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Inside, learn about the 
new exhibit at the North 
Dakota Heritage Center 
that features the history 
of the state’s electric 
cooperatives.
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POWER OF THE PEOPLE
NEW EXHIBIT SHARES ELECTRIC CO-OP HISTORY

The days on North Dakota farms 
and ranches before electricity 
could be grueling.

“The days were long and hard, 
18 to 20 hours. It could be windy 
every day. But on canning day, it 
was still – not enough wind for the 
windmill. (Between pumping water, 
picking and shelling peas, my back 
was nearly broken,” Eunice Kost, 
Washburn, remembers.

“The daily grind of household 
chores and raising livestock took time, 
muscle and sweat,” another electric 
cooperative member shares.

But then the electric cooperative 
movement began, lighting rural 
farms, ranches and homes across 
North Dakota.

Those stories, and the history of 
electric cooperatives in the state, are 
featured prominently in the newly 
expanded North Dakota Heritage 
Center, on the state Capitol grounds 
in Bismarck.

Electric cooperatives are featured in 

the “Power of the People” exhibit in 
the Governors Gallery in the Heritage 
Center. The display will be featured 
through the end of 2015.

The “Power of the People” exhibit 
features a blend of history, telling the 
story of rural electrification coming to 
rural North Dakota, and educational 
displays about the role of electric 
cooperatives in the state today.

The new Governors Gallery will 
feature temporary and traveling 
exhibits, as well as educational 
programs. The first temporary 
exhibit, Power of the People, was 
produced by the Touchstone Energy® 
Cooperatives of North Dakota and 
is partially sponsored by the State 
Historical Society and its Foundation. 
This exhibit tells the rural electric 
development story, its impact on 
North Dakota, and their future vision.

The exhibit first shares the 
experiences of rural North Dakotans 
as they lived and worked without the 
power of electricity. Step inside one 

of three displays under a replica of a 
power line for a personal experience.

Lift a “sad iron” to experience the 
weight of the labor-intensive iron, rub 
the soot off a kerosene lamp or see 
how long you can turn a crank without 
tiring. Meanwhile, North Dakotans 
who lived without electricity share 
their personal stories through recorded 
voices in the exhibit.

“I remember not having to eat 
the ice cream all at once,” another 
member chuckles, recalling his family 
being able to store the ice cream 
container in a refrigerator rather than 
eating the contents before they melted. 

Then, step through the “REA 
Co-op” door where an interactive 
display shows the formation of 
cooperatives across the state. 
Push a button labeled 1939 and 
watch the eastern portion of North 
Dakota light up. By 1950, the 
entire state lights with the power of 
electric cooperatives.

KEM Electric Cooperative Inc. 

Lift a “sad iron” to 
gauge the weight of the 
heavy irons used before 
electricity.
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was organized in 1944, during World 
War II, some nine years after the 
birth of the Rural Electrification 
Administration (REA).  The date of 
incorporation was April 5, 1944.

It was impossible to obtain 
construction materials during 
World War II and as a result actual 
construction of power lines did not 
begin until 1947 and 1948.

KEM’s first substation (Danzig) 
was energized April 2, 1949. The 
Danzig substation is approximately 
eight miles south of Wishek, in 
McIntosh County. The first farm 
energized was that of Wm. C. Giedt, 
Danzig. The farm was connected 
April 2, 1949.

“And in the long wait for REA, 
we at last got the high line,” an 
electric cooperative member, Pauline 
Olson, wrote in her diary in 1949, 
which is shared in the Power of the 
People display.

Continue through the exhibit, 
and arrive at the modern-day story 
of the state’s electric cooperatives. 

Stand by a photograph of a life-sized 
tire, weighing 4,200 pounds, of a 
coal truck from the North American 
Coal Corporation. 

Learn about the nuts and bolts 
of a cooperative, and discover the 
location of each electric cooperative 
in the state by entering a ZIP code on 
a touchscreen.

Another portion of the gallery 
shares the four Touchstone Energy 
concepts: integrity, innovation, 
accountability and commitment 
to community. 

