
MARCH
2 0 2 6

member driven. 
community focused. 
energy smart.

IN THIS ISSUE:

PAGE 2
Paperless Billing Promotion

PAGE 3 
Facility Focus

PAGE 4
Powered by Purpose:
Energy-Saving Solutions

PAGE 6
What Are Those  
Charges on My Bill?

(800) 962-0655
STEARNSELECTRIC.ORG

VOLUME 26  |  ISSUE 03

POWER CONNECTION

The 89th Annual Meeting of the members 
of Stearns Electric Association will be 
held at the Melrose Area High School 
Auditorium in Melrose, Minnesota at 
7:00 p.m. on April 9, 2026, to act on the 
following matters:

1. Report of officers, Directors and Chief 
Executive Officer.

2. Regular election of three Directors of 
the Cooperative:

•	 One from District 1
•	 One from District 7
•	 One from District 8

3. All other business that may 
properly come before this meeting or 
adjournment thereof.

As a member-consumer of Stearns 
Electric, you are also an owner of the 
Cooperative. As an owner, you have a 
voice in the operation of our organization. 

Through attendance at the Annual 
Meeting and the election of your Board of 
Directors, you help set the future direction 
of our Cooperative.

The first 300 members present for the 
meeting will receive a one-pound block of 
cheese and one pound of butter quarters 
as a gift from the Cooperative. We will also 
give away 10 - $100 door prizes. You must 
be present at the meeting to win. Don’t 
forget to bring your Annual Report to the 
meeting (mailed out later this month) 
for registration and to follow along. Visit 
stearnselectric.org/annual-meeting for 
more information.

Sincerely, 

MICHAEL CRAMER 
Board Secretary/Treasurer

CLAUDIA REVERMANN
Co-op Attorney, Nominations Secretary

2026 ANNUAL MEETING

BUILT
TO 
SERVE

YOU’RE INVITED:  
89TH ANNUAL MEETING OF  
STEARNS ELECTRIC ASSOCIATION
Thursday, April 9, 2026 | Melrose Area High School Auditorium



2026 ELECTION DETAILS
This year, member-consumers in districts 1, 7 and 8 will have 
the opportunity to cast their vote for the director election in 
their districts.

DIRECTOR CANDIDATES
The candidates who will appear on the ballot are:

DISTRICT 1 
(Scandia-Valley, Cushing, Clough, Parker, Darling, Green Prairie, Culdrum, 
Pike Creek, Swanville, Swan River, Elmdale and Two Rivers cities and 
townships) 

•	 Greg Blaine (incumbent), Little Falls (Culdrum Township)

DISTRICT 7 
(Turtle Creek, Little Elk, Leslie, Reynolds, Long Prairie, Bruce, Gordon, Little 
Sauk, Round Prairie, Burnhamville, West Union, Grey Eagle and Orange 
cities and townships)

•	 Scott Dirkes (incumbent), Osakis (West Union Township)

DISTRICT 8
(Kandota, Birchdale, Westport, Ashley, Sauk Centre and Melrose cities and 
townships)

•	 Eric Peterson (incumbent), Grey Eagle (Birchdale Township)

Full candidate biographies are available on the Cooperative’s 
website, stearnselectric.org/annual-meeting. Candidate bio 
sheets will be sent along with the ballot packages for each 

voting district. Ballot packages will be mailed on March 25, 
2026, to members in voting districts. This year’s election is 
coordinated by Survey & Ballot Systems (SBS), an independent 
firm. 

THREE WAYS TO VOTE
Members in voting districts can cast their vote one of three 
ways:

1.	 VOTE ONLINE*: Vote online through SmartHub.

2.	 VOTE BY MAIL*: Ballot packages will be mailed on March 
25. Please allow sufficient time for delivery of your ballot 
back to SBS.

3.	 VOTE IN PERSON AT THE ANNUAL MEETING: Polls open 
at 6:30 p.m. until balloting closes. Be sure to bring your 
Annual Report with you for registration. 

*Online or mail ballots will only be accepted if received by 3 p.m. 
on Wednesday, April 8, 2026.

