
Over the past year, EMPOWER 
Broadband, Inc. has made 
significant strides in delivering 

high-speed fiber broadband services 
to MEC Members across portions 
of seven of the 14 counties we serve. 
Currently, EMPOWER serves nearly 
3,500 customers, and will soon embark 
upon a historic $154 million project 
that will bring critically important high-
speed broadband to most of the areas 

served by MEC, and some of Dominion 
Energy’s service area as well. Ultimately, 
14,000 Southside Virginia homes and 
businesses will have access to world-class 
fiber service.

Earlier this year, EMPOWER 

secured a $70 million grant from 
the Commonwealth of Virginia to 
anchor its plan to deploy fiber for 
broadband across six Southside Virginia 
counties. This project will cover all of 
Mecklenburg and Halifax Counties, and 
the southern portions of Brunswick and 
Charlotte Counties. The only exceptions 
are areas that are deemed by state and 
federal officials as already served by 
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COOPERATIVE NEWS
Stepping Up to Build A Stronger Community

Fiber Deployment and Broadband Update
Owner’s Engineer Selected to Assist in Project

Members and residents can check the inclusion of their 
address for our $154 million VATI Project on the “Find 
Out” map at empowermec.net. This map includes just over 
14,000 addresses that will have access to world-class fiber 
fed service from EMPOWER. These 14,000 addresses 
blanket every area EMPOWER was ultimately permitted to 
include in this application. 

If your address is not on this map, then federal and state 
agencies deemed your area already served, or your address 
is included in an area that has been assigned to another 
provider who is currently receiving federal funds to provide 
service to your home. We included many of those areas in 
our grant application because we have yet to see any activity 
in those zones; however, they were denied after successful 
challenges by other providers who either serve the area 
with some internet product, claim to serve the area, or are 
receiving funds from other sources to serve those areas, 
whether or not they are actually doing so. 

For example, funding to serve many rural homes in our 
region that was denied in our application, or that we did 
not include because of funds previously awarded to other 
providers, were granted through the Federal Communications 
Commission’s 2018 Connect America Fund Auction or 
the 2021 Rural Digital Opportunity Fund and by program 
guidelines, are the responsibility of other providers.  

Sadly, many living in those areas have never even been 
contacted by these providers, some of whom, believe it or 
not, have been receiving federal funds for three years to 

provide broadband service to those residents. In fairness to 
the officials who make grant decisions, we were not surprised 
when we were denied grant funds in those previously 
allocated/funded areas. We expected they would be, but we 
tried, nonetheless, to include them since there has apparently 
been no deployment activity, or even any communication 
from the provider to those living in these areas … and we 
would be proud and willing to serve ALL of them. 

EMPOWER Broadband is aggressively completing 
construction in areas for which we have received grant dollars 
for deployment. All of those projects remain on schedule, 
and the number of those receiving our world world-class 
fiber broadband service grows daily. EMPOWER also 
represents you at every opportunity to impress upon other 
providers who are supposed to serve our region, the critical 
urgency of delivering fast, reliable broadband service to 
our communities. However, EMPOWER has no control 
over their progress or deployment time frames, nor are we 
responsible for anyone being excluded from our substantial 
upcoming VATI deployment. 

If you are in the counties we serve, EMPOWER 
Broadband, county officials and the Southside District 
Planning Commission made every effort to include all those 
in our region who are unserved or underserved in the most 
recent VATI application. We’ll continue to aggressively 
pursue every option that would enable us to make world-
class broadband service available to everyone in the 
communities we serve.

IS MY HOME INCLUDED IN THIS UPCOMING PROJECT? 

(continued on page 16)
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Above: Representatives with MEC also met with Sen. Frank Ruff 
of the 15th District and Del. Tommy Wright of the 61st District to 
discuss matters that affect the cooperative, its employees and the 
members it serves.

Staff and board members of Mecklenburg Electric 
Cooperative traveled to the state capital on Jan. 25 as 
part of the Virginia, Maryland & Delaware Association 

of Electric Cooperatives (VMDAEC) annual Legislative 
Day. While there, representatives of the cooperative met with 
legislators to advocate for policies that will benefit MEC 
Members and Southside Virginia.

