
Removal of  the low-head dam at 
the former Humboldt Generating  
  Station site southeast of  Humboldt 

began in November as river levels became 
low enough for work to proceed. Corn Belt 
Power hired Richards Construction, Sac 
City, to complete the project.
 In 2000, when it was clear that Corn Belt 
Power Cooperative’s Humboldt Generating 
Station would not be operated again, the 
cooperative’s board of  directors decided 
that dismantling the plant was the most 
responsible option.
 At that time, the nearby low-head dam 
in the Des Moines River was left in place. 
Located downstream of  the confluence 
where the east and west forks of  the Des 
Moines River come together, the five-foot 
dam stretched approximately 220 feet across 
the river. Constructed in the early 1950s, 
the dam provided adequate water level for 
the cooling water intake used to cool the 
condensers for the four steam turbines.
 Estimates for tearing out the dam were 
not in the scope of  the plant demolition 
project. Because it was cost prohibitive to 
take out the dam at that time, the structure 
was left in place in the river.
 The dam, however, has presented a safety 
concern due to its potential as a drowning 
hazard. The flow of  water over low-head 
dams can form a dangerous recirculating 
current that can trap and drown victims 
immediately downstream. Swimmers and 
people in small watercraft like kayaks, 
canoes and inner tubes are often unaware of  
hazards these types of  dams present.
 Although Corn Belt Power posted 
warning signs over the river for many years, 
the potential for tragedy still existed as long 
as the dam was in place.
 Mike Thatcher, vice president, generation, 

explains, “Low-head dams are notorious for 
being drowning hazards. In fact, many years 
ago there were three drowning deaths in the 
vicinity of  the dam. It presented a liability to 
members.”
 Last year, when the Iowa Department 
of  Natural Resources offered grant money 
to share the cost of  dam removal projects, 
Thatcher applied for funds to help pay for 
dismantling the Humboldt dam. Applicants’ 
projects were ranked and those selected 
were sent on to the Natural Resources 
Commission for approval. With its 92.2 
score out of  100 possible points, Corn Belt 
Power’s project received the second-highest 
ranking of  all applicants. 
 Thatcher said, “I appreciated the help 
from the DNR staff  in regard to the impact 
the dam removal would have on river life. 
During the grant approval process, the 
DNR commented that sometimes removing 
a dam will improve fishing upstream, which 
in this case would be at Gotch State Park.”

 The grant narrative explained how 
removing the dam would have a positive 
impact on aquatic life, increase recreational 
boating on the river, reduce security 
concerns around high voltage facilities and 
eliminate the drowning hazard to the public.
 Richards Construction was chosen as 
the successful bidder among three bids 
requested. Work began across the river from 
the plant site, which has better access to the 
dam. The contractor is using an excavator 
with a jack hammer attached to break up the 
dam and then remove concrete pieces. An 
access road was built in the river to allow 
equipment to reach the dam, which will be 
torn out down to the riverbed. As progress 
is made removing concrete pieces, the access 
road will also be removed. 
 The project will likely be completed by 
year end. Rubble from the dam will be 
buried at the Corn Belt Power plant site. 
Total cost of  the project is approximately 
$200,000.

 

A

WattsWattWattsWatt
Corn Belt Power Cooperative

D e c e m b e r  2 0 1 6  |  V o l u m e  6 5  |  N u m b e r  1 2w w w . c b p o w e r . c o o p

Above | The dam on the Des Moines River that served Corn Belt Power Cooperative’s former Humboldt Generating Station 
is being torn out. The dam presented a safety concern due to its potential as a drowning hazard.

Excavator takes out dam

Dam at Humboldt Generating Station
being removed from river



Above | Diane Wempen, executive assistant, will retire in January after more than 38 years of service.