Paperless Billing is exactly what 
it sounds like: a paper-free way 
to receive your electric bill every 
month. Sign up via SmartHub 
by April 30, 2026, for a chance 
to win one of  three $100 bill 
credits*!

WHY CHOOSE PAPERLESS?

•	 Reduced carbon footprint – 
less paper, less waste.

•	 Enhanced security – reduces 
lost mail and fraud risk; 
password-protected access.

•	 Improved bottom line – 
savings on paper, printing 
and postage benefit 
members.

•	 Flexible payments – pay 
your way: AutoPay, one-
time payment, PayNow, 
SecurePay, mail or dropbox.

SIGN UP TODAY  
THROUGH SMARTHUB:
•	 Using SmartHub on your 

web browser:  
Select “Settings” and 
“Paperless Billing” from  
the menu, then follow the 
prompts.

•	 Using SmartHub on your 
mobile device:  
Select “More,” “Settings” 
and “Paperless Billing,” then 
follow the prompts. 

DON’T HAVE A  
SMARTHUB ACCOUNT? 
Create one today. Learn more at 
stearnselectric.org/smarthub. 
*Includes all Stearns Electric accounts enrolled in 
Paperless Billing, including those who signed up prior 
to the promotional period.

SMART, SIMPLE, SUSTAINABLE
PAPERLESS BILLING



The regular meeting of the Board 
of Directors of Stearns Electric 
Association was called to order 
on Thursday, January 22, 2026, at 
1:00 p.m. at the Melrose office of 
Stearns Electric Association. 

Highlights of the meeting include: 

•	 Guest speaker Chris Nordquist, 
DGR, presented the 2026 Long 
Range Plan covering system 
analysis, load forecasting, 
reliability and planning criteria, 
financial and coordination 
planning, and system update 
recommendations.

•	 Board members approved 
a revolving loan for fire 
department equipment for the 
City of Bowlus.

•	 Stearns Electric Trust Board 
candidates were approved in 
districts 1, 3 and 8.

•	 The 2025 and 2026 Scorecards 
for Stearns Electric were 
reviewed and approved.

•	 A facility update was given, 
noting serious interest of an 
entity regarding the lease of 
900 Kraft Drive SE. Directors 
opted to move forward 
with getting a cost estimate 
of renovations needed to 
help make a more informed 
decision.

•	 CEO Matt O’Shea provided 
an update on union 
negotiations, including logistics 
of a collective bargaining 
agreement proposal. Board 
members approved a four-
year collective bargaining 
agreement.

 
NEXT BOARD MEETINGS 
March 26, 2026 
April 23, 2026

BOARD 
MEETING
HIGHLIGHTS

Nearly seven months ago, our Melrose crews began starting their mornings differently. 
Instead of navigating tight storage areas and multiple buildings, lineworkers now 
gather, load equipment and head into the field from one coordinated, purpose-built 
space −  improving both safety and response time.

That change reflects the opening of Stearns Electric’s new Operations Center and 
Headquarters in Melrose, which officially opened on August 19, 2025. Replacing our 
aging, 50-year-old facility, was a decision guided by a clear purpose: to strengthen our 
ability to deliver safe, reliable electricity to our nearly 29,000 members across six Central 
Minnesota counties. 

Already, we are seeing the difference in how we operate every day in stronger 
coordination, safer workflows and better service for our members.

From an operations standpoint, efficiency improved immediately. All major equipment 
is now parked under one roof and most materials are housed in the same building. 
That may sound simple, but it significantly streamlines response times and reduces 
unnecessary delays. For example, our mechanic now has the space and modern 
equipment to safely service multiple vehicles at once, keeping our fleet ready and 
reducing downtime.

Additionally, the linemen’s room sits directly next to operations, allowing faster 
communication before crews head into the field. Purpose-built collaboration spaces 
allow teams to gather quickly during outages or storm events. When response time 
matters, layout matters.

Behind the scenes, our technology infrastructure is just as important for reliability. The 
facility was built with redundant power and network pathways to reduce downtime 
risk. In a utility environment, IT interruptions can delay switching operations, outage 
response and member communications. A resilient facility minimizes those risks and 
protects both service continuity and member trust.