Among those attending from MEC were board members 
Fletcher Jones of Palmer Springs and Donnie Moore of 
Chatham, along with President and CEO John Lee, General 
Counsel and Vice President of Administration Jim Guy, 
and Vice President of Member and Energy Services David 
Lipscomb. MEC’s representatives joined approximately 65 
cooperative directors, managers and key staffers from Virginia’s 
13 not-for-profit, member-owned electric cooperatives, as well 
as government officials, legislative staff and guests.

Following a Tuesday morning breakfast, attendees visited 
with legislators and their aides in their General Assembly 
offices and outlined the position of Virginia’s electric 
cooperatives on legislation being considered in the 2022 
session. MEC’s team visited with Del. Les Adams, Del. Danny 
Marshall, Del. Tommy Wright, Sen. Bill Stanley, Sen. Frank 
Ruff, Del. Otto Wachsmann, and the legislative aides for Sen. 
Louise Lucas and Del. James Edmunds. 

MEC President and CEO John Lee comments, “At 
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative, we are beholden to our 
Members, and are profoundly aware of how vital it is to relay 
the needs of Southside Virginia’s rural communities to our 
elected officials.” 

He continues, “This annual event provides us a great 
opportunity to discuss pending legislation, but also to provide 
input to aid lawmakers as they develop legislation to build a 
stronger rural Virginia.” 

MEC Leaders Visit State Legislators in Richmond

Virginia state Senator Bill Stanley, of District 20, met with MEC representatives during 2022 Legislative Day on Jan. 25. Pictured, from 
left, are Donald Moore, John Lee, Sen. Bill Stanley, Fletcher Jones, Jim Guy and David Lipscomb. 

other internet service providers, or areas for which other 
providers are receiving funds to provide broadband service (see 
article in shaded box on previous page). This is a monumental 
effort that will take place over the next three years with 
extensive broadband deployment work being undertaken in all 
four counties simultaneously. 

To aid in meeting an aggressive schedule, and to ensure the 
construction of a reliable and high-quality fiber network, the 
services of a renowned fiber engineering and design consulting 
firm, Magellan Advisors, have been secured. Magellan will act 
as the owner’s engineer 
and will provide 
oversight of the project 
under EMPOWER’s 
direction.

“This well-respected 
and highly experienced 
organization has 
provided planning, 
engineering and 
construction 
management of 
more than $1 billion 
in new broadband 
investments,” says 
John C. Lee, Jr., 
EMPOWER President 
and CEO. “They have connected more than 1 million homes 
with gigabit broadband, and connected fiber to thousands of 
schools, hospitals, libraries and government facilities across the 
U.S. We are pleased to have secured their assistance with this 
considerable undertaking.”

Magellan and EMPOWER staff are currently holding 
weekly meetings, designing the network, and defining the 
boundaries of construction zones across the collective project 
area. Once defined, these areas will be presented through a 
Request for Proposal process seeking the most cost-effective 
and qualified construction companies to build each zone 
in the project area. EMPOWER will lay out a construction 
schedule and provide timelines for the project. Company 
officials anticipate a May release of the timetable, and the 
commencement of construction later in June. 

Once one or more construction contractors are selected 
and construction is underway, Magellan’s experienced on-
site deployment team will assist EMPOWER in overseeing 
daily deployment activities for each zone. EMPOWER will 
provide a regularly updated dashboard of progress indicators 
informing those interested as to how the project is progressing 
with numerous statistics, such as miles of fiber deployed, 
number of customers connected, etc. It should also be noted 
that all projects currently underway will continue on a parallel 

path as EMPOWER prepares for this project. Thus, those 
desiring service in areas where we are already offering service, 
or soon will be, will be connected.   

“At this breakneck pace, we will rely on residents’ patience 
as we build to their homes and businesses … but we commit to 
work with diligence and urgency to complete this crucial task 
and deliver what no one else would,” Lee says. “We are very 
anxious to get rolling, to lighting fiber, and to bringing this 
critically important service to our communities. 