According to Diane Wempen, 
executive assistant, the most 
challenging aspect of  her job is 

the continual need to master new skills and 
technologies.
 Ironically, that’s the same thing that 
has kept her interested in her work for 
almost four decades with Corn Belt Power 
Cooperative. Wempen’s willingness to learn 
new software and her determination not to 
quit until she has something figured out have 
been the hallmarks of  her long tenure at the 
cooperative – a career that will come to a 
close when she retires in January.
 A chance encounter at Pasquale’s 
Restaurant led Wempen to work at Corn 
Belt Power. Dining with friends, she heard 
now-retired meter technician John Hatcher 
mention an opening for a file clerk. She 
applied and started work in the Accounting 

Department in 1978. Wempen was named 
executive secretary to George Toyne, 
executive vice president and general manager, 
in 1982, and her 
title changed to 
executive assistant 
in 1997.
 As time went by, 
Wempen frequently 
found herself  
involved with new 
projects, challenging 
her to learn new 
information and develop additional skills. 
 In the 1980s, Wempen assisted with 
billing services for the new satellite television 
program Corn Belt Power’s member co-ops 
offered. She was closely involved in planning 
for the new Wisdom Unit 2 combustion 
turbine. As the Internet made travel 
arrangements accessible without a travel 
agent, Wempen assumed the task of  booking 
flights and hotels for Corn Belt Power’s 

directors.
 She assisted with 

researching the potential 
sale of  Corn Belt 
Power’s share of  the 
Duane Arnold Energy 
Center in the mid-2000s. 
In 2008 and 2009, 
Wempen served as the  
administrative lead for 
exploring and ultimately 
joining Basin Electric 
Power Cooperative as a 

Class A member.

 With new computer and communication 
technologies in Corn Belt Power’s 
boardroom and training room, Wempen 
serves as the liaison with the audio video 
consultant and also as the point person who 
assists with equipment use. When Corn Belt 
Power adopted SharePoint for its intranet 
communications, Wempen was one of  the 
employees who became an expert in the new 
software.
 “As I look back, there was an astronomical 
growth in knowledge. I was willing to take it 
on. I think that’s what kept me here. I enjoy 
the challenge and I love to learn. I like to see 
a job well done,” she said.
 Wempen mentions that attending 
the NRECA Power Up Conference for 
executive assistants has helped develop her 
skills. She has found networking with other 
professionals in her field to be an invaluable 
experience. 
 As her career progressed, Wempen took 
on additional responsibilities for assisting 
Corn Belt Power’s directors. Not only does 
she make travel arrangements and help set 

up meetings, but she 
also helps with note 
taking and distribution 
of  minutes.
 Don Feldman, 
president, Corn Belt 
Power board of  
directors, commented, 
“Besides having a great 
personality, Diane has 

been committed to helping the board in 
whatever she can. She’s been dedicated to 
Corn Belt Power and has been an excellent 
employee. I have appreciated that.”
 Ken Kuyper, executive vice president and 
general manager, has been the third person 
in his position to work with Wempen as 
executive assistant, following Toyne and 
Dale Arends. “Diane is a person who makes 
things happen,” he said. “She not only pays 
attention to details, but goes far beyond 
the basics that need to be done. I have 
appreciated her ability to go ahead on her 
own without having to ask lots of  questions. 
She knows what needs to be done.”
 In retirement, Wempen plans to enjoy 
a slower life pace. She wants to have time 
for hobbies like sewing and crafts. She and 
her husband Gene plan to attend their 
grandchildren’s activities and travel.
 And anyone who knows her well will 
anticipate that Diane Wempen will continue 
learning and mastering many new skills as 
she explores a well-deserved retirement.

highlights Wempen’s decades of service

Willingness to learnWillingness to learn

“Diane is a person who makes things 
happen. She not only pays attention to 
details, but goes far beyond the basics 

that need to be done.”
– Ken Kuyper, executive vice president and 

general manager



For several years, geothermal heat pump 
promotions have reminded members 
not only about electric co-op rebates, 

but also about federal and state income tax 
credits.
 Federal tax credits are scheduled to end 

Dec. 31 of  this year, and Iowa credits will be 
changing. This prompted a special mail campaign 
carried out this summer by Corn Belt Power and 
its member cooperatives, with the message, “Time 
is running out for tax savings when you install a 
geothermal heat pump!”
 The campaign, featuring an oversized postcard 
with installation cost examples and local co-op 

energy 
advisor 
contact 

information, 
was sent 
to targeted 
lists of  REC 
members who have older heating systems or 
who currently use propane as heating fuel. The 
postcards also had general information about the 
energy efficiency of  geothermal heat pumps.
  Just under 8,500 postcards were mailed to 
members of  seven Corn Belt Power distribution 
co-ops. 
 “Due to the significant installation cost of  a 
typical geothermal heating and cooling system, tax 
credits can be a big incentive for many members,” 
said Jim Sayers, energy services director. “Congress 
did not extend these credits past the end of  2016, 
so the message was one of  urgency to install and 
take advantage of  the benefit now.”
 The number of  heat pump installations 
resulting from the campaign will be tracked from 
future rebates paid by the cooperatives.