Touchscreens in the Kids Zone 
share information about electrical 
safety, energy conservation and 
renewable energy. Kids can play a 
game to see how electric cooperatives 
produce renewable energy. Learn 
about capital credits or watch a video 
about electrical safety.

KEM Electric Cooperative 
encourages you to stop in and visit 
the North Dakota Heritage Center the 
next time you are in Bismarck. The 
Heritage Center welcomes groups, 

including school groups, to tour 
the exhibits. n

Gretchen 
Schmaltz, the 
energy services 
advisor/analyst 
for Nodak Electric 
Cooperative, 
Clark Van Horn, 
advertising manager 
for North Dakota 
Living, and Kirk 
Praus, member 
support technician 
for KEM Electric 
Cooperative, left to 
right, demonstrate 
a display in the 
Power of the People 
exhibit which shows 
how it takes more 
than one person to 
form a cooperative.

North Dakota’s electric cooperative 
directors and employees are featured in 
the Power of the People display.
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It can be annoying. Waking in the 
morning to find a blinking “12:00” 
on your digital alarm clock. Having 

to reset every digital clock in the house 
- on the microwave, answering ma-
chine, alarm clocks and stove.

Usually, this state of “eternal 
midnight” was caused by a “blink” 
in the electrical system. While these 
“blinks” in our electricity can be 
a temporary aggravation, they are 
actually indicators that the electrical 
system is functioning properly. 

KEM Electric Cooperative members 
may be experiencing blinks this winter, 
according to KEM Electric Cooperative 
Line Superintendent Gary Hulm. As 
temperatures fluctuate through the 
winter, ice or frost forms on power 
lines, which can cause blinks in power.

“When there’s ice or frost on the 
line, and the wind blows, the wires start 
slapping together,” Hulm explains. 
“When they hit each other, that’s when 
you get blinking lights.”

Winter temperatures hiking into the 
30s and 40s, then cooling again, often 
cause frost or even ice, Hulm says. The 
majority of blinks on KEM Electric 
Cooperative’s lines in the winter occur 
during the warmer temperatures.

“Everybody is looking forward to the 
30s and 40s and I love the 20-degree 
weather,” he says with a laugh. 

Mostly, Hulm asks for patience from 
members experiencing blinks.

“Be patient with us, because blinks 
can go through so many miles of line or 
numerous breakers, and it’s hard to pin 
down. Blinks are the hardest thing to 
find,” he says.

Blinks also can occur in the spring 
or summer, due to cattle rubbing on 
poles, causing the wires to touch. Or 
birds and squirrels can cause damage to 
equipment, causing blinks. Throughout 
the year, the causes can be numerous, 
Hulm points out.

Why does the power blink?
These momentary power 

interruptions can occur anywhere 
along a power system – from the 
time electrons are generated at a 
power plant to being shipped across 
transmission lines to substations, or 
during distribution from a substation to 
your home.

Blinks are created when a 
momentary fault occurs along a power 
line. Because electrical systems are 
designed for safety and efficiency, a 

device called an oil circuit recloser 
(OCR) acts as a breaker. The breaker 
usually opens because of a large, quick 
rise of electrical current. This large rise, 
called a fault condition, can occur when 
a tree branch touches a line, wires slap 
together or a wire breaks.

When this happens, a relay senses 
the fault and tells the breaker to open, 
preventing the flow of power to the 
problem site. After opening, the breaker 
quickly closes. The brief delay, which 
allows the fault to clear, usually lasts 
less than two seconds.

If the fault clears, every home or 
business that receives electricity off 
that power line has just experienced 
a blink. This could include hundreds 
of accounts if the breaker protects a 
transmission line or a substation. 

If the disturbance on the line persists, 
the OCR will continue to operate two 
more times, than remain open, resulting 
in a power outage.

This is actually a safety mechanism, 
protecting the system, cutting off 
power to the affected section of the 
line to isolate the problem until it can 
be repaired.

