
Some might say divine guidance 
led Corn Belt Power Cooperative 
employees at Wisdom Station near 

Spencer, Iowa, to look out the plant window 
at just the right moment. That action, 
combined with the employees’ willingness 
to help, likely saved an elderly man from 
suffering alone.
 Patrick Connor, plant manager, and 
Tyler Herrig, electronics technician, were 
reviewing information about 3:45 p.m. Oct. 
5 when Carla Hofmaster, environmental/
safety coordinator, came into Connor’s 
office and asked if  they knew why a minivan 
was driving across the field south of  the 
plant.
 “It looked like the driver knew right 
where he was going – the van had come off  
the road and was going straight across the 
field by the fence and then over the railroad 
tracks at the only point where the van could 
cross,” Connor said.
 Thinking some kids were going where 
they didn’t belong, Connor and Herrig 
investigated. They found the minivan 
crashed into a drainage ditch, with the 
driver’s side toward the water and the 
wheels spinning in reverse.
 “We weren’t sure what we’d come 
across,” Herrig explains. “I wondered if  it 
might be some kind of  domestic dispute or 
something.”
 The uncertainty of  the situation and 
potential for danger didn’t keep the men 
from trying to help. Herrig noticed the 
grass in the ditch was starting to smoke. He 
approached the van and saw an elderly man 
at the wheel, clutching at his chest.
 When Herrig asked him to unlock the 
door, the man appeared disoriented and 
kept pushing the air conditioning button on 

and off. Herrig was able to reach through 
a partially opened window and unlock the 
passenger door. He climbed into the van 
and turned off  the engine.
 Meanwhile, Connor called staff  back at 
the plant to notify 911 for emergency help. 
“Tyler kept talking to him and did really well 
helping the man calm down,” Connor said.
 Herrig recalls, “He kept saying ‘Get 
me out of  here.’ I told him that help was 
coming and to take deep breaths, that he 
was in good hands.”
  The man wouldn’t talk to the police 
when they arrived, so Herrig crawled back 
into the van and continued talking with him 
until paramedics got to the scene.
 Connor and Herrig waited at the site until 
a tow truck pulled the minivan from the 
ditch at about 5 p.m.
 “The paramedics said if  we hadn’t seen 
him go across the field when we did, he 
would have likely been in the ditch for a 
long time since you couldn’t see the van 
from the road. He would have been in 

bad shape since he couldn’t get out of  the 
driver’s side on his own,” Connor said. 
 The man, 87-year-old James Morony, 
was taken by ambulance to the Spencer 
hospital. A few days later, his son Paul 
visited Wisdom Station to thank the crew 
for helping his father.
 “We were glad to help,” Connor said. 
“We followed all the things we are supposed 
to do. I’m glad he is ok.”

 

Wisdom Station employees  
rescue man after accident
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Above | Patrick Connor, left, plant manager, assists with emergency operations at the site of a single-vehicle accident near 
Wisdom Station. Connor and Tyler Herrig, electronics technician, were first on the scene to help the driver. Paramedics said the 
accident would have likely remained undetected for a long time without the Corn Belt Power employees’ assistance. 
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Last-Ditch Iowa Car 
Crash Rescue by Co-op

Read the national article at:

 
Without co-op intervention, an elderly Iowa 
driver involved in a single-car accident in a 
remote area might have gone undetected for 
days. Read more



Above | Fran Buckel, general manager, Franklin REC, says service to members has been the highlight of his long career with 
electric cooperatives in Iowa.

Buckel to retire afterBuckel to retire after
39-year co-op career

Fran Buckel, general manager, Franklin 
REC, has been serious about his work 
for electric cooperatives for the past 

39 years.
 At the same time, he’s been sure not to 
take himself too seriously.
 Buckel tells the story of  his first day on 
the job at Hardin County REC in January 
1976. Fresh out of  the University of  
Northern Iowa with a degree in accounting, 
he put on a three-piece suit and headed for 
the office. Ready to do accounting work, he 
was told his first assigned task was to take 
down the cooperative’s Christmas tree.
 Buckel learned quickly that when there 
is work to be done at a cooperative, it gets 
done, no matter how a person is dressed 
or what his job title is. “I did a hell of  a job 

taking down that tree,” he recalls.
 It is with the same sense of  combined 
purpose and humor that Buckel will retire in 
January.
 Although he has worked for his entire 
career in the electric co-op industry, Buckel 
has experienced a variety of  roles. After 
completing 15 years in accounting at Hardin 
County REC and its consolidated successor 
Midland Power Cooperative, he was ready 
for a new challenge and landed the position 
of  general manager at Franklin REC, where 
he has remained for the past 24 years. From 
2013 until just recently, Buckel also managed 
Grundy County REC while that cooperative 
transitioned to its next full-time manager.
 Although he and his wife Susan 
have remained living in Iowa Falls to 

