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Merry Christmas!
from Verendrye Electric Cooperative



Editor’s note: This is the third article in a six-month series 
explaining cooperative leadership and the advantages of being part
of a democratically controlled, member-owned cooperative. Next
month’s issue will explain how you can get involved in cooperative
leadership through the Member Advisory Committee.

by Tom Rafferty
tomdr@verendrye.com

When Verendrye Electric Cooperative electrified its first
35 homes in 1940, it was a historic accomplishment
that took vision, determination and people working

together to do what couldn’t be done alone.
Rural electrification is one of the greatest grass-roots move-

ments in our nation’s history and the rich legacy left behind by
the early leaders continues to be an example of how today’s
cooperative leaders serve those who elect them.

“They were good leaders who had vision and tremendous
dedication,” said Everett Dobrinski, chairman of the Verendrye
board. 

That vision continues today as the cooperative grows 
to meet the electrical demands of a booming regional econo-
my. “No one can predict the future, but they knew things were
never going to be the same and they built a framework that
allowed for change. This is no longer our father’s or our
grandfather’s cooperative and we need enough vision to see
we are going to change some more,” Dobrinski said. 

Early days of Verendrye
Forming an electric cooperative from scratch was not easy.

The country was coming out of the Great Depression, and
before the Rural Electrification Administration (REA) would
approve loans to a co-op, organizers had to prove they could
sign up enough members to repay the loans. 

The dream began in the winter of 1938 when elevator man-
ager H.H. Blackstead and his wife, Dorothy, with the help of P.A.

“Pete” Bolgen and Ed Hammer, began recruiting people to
attend a public meeting to discuss the possibility of forming a
cooperative. 

“If it wasn’t for
H.H. Blackstead,
there wouldn’t be a
Verendrye Electric.
He did a lot of 
footwork,” said
board member Cliff
Gjellstad. Black-
stead and others
first tried to con-
vince investor-
owned utilities to
electrify the rural
areas, but they were turned down. 

Once the idea of forming a cooperative gained some steam,
leaders still had to convince the REA there was enough interest
in the idea by convincing people to pay $3.50 a month and get-
ting them to agree to use at least 40 kilowatt-hours a month
(many families today will use that amount of power in one day). 

“It was being promoted by Washington and the Roosevelt
Administration, but you still had to get yourself in gear and get
after it,” said Ralph Birdsall, who served on the VEC board from
1971 to 2010. Both Birdsall’s father and uncle helped sign up
members in the early days of the cooperative.

Despite people’s skepticism, the visionaries were able to
convince enough members to sign up. They ultimately secured
a $90,000 loan from the REA in September 1939 to build the
first 67 miles of line and a substation. Today, the cooperative
serves nearly 13,000 meters, and has nearly 4,500 miles of line
in a territory covering seven counties.

A lot has changed at Verendrye since the early days, but the
core values and principles have remained the same. “You’re
always working for that member at the end of the line trying to

Verendrye has history of dedicated leadership 

This Verendrye file photo shows a Verendrye annual meeting in the late 1960s with cooperative
leaders among those in the crowd.

Dorothy and H.H. Blackstead helped form
Verendrye Electric and were among the
first to serve on the board.
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get him the most affordable energy possible,” Gjellstad said.
His family’s original farmstead was among the first 35 to get
power from Verendrye. 

Leaders as advocates
For decades, Verendrye’s board has advanced the interests

of its members. Board members were instrumental in develop-
ing Central Power Electric Cooperative, a transmission co-op
formed in 1949 and Basin Electric Power Cooperative, a gener-
ation co-op formed in 1961 that helped free North Dakota
cooperatives from having to purchase power from investor-
owned utilities. The Verendrye board also formed SRT Com-
munications and North Prairie Rural Water.

Over the years, Verendrye board members have been cham-
pions of the cooperative cause politically by fighting for state
and federal legislation that favored cooperatives. Today, the
board advocates for sound energy policy and encourages
members to make their voices heard to fight against Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA) regulations that are unrealis-
tic and would cost cooperatives millions of dollars. 

Verendrye leaders have also been instrumental in advanc-
ing technology. In the early days, some of the first holes for
power poles were dug by hand and the cooperative actually
encouraged electrical use. Now Verendrye uses technology to
improve efficiency and promote conservation. Verendrye has
also been a leader in using solar panels to serve remote sites
such as pasture wells, and helped lead the way for an expan-
sion in wind energy in the region.