“Please know that we recognize that everyone wants this 
service as quickly as possible … in fact you want it yesterday,” 
he continues. “And rest assured, we want you to have it, and 
we’ll move this project forward as aggressively as possible to 

bring you powerful 
and highly reliable 
broadband access as 
soon as we possibly can. 
Please bear in mind 
the magnitude of this 
project and the fact that 
our region has been 
ignored for many, many 
years while internet 
systems were being 
built to serve our urban 
neighbors. It will take 
some time to catch up, 
and of course, some will 
get the service sooner 
than others. 

“Please keep in mind, however, that we didn’t drop the ball 
here, and we are not the reason you don’t have broadband. 
We’ve just stepped up to meet your need, and now we’re running 
with it,” Lee states. “The good news is we have secured funds to 
help address the technology divide, we’re designing the system 
as we speak, and we’re lining up an army of fiber contractors 
to roll in and help us get the job done. Moreover, the project is 
being undertaken by a trusted entity that has served Southside 
Virginia for over 80 years, one that has stepped up once again, 
when no one else would, to meet the needs of our communities. 
The bad news is, it will take time, and it would take anybody 
time, even with unlimited resources.”

In closing, Lee emphasizes, “The economic, educational 
and internet access benefits this project will bring to Southside 
Virginia cannot be understated … it will make a profound 
difference in the future of the communities we serve, in the 
same manner as the electric service we provide. This you can 
be sure of: if your home or business is passed by fiber facilities 
that we have built or have committed to build, EMPOWER 
will be bringing world-class broadband service to you, and 
you’ll be pleased with how robust and reliable our fiber service 
is … it will meet your current and future needs and you’ll 
be able to depend on its speed and horsepower being there 
whenever you need it.” 

(continued from page 15)

Better Cable Systems, a contractor for EMPOWER Broadband, Inc., 
works to install underground fiber cable along Triplet Road in 
southern Brunswick County.

Broadband Update



Hunter and Tucker Whitten are 
well-mannered. They say “yes, 
ma’am,” “please” and “thank 

you.” They offer their hands for a firm 
handshake. And, at first, they seem a 
bit shy. That is, until they climb onto 
the back of a miniature bull weighing 
in at nearly a half-ton. Then, these two 
youngsters transform into fearless little 
cowboys … tough and adventurous, with 
can-do attitudes and winning spirits.

Every other weekend, from spring 
through fall, their parents, Jacob and 
Amy Whitten, of Chase City, Va., drive 
them to various rodeo competitions 
around the state and beyond. They 
eagerly don their cowboy hats and spurs 
and sit astride bucking and snorting 

miniature bulls, or minis, hanging on 
for a thrill ride. Six or 8 seconds is the 
goal, depending on the division they are 
competing in. 

Hunter will turn 10 in May, while 
Tucker just turned 7. Incredibly, the 
boys have nearly a decade of combined 
experience rodeoing, each having 
started competing at age 4, first with 
the Virginia High School Rodeo 
Association before moving to the 
International Miniature Bullriding 
Association. 

Recently, Hunter and Tucker sat 
down for an interview at a local ice 
cream shop. After shyly acknowledging 
introductions, both tucked 
enthusiastically into their frozen treats, 

listening as their mother, Amy, shared 
the details of their entry into the rough-
and-tumble world of rodeoing, adding 
an occasional comment between bites.

“My brother, Ben, used to bareback 
ride horses,” Amy says. “Once the boys 
saw pictures of him riding, that’s all they 
wanted to do. Hunter was adamant. His 
mind was made up, and there was no 
changing it.” Hunter was 4 at the time, 
and Tucker was 2. 

The Whittens signed Hunter up for 
membership in the VHSRA’s mavericks 
division for ages 4-6. Tucker would not 
be eligible to join for a couple more 
years. The peewee rodeo events included 
barrel racing, pole bending, goat tying 
and sheep riding (mutton busting). 

18 • Cooperative Living • April 2022 Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative meckelec.org April 2022 • Cooperative Living • 19

BROTHERS ENJOY THRILLS AND SPILLS ASTRIDE BUCKING MINI BULLS
by Dolores Cabaniss, Member and Public Relations Specialist

From left, little cowboys Tucker and Hunter 
under the big city lights in Reno.