Security has also been strengthened across the property. Controlled access points, 
enhanced surveillance, expanded fob access tracking and automatic locking systems 
help protect employees, assets and secure areas. The fenced-in pole yard and secured 
material storage provide additional safeguards. These measures not only protect 
property; they protect the people who serve our members every day.

Across departments, improved workflow is translating into better service. Intentionally 
designed office layouts reduce distractions and allow teams to focus on member calls, 
financial work and project coordination. Improved digital tools and better organization 
are helping us work more efficiently and reduce long-term costs.

We have also been able to host companywide safety trainings and Cooperative 
meetings in ways that were simply not possible in our old space. Bringing everyone 
together in one space strengthens preparedness and reinforces the safety culture that 
guides everything we do.

I appreciate the many members who have asked about the new Operations Center and 
how it is making a difference. We are grateful for the trust of our member-owners. This 
investment goes beyond a new building. It strengthens our systems, improves security 
and coordination, and supports the reliable service our members count on.

I’m proud to say we are already seeing the impact.

CEO MESSAGE
FACILITY FOCUS: NEW OPERATIONS CENTER AND  
HEADQUARTERS STRENGTHENS SERVICE AND RELIABILITY 

Sincerely,

Matt O’Shea
Chief Executive Officer



You don’t think much about hot water – until you don’t have 
it. After a couple of days without hot water, Jennifer Walker 
of St. Joseph knew it was time to replace her family’s water 
heater.

“When our water heater went out, I called a contractor first 
and received a quote for a replacement,” Walker said. “I knew 
it would be expensive either way, so after I got the estimate, I 
called Stearns Electric. Since our old water heater was electric, 
I thought maybe the Co-op could help.”

“The person who answered the phone explained exactly what 
a new water heater would cost, but she also told me about 
rebates and financing options available,” Walker said. “When 
we learned we could finance through Stearns Electric and also 
receive rebates – that made our decision easy.”

The Walkers picked up their new Marathon water heater later 
that same day.

MARATHON WATER HEATERS
For years, Stearns Electric has offered highly efficient 
Marathon water heaters to members. 

These units are 92% energy efficient, making them a smart 
choice for members looking to save energy and money. Their 
design helps retain heat longer and resist wear over time. 

 

Features include:

•	 Durable, molded outer shell that resists dents and 
scratches

•	 Seamless, rust-proof polybutylene tank
•	 Thick Envirofoam insulation to reduce heat loss
•	 Lifetime warranty for as long as you own your home

SAVING ENERGY. SAVING MONEY. 
POWERED BY PURPOSE. 

The Walkers with their Marathon Water Heater.



Stearns Electric offers 50-, 85- and 100-gallon models, along 
with replacement parts if repairs are ever needed.

“When it’s just the four of us at home, we never run out of hot 
water,” Walker said. “Sometimes when we have company and 
we are doing extra laundry, running the dishwasher more or 
when additional people are taking showers, we get low, but 
that’s not very often.”

WHY ENERGYWISE® MATTERS
Marathon water heaters enrolled in an EnergyWise® Program 
such as Stored Water benefit the member, Stearns Electric and 
the entire Cooperative membership.

By heating water during off-peak hours, when electricity costs 
less, members save money while helping the Cooperative 
control wholesale power costs.

Members who participate receive:

• A $7.50 monthly bill credit (minimum usage required)
• Access to rebates for qualifying equipment
• The option for the reduced EnergyWise® rate if also

enrolled in the Dual Fuel Heating Program

EnergyWise® programs also help reduce peak demand during 
the times of day when electricity is most expensive. Lower peak 
demand means lower wholesale costs from Great River Energy, 
which helps keep rates competitive for all members.

Without programs like EnergyWise®, utilities like Stearns Electric 
would need to invest in additional generation and transmission 
infrastructure to meet growing demand.

“We received $400 total in rebates when we purchased our 
water heater,” Walker said. “There was a special promotion in 
2025 for an additional $100 rebate or free water heater delivery 
to our home. We picked it up ourselves and opted for the 
additional rebate.”