accommodate Susan’s teaching position, 
Buckel has been active in the Hampton 
community, joining Rotary and serving on 
the Franklin County Development Board.
 “It was the cooperative business model 
that has kept me working for electric co-ops. 
I’ve always liked the concept of  serving 
people and not being driven by the bottom 
line, but by service,” Buckel says.
 Working as an accountant for a company 
that sells electricity can lead to the 
misconception that technical skills have been 
the most useful tools for Buckel’s job as 
manager. 
 He clears up that misconception, 
explaining, “Being a manager is really a 
people job. Because of  the position you’re 
in, you’re communicating with the board, 
you’re representing the employees, you’re the 
person the consumer wants to talk to.”
 Buckel notes using new technologies can 
result in less direct interaction with co-op 
members. He says that requires employees to 
take advantage of  opportunities when they 
arise.
 “You need to take every opportunity you 
have to speak with members. If  they come 
into the office, you sit down with them. If  
they call, you speak to them. Whatever the 
opportunity, give them time.”
 Buckel’s last day of  work will be Jan. 
4, when Becky Bradburn, executive vice 
president and general manager, Prairie 
Energy Cooperative, will begin joint 
management of  both cooperatives.
 And, who knows? Perhaps for old times’ 
sake, Buckel will assign himself  Christmas 
tree removal duties as one of  his last tasks in 
a 39-year cooperative career.

Representatives from electric co-ops throughout Iowa held meetings with their 
state legislators to keep them updated on current issues.
 Representatives from Calhoun County REC, Midland Power Cooperative 

and Corn Belt Power Cooperative met with legislators in Fort Dodge Nov. 9 at the 
Best Western Starlite Village. Sen. Tim Kraayenbrink, Rep. Mike Sexton, Sen. Dennis 
Guth and Rep. Terry Baxter attended.
 The legislators were informed about the structure of  electric cooperatives and how 
they differ from investor-owned utilities. Co-op representatives shared details about 
economic development projects in their respective communities.
 They also expressed concern about co-ops’ ability to continue to deliver affordable 
and reliable electricity in light of  the Environmental Protection Agency’s new 
regulations in section 111 (d) of  the Clean Air Act. Those regulations call for existing 
power plants to cut carbon dioxide emissions by 32 percent from 2005 levels by 2030.
 Other issues discussed included tax incentives that would encourage utility-owned 
solar power in Iowa.

Legislators listen
Above | Charlie Gilbert, left, director, Corn Belt Power 
and Midland Power, greets Rep. Mike Sexton at the fall 
legislative meeting held Nov. 9 in Fort Dodge.

State legislators listen to co-op issues



Corn Belt Power Cooperative is the 
recipient of  two $300,000 grants, 
announced Oct. 19 by the United 

States Department of  Agriculture’s Rural 
Economic Development Loan and Grant 

Program.
 One $300,000 grant will assist in upgrading 
emergency 911 communications equipment 
at the Humboldt County Law Enforcement 
Center, downtown Humboldt. The project 
will create three jobs. The cost of  the entire 
project, which also includes an addition to the 
building, totals $1.17 million.
  Corn Belt Power Cooperative will 
contribute $60,000 in matching funds, with 
the $360,000 total provided to the project as a 
zero percent interest loan for 10 years. 
 As the funds are paid back to Corn Belt 
Power, they will be loaned out in Corn Belt 
Power’s Revolving Loan Fund to eligible 
businesses and nonprofit organizations in the 
region.
 The other USDA $300,000 grant will 
help renovate and expand a public library in 
Garner with an 1,834-square-foot addition. 
This project will create three jobs.
 USDA Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack 
announced a total of  $12.5 million in 
loans and grants for 39 projects that will 
help rural businesses in 21 states and the 
Commonwealth of  Puerto Rico.
 “Supporting small, rural businesses 
helps create jobs and helps promote 
entrepreneurship,” Vilsack said. “USDA Rural 
Development’s field structure enables our 
community-based staff  to engage with local 
partners and, in turn, enables these partners 
to provide their local small businesses and 
start-ups access to the capital and technical 
assistance they need to be competitive in 
today’s global economy.”

Corn Belt Power awarded 
USDA grants for rural projects
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Above | Jim Vermeer, left, vice president, business 
development, and Brittany Dickey, right, development finance 
director, finish their tour of the new addition to the Humboldt 
County Law Enforcement Center with Sheriff Dean Kruger.

Law enforcement center
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From IEEE Std. C2-2012, "Errata to 2012 Edition National Electrical Safety Code." ©Copyright 2013 by IEEE. All rights reserved. 
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The power of human connections
 

Kevin Bornhoft, vice president, engineering and system operations, Corn Belt 
Power Cooperative, demonstrated the Touchstone Energy value of   
  commitment to community by helping with a recent cross country meet in 

Humboldt. He worked at the end of  the course, guiding runners and keeping them 
in order of  how they finished the race. 
 He says, “I volunteer to work the cross country meets because our daughter loved 
the sport. It’s a great sport where all contestants are cheered on from first to last 
runner.”
 
 

Touchstone Energy Co-op Values    |     Integrity | Accountability | Innovation | Commitment to Community
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Above | Iowa Area Development Group received the USDA Abraham Lincoln Honor Award at a ceremony 
held Nov. 5 in Washington, D.C. IADG was honored for expanding rural economic development opportunities 
in Iowa and across the nation by being a national advocate of USDA’s Rural Economic Development Loan and 
Grant Program, as well as other contributions and accomplishments of its economic development mission.  

IADG honored with USDA award
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