PHOTO COURTESY 
KIERCE PHOTOGRAPHY

Hunter Whitten, 9, 
rides miniature bull 
X-Games at the IMBA 
World Finals in 
Reno, Nev., as his dad, 
Jacob and brother, 
Tucker, watch.

Tucker Whitten, 7, 
rides Nemo at the 
IMBA World Finals 
in Reno.

PHOTO COURTESY KIERCE PHOTOGRAPHY

“Hunter wanted to ride the bulls, but 
his age division at the time only allowed 
sheep,” Amy comments.

“First you have to ride sheep, then 
calves, then bulls,” Hunter states. He 
would eventually take home a state 
championship in mutton busting. Tucker 
was reserve grand champion his first 
season in mutton busting. Both have now 
graduated to the miniature bulls.

According to Hunter, his favorite 
memory takes place at a Gordonsville, 
Va., event where he first rode a bull the 
full allotted time, called covering. His 
bull was named Short Sleeve, and he 
rode for 6 seconds. “He was 6 
years old at that time. He 
still loves that bull,” says 
Amy. 

Tucker says his 
favorite things are 
“when a sheep pops a 
wheelie” (raising up on 
its hind legs) and when 
he can go meet his bull 
face-to-face in the pen.

In 2021, the young 
cowboys advanced in qualifying events 
throughout Virginia, earning them an 

invitation to compete 
in the IMBA World 
Finals held in Reno, 
Nev. last fall.

The trip to Reno 
was a once-in-a-lifetime 

opportunity for the boys, 
and Amy was overwhelmed by the 

interest and generosity her hometown 
residents have shown. “The community 
has really rallied around the boys,” she 
says. “They’ve donated, shown up for 
events, and made sure we had everything 
we needed. Everyone has been a real 
blessing to us.”

In Reno, Tucker competed in the 
walk-trot division — the bulls don’t 
buck as much, and the time limit is 6 
seconds. He covered his bull, Nemo, in 
his event. Hunter drew a feistier ride, a 
bull named X-Games, for his event in 
the peewee division. “I made it through 
a jump and a spin before I fell off !” 
Hunter exclaims.

“That bull spun back with him, and 
Hunter hit the dirt,” says Amy. “But he 
was super excited because he’d never had 
one do that. So, although he didn’t ride 
the full 8 seconds, he was all smiles.”

Like any physical sport, there is 
potential for injury, but VHSRA and 
IMBA have strict safety protocols in 
place during events to protect the riders, 
spectators and animals. Bullfighters are 
in the ring to distract and wrangle bulls, 
help the riders dismount and untangle 
hands and spurs. Competitors must wear 
a helmet, a mouthguard and a protective 
vest. “Kind of like a bulletproof vest,” 
Tucker pipes up, in between spoonfuls 
of his peanut butter cup ice cream. 

 “They love it,” says Amy. “They’re 
not interested in playing ball, and this is 
something we can do as a family to keep 
them involved. 

“They’re a wild bunch,” she adds with 
a laugh. “I guess that’s why cowboying is 
working in their favor.” 

A second favorite pastime of the young Chase City cowboys, 
whose parents are longtime MEC Members, is watching the 
linemen in convoys when winter weather hits. “They love to 
watch the trucks go by the house in the winter,” says Amy. “We 
live close to a substation and on a direct line, so there’s five at a 
time when they come by. They get so excited.”

CHASING ACHASING A

RODEORODEO
DREAMDREAM

Miniature bulls are 
bred to kick, spin and buck. 
They help future bull riders 

develop confidence and riding 
skills, and as contestants’ 

abilities grow, they are 
provided more challenging 

bulls.
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS

CHASE CITY DISTRICT

The team of dedicated employees and board members pictured on these pages are being recognized for their years of 
professional service, and for their efforts to safely deliver reliable and affordable electricity to your homes, schools, 
churches and businesses. Each of them is committed to the cooperative’s mission, and Membership, and takes great 

pride in their responsibility of meeting your electric needs with the very best of service. They never forget the tremendous 
responsibility you have entrusted to them ... please join us in recognizing their loyal service to our cooperative.

