative
difference.”
Every four years, MEC prepares
a work plan that includes items
such as pole and aging equipment
replacements, system improvements,
substation upgrades, reliability

improvements, smart-grid technology,
and new equipment such as
sectionalizing devices to ensure
our system remains effective at
providing you safe, reliable electricity.
“Maintaining a healthy balance between
system investments and affordable
service requires thorough knowledge
of the system, and an overall expertise
in the field. I believe the MEC team has
done an excellent job of improving our
system while holding rates down …
and striking a balance that allows us
to provide you with the great service
you have come to expect from your
Cooperative,” says John C. Lee, Jr.,
president and CEO.
Lee continues, “As we wrap up
our current $30-million work plan,
and work to put the final touches on
the next four-year plan, our drive for
constant improvement continues,
because our Membership counts on
us to reliably and affordably deliver
electric service to their homes and
businesses. That’s a tremendous
responsibility that we take seriously,
and we will NEVER stop looking for
opportunities to meet their needs even
more effectively and efficiently.”
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Have a SAFE
Summer!
Summer is for hanging out by the pool, kayaking on the lake and barbequing
with family and friends. When we think of all the fun summer brings, we
should also think about safety. Here are a few summer safety tips to help
prevent your summer from becoming a bummer!
Matt Shaw, Safety and Security Coordinator

POOL SAFETY
• Never use extension leads, electrical appliances and cords near the pool.
• Make sure protective and waterproof covers for electrical equipment are kept in
place. Only remove for maintenance.
• Don’t put a plug-in light or appliance where it could fall or slide into the pool.
• Check underwater lights regularly for glass cracks or defective seals.
• Never handle electrical devices when you are wet.
• Have regular maintenance completed by a licensed electrician.
• Do not swim during a thunderstorm.
LAKE SAFETY
• Don’t swim near a marina or near a boat while it’s running.
• Avoid swimming near docks with electricity.
• If you see an electric shock drowning: DO NOT ENTER the water, turn off
power at the shore, throw a life ring to the victim, call 911.
BACKYARD SAFETY
• Use outdoor-rated extension cords.
• Make sure cords are not frayed or cracked.
• Check outlets for loose-fitting plugs. Replace broken wall plates so wiring and
components are not exposed.
• Be sure that you have GFCI outlets outside.
• Contact MEC regarding any tree limbs that may be too close to a power line.
• Don’t fly kites or drones near power lines.
BOATING SAFETY TIPS
• Sailboats often have masts of 30 feet or more, which can dangerously come into
contact with overhead power lines. Keep masts and other objects at least 10 feet
away from overhead lines to help prevent electrical accidents.
• Make a habit of looking up to check for lines before moving or rigging
your vessel.
• When fishing onboard, make sure to check for overhead power lines before
casting your line.

MECKLENBURG ELECTRIC
COOPERATIVE
P.O. Box 2451
Chase City, VA 23924-2451
Chase City District
(434) 372-6200
Emporia District
(434) 634-6168
Gretna District
(434) 656-1288
Power Failure & Emergencies
(877) 632-5688
Office Hours: M-F, 8 a.m.-5 p.m.
Website: meckelec.org
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative is an
equal opportunity provider and employer.
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