“We picked up the water heater, had it installed and then waited 
over the weekend to get it checked out by a member of the 
Cooperative’s Energy Services department,” she said. “The only 
thing I wish I would have known ahead of time is to call the  
Co-op first instead of starting somewhere else.”

Today, the Walkers have reliable hot water and lower energy 
costs. “I have zero complaints about our electric water 
heater and being enrolled in the Stored Water Program,” she 
concluded. “We have hot water every day.”

STORED WATER 
PROGRAM
The EnergyWise® Stored Water Heating Program 
conserves energy by heating water during off-peak 
hours when electric costs are the lowest. Your electric 
water heater will heat daily during specific times and 
then distribute hot water throughout the day.

WATER HEATING TIMES:
October – April: 10 p.m. to 6 a.m.
May – September: 10 p.m. to 9 a.m.

REQUIREMENTS AND BENEFITS:
• Eligibility: 90% efficient, 80+ gallon water heater

(100-gallon recommended)
• Bill credit: $7.50/month

(200 kWh minimum usage required)
• Rebates: Available for qualifying electric water

heaters
• Dual Fuel option: Members may receive the

reduced EnergyWise® rate instead of the monthly
credit

From now through April 30, 2026, receive free water 
heater delivery to your home when you purchase 
a 100-gallon Marathon Water Heater from the 
Cooperative and enroll it in an EnergyWise® program. 
Plus, receive a chance at one of three $100 bill credits.

As your member-owned electric cooperative, our 
purpose goes beyond supplying power. Through 
energy-saving programs, equipment rebates and 
efficiency incentives, we help members lower their 
monthly bills while strengthening the reliability of 
our electric system. When members save energy, 
we all benefit.

It’s your energy. Our mission is to help you 
use it wisely.

A display of EnergyWise® solutions in our Melrose Headquarters. 

LEARN MORE
ABOUT THE 
STORED WATER
PROGRAM:



OFFICES CLOSED GOOD FRIDAY
Stearns Electric Association offices 
will be closed on Friday, April 3 in 
observance of Good Friday. If 
you experience a power outage or 
emergency during this time, please 
call us at (800) 962-0655 or report your 
outage via SmartHub. Crews are on 
call 24/7 and ready to respond to any 
emergency situation.

UNCLAIMED CAPITAL CREDITS
Stearns Electric has Capital Credit 
funds that were returned to the Post 
Office as undeliverable. We need your 
help locating these former members. 
A searchable list is available on our 
website at stearnselectric.org/capital-
credits. Any information you can 
provide the Cooperative regarding the 
location of these members would be 
greatly appreciated. A form is available 
on our website to submit information 
back to our Capital Credits Coordinator.

MEMBER 
NEWS

As spring arrives, take advantage of 
milder temperatures to save energy at 
home. Open windows on pleasant days 
instead of running your HVAC system, 
and replace dirty air filters to improve 
efficiency and indoor air quality. As 
daylight increases, turn off unnecessary 
lights and rely on natural sunlight when 
possible. Small seasonal adjustments 
can reduce energy use, lower monthly 
bills and keep your home comfortable 
as winter turns to spring.

ENERGY
EFFICIENCY

Stearns Electric’s electric rates are based on a cost of service (COS) study and 
ultimately approved by the Cooperative’s Board of Directors. The COS study 
is a comprehensive, data-driven process identifying how costs are incurred 
at the Cooperative and then allocated across rate classes (i.e., residential, 
seasonal, commercial, farm, etc.). This process aligns cost causers, or those 
running larger loads when wholesale electricity prices are elevated, with 
cost payers, and ensures members connected to the electric grid bear 
their fair share of the costs to construct, operate and maintain the electric 
distribution system.

As a not-for-profit cooperative, our rates are designed simply to cover  
the costs of wholesale power, transmission and distribution-related costs, 
and provide adequate operating margins. The most common charges on 
your monthly bill are the Fixed Charge, Energy Charge and Power Cost 
Adjustment.

FIXED CHARGE
The cost for Stearns Electric to get electricity from a distribution substation 
to your home, business or farm.
 