EMPORIA DISTRICT

15 YEARS 
Robert Andrews 

District Office 
Manager

15 YEARS 
Adam Brewer

Line Technician

5 YEARS 
Marcus Claude
Line Technician

5 YEARS 
David Hall

Gretna District

15 YEARS 
Franklin Myers
Emporia District

35 YEARS 
Fletcher “Bob” Jones

Chase City District

20 YEARS 
Jason McKinney

Line Foreman

15 YEARS 
Paul Underwood
Line Technician

GRETNA DISTRICT

5 YEARS 
Leathern Yeatts 

Apprentice Technician

20 • Cooperative Living • April 2022 Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative

HEADQUARTERS

20 YEARS 
Bryan Soles

IT Administrator

15 YEARS 
Clifton Elam

Computer & Office 
Services Tech

15 YEARS 
Sarah Bratten

Billing Coordinator

30 YEARS 
Burch Petersen

Service Technician

ENGINEERING AND 
OPERATIONS

35 YEARS 
Todd Carey, Retired

GIS Technician

20 YEARS 
Brian Woods

Director of 
Engineering

15 YEARS 
Benjamin Moss

Engineering 
Technician

10 YEARS 
Ray DeJarnette

Arborist & Manager of 
Vegetative Services

MEC Directors, Employees Recognized   For Their Years of Dedicated Service

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.

“We congratulate these dedicated and loyal 
individuals for reaching milestones in their 

commitment to serving our Membership. 
MEC, and the service we offer, is built 

on their years of valuable experience 
and professionalism.”

– John C. Lee, Jr., President and CEO

Please Note: MEC offices will be closed on 
April 18 for Easter Monday.
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NATIONAL LINEMAN APPRECIATION DAY RESOLUTION
“Whereas linemen leave their families and put their lives on the line every day to keep the power on; 
Whereas linemen work 365 days a year under dangerous conditions to build, maintain and repair the electric 

infrastructure; 
Whereas linemen are the first responders of the electric cooperative family, getting power back on and making 

things safe for all after storms and accidents; and 
Whereas there would be no electric cooperatives without the brave men and women who comprise our corps of 

linemen; 
Therefore be it resolved that NRECA recognize the Second Monday of April of each year as National Lineman 

Appreciation Day and make available to electric cooperatives, materials and support to recognize the contributions of 
these valuable men and women to America’s Electric Cooperatives.”

Got Power? Thank a Lineworker!
Join Us in Honoring Your Dedicated Lineworkers on April 11

The second Monday in April has been designated 
National Lineworker Appreciation Day by the board 
of directors of the National Rural Electric Cooperative 

Association. NRECA is the trade association that represents 
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative and more than 900 other 
electric cooperatives and public power systems nationwide.

“MEC is blessed to have an exceptional group of 
lineworkers. They possess an admirable internal fortitude and 
a mission-oriented determination to keep the power flowing,” 
says President and CEO John C. Lee, Jr. “They inspire me in so 
many ways, and I am proud to work with them. I send to each 
of our lineworkers my sincere and heartfelt thanks for all they 
do on this special day … and every other day.”

Mark your calendar for April 11 to recognize those who 
work to keep your lights on, no matter the conditions outside. 
On that day, or on any day, take a minute to write a kind note 
or post a comment about the Cooperative’s lineworkers on 
MEC’s Facebook page.

Leathern Yeatts, apprentice technician for Gretna District.

MEC Members Receive Capital Credits Totaling Over $43M

As a Member of Mecklenburg 
Electric Cooperative, you share in 
the margins that are earned, and 

your share is called “capital credits.” In 
2021, a total of $921,934 was returned 
to Members who earned credits to their 
electric account in the year 2001. Checks 
were mailed in December. Through 
the years, your Cooperative has retired 
capital credits totaling $43,374,341 
to the Member-owners, one of many 
benefits of being a Member of MEC. 
For more information on capital credit 
allocations, visit meckelec.org/capital-
credits or call 434-372-6149.