Blinks have always occurred in 
electrical systems, but have become 

KEM Electric explains power ‘blinks’
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Maintaining the system

To reduce the number of blinks and outages across its territory, 
KEM Electric Cooperative tests 3,500 to 4,000 poles each year 
and replaces any that do not pass inspection, according to KEM 

Electric Cooperative Line Superintendent Gary Hulm.
The poles are tested by RAM Utilities, a company headquartered in 

Moorhead, Minn. Last year, poles were tested in the Ashley area. In 
2015, testing is scheduled for infrastructure in the Wishek, Lehr and 
the Westfield area.

The testing includes several steps, according to Joel Rovang with 
RAM Utilities. The first step is a visual inspection of the pole.

Secondly, inspectors excavate to a depth of 6 to 8 inches around the 
bottom of the pole to visually check for damage below ground.

The pole is then “sounded,” which involves hitting the pole with a 
hammer at certain points. Boring is also used to inspect poles. A drill 
bit is used to take core samples of the pole. Treated plugs are then 
placed into the drill holes and the area is wrapped.

“The inspection of a pole is a mix of art and science,” Rovang says. 
“The science is what a person learns about decay, impact damages, 
loading and how it all fits together to determine the strength versus 
load ratio of the pole. These are things that can be measured. The art 
is what a person perceives about that particular pole, which is like no 
other pole on the system, which may influence its strength.” 

KEM Electric Cooperative replaces approximately 100 poles a year, 
with the inspection on a 10-year rotation for every pole.

“Pole inspection and maintenance are really important,” Hulm says. 
“When you get ice storms or frost, the weight gives a weak pole more 
chance to snap off.”

Testing poles is another example of KEM Electric Cooperative’s 
commitment to providing its members with safe, reliable electric 
service.

more noticeable with more digital 
clocks in homes today.

Reducing the blink’s effects
KEM Electric Cooperative takes 

steps to reduce the number of blinks 
across its power system through a 
strong maintenance program, but there 
are measures you can take as well.

Tree trimming is probably the easiest 
and most common way to reduce 
blinks, and one area where you can 
help. Make sure KEM Electric knows 
of any trees or limbs are located close 
to a power line and call us to trim 
the branches.

When frost or ice forms on tree 
branches close to power lines, the 

branches can sag or break, causing 
blinks or even outages.

Meanwhile, you can reduce the 
frustration of blinks by purchasing an 
alarm clock equipped with a battery 
backup. This type of digital clock will 
keep the correct time and sound an 
alarm in case of a long-duration outage, 
provided a charged battery is in place. 
As an added benefit, these devices 
only use the battery in the event of 
a power interruption.

Blinks affect all electrical 
equipment, not just digital clocks. An 
uninterruptible power supply (UPS) 
on your computer can help prevent 
information loss. The UPS incorporates 
surge suppression technology with 

a battery backup and provides you 
some time to save whatever you 
were working on and exit your 
computer properly.

KEM Electric Cooperative maintains 
its system for safety and reliability and 
works hard to identify and fix sources 
of service interruptions. Even though 
blinks will never disappear from the 
delivery system, we can minimize the 
effects of the interruptions and the 
frequency with which they occur.

“Be patient with us,” Hulm says. “I 
know it’s a nuisance, but sometimes 
weather has everything to do with 
it right now and we can’t control 
the weather.” n

Several steps are taken when 
testing poles as part of KEM Electric 
Cooperative’s maintenance program. 
Here, a RAM Utilities inspector bores 
into a pole to check for decay.
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KEM employees recognized for service

Five KEM Electric Cooperative employees were 
recently recognized for their years of service with 
the cooperative. Each was presented with a certifi-

cate from KEM Electric Cooperative Co-Managers Don 
Franklund and Chris Baumgartner.
Those recognized included:

Roberta Nagel – 40 years

Gary Hulm – 35 years
Jeff Gefre – 25 years
Jeff Werner – 15 years
Dawn Schiele – 10 years
KEM Electric Cooperative thanks these dedicated 

individuals, along with all the employees, for their service 
to the cooperative. n

Roberta Nagel – 40 years

Jeff Gefre – 25 years Gary Hulm – 35 years

Dawn Schiele – 10 years Jeff Werner – 15 years
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Hey students!
KEM ELECTRIC OFFERS SCHOLARSHIPS

KEM Electric Cooperative strongly believes in the future of area students. To help 
students prepare for their future journeys, the cooperative will award two college 
scholarships for the 2015-2016 school year, one in the amount of $1,000 and 
one in the amount of $500.