    facebook.com/cornbeltpower             @ CornBeltPower            youtube.com/cornbeltpower

Geothermal campaign 
highlights tax credits

It was fitting that the sun shone brightly on a beautiful fall afternoon as Iowa 
Lakes Electric Cooperative (ILEC) dedicated its 140 kilowatt solar energy project 
Oct. 27 at its Estherville headquarters.

 Commissioned on Oct. 3, the solar array was producing 127 kilowatts of  power 
at the height of  the afternoon the day of  the dedication. The stationary modules 
are pitched to the southwest. Production estimates expect the project will generate 
between 214,500 and 248,820 kilowatt-hours of  electricity per year.
 In ILEC’s lobby, large displays show real-time kilowatt levels produced by the 
solar arrays. Also shown are generation peaks and valleys and total kilowatt-hours 
generated each day from the 546 solar modules.
 For the past two years, ILEC personnel researched technologies and financing 
options for the project. In April, the co-op’s board of  directors chose Wind and Solar 
Specialists, Alta, to construct the ground-mount solar system. The location, owned 
by the City of  Estherville and adjacent to ILEC headquarters property, was staked in 
June and foundations for the solar arrays were installed in July.
 In August, crews trenched in 650 feet of  underground electric service from the 
solar project’s centralized inverter station to connect with ILEC’s transformer on the 
northwest side of  the headquarters building. White gravel was placed beneath the 
arrays to maintain vegetative areas.
 ILEC launched the solar project so its employees and member-owners can learn 
more about this type of  renewable generation. Many member-owners look to their 
cooperative for advice and information on new technologies. 
 Rick Olesen, president and chief  executive officer, ILEC, detailed information 
about the project to approximately 100 attendees at the event, “As the world and 
energy landscape change, what will not change is the commitment of  Iowa Lakes 
Electric Cooperative to its member-owners. We demonstrate that we are living those 
cooperative principles. Our board demonstrates member control. We show the 
fifth principle of  education with this project and the sixth of  cooperation among 
cooperatives with our partnerships with our G&Ts – Corn Belt Power, NIPCO and 
Basin Electric. With this project, we also show our concern for community.”

Mertz starts as new executive assistant
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Kerri Mertz started work Nov. 3 as executive assistant at Corn Belt Power Cooperative. She worked 
as an administrative assistant to the Humboldt city administrator for the past four years. ■

ILEC solar project dedicated
Above | The board of directors and executive team at Iowa Lakes Electric Cooperative don sunglasses 
stating “The Future is Bright” during the dedication of the cooperative’s new solar energy project next to its 
headquarters building in Estherville.

Iowa Lakes Electric Cooperative 
dedicates solar project



 

The power of human connections

Linemen at Calhoun County REC hang Christmas lights in the Rockwell City 
community every year as part of  the cooperative’s demonstration of   
  the Touchstone Energy value of  commitment to community. In the photo, 

Jared Kuhlers, first class lineman, puts up lights.
 Rox Carisch, chief  executive officer, says about the project, “A couple of  hours 
are set aside every November to decorate the city square for all our members and 
their families to enjoy when in Rockwell City.”

Touchstone Energy Co-op Values    |     Integrity | Accountability | Innovation | Commitment to Community
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November supermoon rises over 
night-lit Hope Switching Station. 
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New city manager 
for Webster City
Daniel Ortiz-Hernandez began 

work Oct. 31 as Webster City’s 
new city manager. Ortiz-Hernandez’s 
responsibilities include overseeing Webster 
City Municipal Utilities and serving as the 
utility’s representative at Corn Belt Power 
Cooperative Managers’ Meetings.
 Ortiz-Hernandez previously served as 
city administrator of  Kimball, Neb. 