Board members continue to exemplify cooperative princi-
ples such as democratic control and concern for community.
Some examples include Gjellstad serving on the board of 
Central Power and serving as chairman of the board of Basin,
and Dobrinski, who serves as chairman of CoBank, a $66 
billion bank based in Colorado that lends to cooperatives and
other industries across rural America. 

From the early days of the cooperative to today, leaders
elected by Verendrye members have helped the cooperative
not only survive but thrive.

“Co-ops are the way to do business,” Birdsall said. “You can
do things together that you can never do alone.”

Leon Birdsall, right, a Verendrye board member from 1950-1971,
visits with Clyde Ellis, who was the first manager of the National
Rural Electric Cooperative Association. Birdsall helped sign up
some of the original members of Verendrye and he was one of the
original incorporators of Basin Electric.

The United Nations General Assembly has declared
2012 as the International Year of Cooperatives.
Electric cooperatives like Verendrye Electric deliver

power to 42 million consumers in 47 states. According to
the Washington, D.C.-based National Cooperative
Business Association (NCBA), more than 29,200
cooperatives of all kinds employ 2 million Americans.
One in every four Americans is a co-op member, but 
the scope of the cooperative network doesn’t stop at 
the border.

More than 1 billion co-op members exist worldwide,
and co-ops generate 100 million jobs globally. Coopera-
tives strive for sustainable development of communities
through member-driven policies, with co-op leaders
elected by members.

With the theme of “Cooperative Enterprises Build a
Better World,” the year seeks to encourage the growth
and establishment of cooperatives all over the world. 

It also encourages individuals, communities and
governments to recognize the agency of cooperatives 
in helping to achieve internationally agreed upon
development goals, such as the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals.

For more information on the International Year of
Cooperatives, go to Verendrye’s Web site where there is a
link to the International Year of Cooperatives Web site.

2012 is International Year 
of the Cooperative
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Verendrye awarded 50-year Minot Air Force Base contract

Sen. Kent Conrad applauded the awarding of a 50-year
federal contract to Verendrye Electric Cooperative to pur-
chase, maintain and operate the electrical distribution

infrastructure on Minot Air Force Base. 
“After years of difficult negotiation, it is particularly satisfy-

ing to see a proud North Dakota organization like Verendrye
providing vital services to the men and women serving our
nation in uniform,” Sen. Conrad said. 

The Air Force estimates the value of the contract to be nearly
$85 million over the 50-year period. Verendrye has provided
electricity to the U.S. Air Force since the early 1950s. 

Conrad had pushed military leadership to consider Minot as
a leading candidate for utility privatization, and has worked
continuously to help the process overcome bureaucratic hur-
dles along the way. 

Although Verendrye has served the base for more than 50
years, the cooperative did not own and maintain the power
poles, wires, transformers and other distribution infrastructure
located on the base. The Pentagon initially developed plans for
utility privatization in order to allow installation commanders
to focus on core defense missions and functions by relieving
them of activities that can be done more efficiently and effec-
tively by others.

“This contract represents a great opportunity to continue our
service to Minot Air Force Base, and we appreciate the assis-
tance Sen. Conrad has provided throughout this process,” said
Verendrye Manager Bruce Carlson. “Having served the base for
more than five decades, it is a natural fit for Verendrye to be tak-
ing on this expanded role.”

Although the contract was officially awarded Sept. 30, there
is a transition period to learn the distribution system before
Verendrye officially takes over the electrical facilities. The con-
tract will mean Verendrye will be building a warehouse to help
serve the base and will be hiring more employees that will be
dedicated to the base.

Staff at Verendrye Electric Cooperative (VEC) call the donors who anony-
mously pay others’ electric bills “Secret Santas.” VEC Credit Manager
Cindy Shattuck says Secret Santas – a term coined originally because

donations often fall within the holiday season – make partial or full payments
throughout the year on bills for families unable to make their monthly elec-
tric payments. 

Members and employees donate hundreds of dollars to fellow cooperative
members that were experiencing hard times. Many grateful families have
contacted Shattuck to express their appreciation for the generosity of their
unknown benefactors. 

If you would like to make a donation, note that it is a Secret Santa gift and
let Shattuck know if you want the recipient to know the gift is from you or if
you would like to remain anonymous.

Send donations to Cindy Shattuck, Verendrye Electric Cooperative, 615
Hwy. 52 W., Velva, ND 58790.