No matter how much or how little energy you use each month, there are 
certain costs that must be recovered through the Fixed Charge. The Fixed 
Charge accounts for Stearns Electric’s investment in equipment like poles, 
wires and transformers, as well as labor, to provide members with safe and 
reliable electric service. 

ENERGY CHARGE
A per kWh charge for the amount of energy you use in a given month.

POWER COST ADJUSTMENT (PCA)
This charge reflects increases or decreases in the cost of wholesale power.

Wholesale power purchased by the Cooperative is subject to annual and 
monthly cost variations. These PCA charges or credits are passed through 
directly to members.  

For more information on our current rates, visit stearnselectric.org.

WHAT ARE THOSE CHARGES ON 
MY ELECTRIC BILL?



COOKING CORNER
CINNAMON APPLE COTTAGE  
CHEESE PANCAKE BITES
Submitted by: Kim Murphy Ellingboe
INGREDIENTS 

DIRECTIONS
Pre-heat oven to 350 degrees. Whisk cottage cheese, egg, maple syrup 
and salt until smooth. Stir in flour, baking powder and cinnamon. Fold 
in finely chopped apple. Divide batter into muffin cups and bake for 
15-18 minutes*. Let cool 10-12 minutes before serving. Enjoy!
*You can also air fry for 10-12 minutes at 320 degrees.

SUBMIT YOUR FAVORITE RECIPE FOR A CHANCE TO WIN A $10 BILL CREDIT
Members may submit one recipe per month by email at communications@stearnselectric.org or mail to: Stearns Electric Cooking Corner, PO Box 816, St. Joseph, MN 56374. 
The recipe selected each month for publication will receive a $10 credit on their electric bill. Recipes not selected will be saved for consideration in future publications. 

•	 ½ C cottage cheese
•	 1 egg
•	 2 tsp maple syrup or honey
•	 pinch salt
•	 ¼ C flour

•	 ½ tsp baking powder
•	 ½ tsp ground cinnamon
•	 1 apple, peeled and finely 

chopped

DID YOU KNOW?
Did you know one Stearns Electric bucket truck costs $325,000? 

Stearns Electric owns 10 bucket trucks in our fleet, which are inspected frequently to 
ensure safety. In addition, the Cooperative has 32 vehicles including digger derricks, 
pickup trucks and other operational equipment to help maintain a reliable electric system 
for our members. 

Specifically designed to help line workers work on and install power lines safely, bucket trucks 
are insulated with fiberglass to prevent the conduction of electricity. 

ALWAYS CALL  
BEFORE YOU DIG!

1. NOTIFY: Call 811 or submit a request online two to 
three days before you plan to begin your project. The 
utilities affected by your digging will be notified of 
your project so they can locate underground lines.

2. WAIT: It may take two to three days for utilities to 
send a locator to mark any underground lines. On 
average, seven to eight utility operations are notified 
for each request.

3. CONFIRM: Compare the marks on your yard to the 
list of utilities contacted by 811. Use the information 
outlined on your 811 ticket to confirm that all entities 
have responded to the request.

4. RESPECT: Protect and follow the utility markers – 
the flags and/or paint will remain important guides 
throughout your project. In Minnesota, marks are 
valid for 14 calendar days for normal tickets.

5. DIG CAREFULLY: Be sure to avoid digging within 
two feet of the markers on all sides. If you can’t, you’ll 
need to consider moving your project.

If you are planning an outdoor project this year, 
don’t forget to call 811 before you dig!

Your yard may be hiding underground utility pipes, 
communication cables and wires, and/or underground 
power lines. If you’re planning a project that involves 
a shovel or excavator, it’s critical to call 811 before you 
move any dirt. 

A quick call can keep your project on schedule, your  
family safe and your neighbors connected to the utilities 
they rely on.
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The Cooperative Difference
 
Founded by local farmers in 1937, our cooperative remains 
member owned. Your fellow members serve on our 
member-elected Board of Directors, guiding decisions 
that reflect local needs and values. This community-driven 
leadership ensures your Cooperative stays focused on 
what matters most: our members.

BY MEMBERS.
FOR MEMBERS.