“We believe these scholarships are important to help students pursue 
an education and become great leaders for our state,” says KEM 
Electric Cooperative Co-General Manager Chris Baumgartner.

Applications have been distributed to area schools or you may 
request an application from KEM Electric Cooperative. You may 
also visit KEM Electric Cooperative’s website at www.kemelectric.
com, where you’ll find more information and an application. Click on the 
“Community” section of the website.

WHAT IS IT?
The scholarship program, designed to encourage and recognize the achievements 

of children of cooperative members, is administered by KEM Electric Cooperative. 
To qualify, students must be enrolled or planning to enroll in a full-time undergraduate 
or graduate course of study at an accredited two-year or four-year college, university or 
technical school. They must be U.S. citizens and be dependents of cooperative members.

Scholarship recipients are selected based on academic record, honors, work 
experience, potential to succeed, leadership, and participation in school and 
community activities.

The $1,000 college scholarship is made possible by the cooperative’s 
power supplier, Basin Electric Power Cooperative. Basin Electric will 
fund 180 such scholarships this year.

WHAT ARE THE CRITERIA TO APPLY?
Recipients will be chosen on a combination of SAT/ACT 

scores and overall grade point average, activities, achievements 
and honors, work experience, a personal statement of career 
goals and aspirations, and a written recommendation from 
a high school or college counselor or advisor, instructor or 
work supervisor who knows the student well.

Completed applications must be received in the 
cooperative office no later than Feb. 13, 2015. Applications 
can be brought to the KEM Electric Cooperative office 
or mailed to: KEM Electric Cooperative, P.O. Box 790, 
Linton, ND 58552. Or email your completed application to 
kem@kemelectric.com.

Any questions regarding the scholarships may be 
directed to KEM Electric Cooperative at 701-254-4666 or 
800-472-2673.
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DIRECTORS:
Dean Dewald, Chairman ..................Dawson
Victor Wald, Vice Chairman ..........Napoleon
Carter Vander Wal, Sec.-Treas.  ........ Pollock
Carmen Essig, Director ..........................Lehr
John Beck, Director .............................Linton
Dean Hummel, Director ..................... Hague
Milton Brandner, Director ................Zeeland

MANAGEMENT:
Don Franklund
 & Chris Baumgartner ........... Co-Managers
Roberta Nagel ......................Office Manager
Bair Law Firm, Atty.  ........................ Mandan
Innovative Energy Alliance, LLC
Consulting Engineers .....................Bismarck

Report outages to the following
toll-free number: 800-472-2673

Hazelton, Linton and Strasburg exchanges’ 
phone number: 701-254-4666

OFFICE HOURS:
Monday through Friday, 

8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
Website: kemelectric.com

Email address: kem@kemelectric.com

Dec. 16, 2014
• Approved the November regular board meeting minutes
• Heard department updates
• Heard reports on meetings attended
• Heard Innovative Energy Alliance update
• Signed the special equipment summary for November
• Approved closing work order No. 344-Sukut Sub
• Approved the 2015 budget
• Heard a report from the voucher review committee. 

KEM Electric Cooperative
Board meeting highlights

THE MARATHON  
WATER HEATER 

will be the last water heater you’ll ever buy!

Call KEM Electric Cooperative  
701-254-4666
800-472-2673

FEATURES:
• Polybutene tank that is guaranteed not 

to leak, rust or corrode for as long as you 
own your home. 

• One of the most efficient water heaters 
on the market. 

• To save money, ask about placing your 
Marathon water heater on one of KEM 
Electric Cooperative’s load-management 
programs.

Join us on Facebook!
Join KEM Electric Cooperative on Facebook for important 

announcements, information about your electric 
cooperative, photos and other information!

Dale Nagel, right, achieved his journeyman lineworker certificate in 2014 and 
was recognized at the North Dakota Association of Rural Electric Cooperatives 
Apprenticeship Training and Safety Conference. KEM Electric Line Superintendent 
Gary Hulm presents the certificate.
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