This Verendrye file photo shows crews working on one of two
substations on the Minot Air Force Base. Verendrye was recently
awarded a 50-year contract to own and maintain the electrical
distribution system on the base.

Secret Santas pay bills

Congratulations to Karen Kramer, of Towner, who won a
$100 bill credit by participating in the e-bill program. To
encourage the use of e-bill, Verendrye started a contest in
March allowing members a chance each month to win $100
until the end of the year. 

You can enter the contest simply by registering for online
access to your bill, or if you already have an online account,

simply log on once each month. If you are not already regis-
tered online at www.verendrye.com, you will need your account
number and a valid e-mail address to get registered. Once 
you have the information ready, click on the red “my-e-bill” tab
toward the top of the home page. After clicking on “my e-bill,”
there is a link for new users to register for online account
access.

Eighth e-bill winner announced
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Working together to help others is one of the
core values that Verendrye Electric Coopera-
tive employees practice at work and in their

off time. 
Verendrye employees make a tradition out of 

many of their volunteer and charitable activities, 
but this year they added new volunteer activities with 
the challenges brought by the Souris River flood. 
Four of Verendrye’s employees were impacted by 
the flood and several of their co-workers pitched 
in to help them. 

“It was nice to see several Verendrye employees
mobilize to help each other during the flood,” said
Tom Rafferty, community relations manager. “There
will be a lot more volunteer opportunities as people
continue to rebuild and move back into their homes in
the coming year and I’m sure Verendrye employees
will be there to help.”

In addition to helping co-workers, Verendrye
employees also pitched in with flood recovery by help-
ing non-Verendrye employees. Other flood recovery
activities included answering phones during the
Minot Flood Recovery Telethon, helping distribute
free primer to flood victims and donating money to
help flood victims.

Helping as a tradition
Employees have fun with many of the various fund-

raisers, and in some cases they have made the events
traditions. Each December, a group of women from
Verendrye’s Velva and Minot offices meet in Minot
and shop for items to give to children at Christmas. 

It is also a tradition for employees, as well as mem-
ber-owners, to drop off toys at Verendrye offices for
the Horn of Plenty, a charity that gives food and toys
to needy families in December. 

Jeans Day, where employees pay $1 each Friday 
for the privilege of wearing jeans, is a way for 
employees to pool their money for a cause. The 
funds have been used for various charities, including
Verendrye’s Secret Santa Fund, which is applied to
accounts of member-owners who are struggling to pay
their electricity bills

Other annual fund-raisers employees take part in
include the American Cancer Society’s Daffodil Days,
Rotary Roses, the American Cancer Society’s Relay for
Life events in Velva and Minot, Alzheimer’s Memory
Walk in Minot and the March of Dimes. 

Some of the support employees give to their com-
munities is not financial. Employees also donate time
and labor to various causes, including working at a
pancake breakfast to raise money for Dollars for
Scholars in Velva or volunteering to serve on the Velva
Fire Department and Velva Ambulance. 

Whether it’s helping recover from a disaster, 
or continuing a tradition of holiday giving, Veren-
drye employees are willing to give back to their 
communities. 

VEC employees work
together to help others

VEC women make it a tradition to buy gifts for needy kids each year. Back
row from left are: Val Heisler, Sarah Kittelson, Christel Laskowsi, Sande
Michalenko, Jodi Thomas, Alesha Keller. Front row from left: Katrina
Leintz and Cindy Shattuck. 

VEC Credit Manager Cindy Shattuck, standing, and Operations Super-
visor Dan Kudrna, help Lisa Leintz-Randolph fill sandbags at her home
last year.

VEC Assistant Manager Randy Hauck helped answer calls during the
Bring Back the Magic Telethon that raised more than $2 million for 
flood relief.
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Verendrye Electric Cooperative recently pro-
moted Randy Hauck to the position of assis-
tant general manager. Hauck has been with

Verendrye since 1984, serving as member services
manager since 1987. Along with his new duties as
assistant general manager, he will continue his
duties as member services manager.

Hauck has been instrumental in the coopera-
tive’s economic development efforts and has held
leadership roles on various boards. He is currently
vice chairman of the Minot Area Chamber of Com-

merce and is chairman of both the Velva Economic Development Council
and McHenry County Jobs Development Authority. He also serves on the
board of the Northern Tier Federal Credit Union and previously served as
president of the Velva School Board.

Verendrye General Manager Bruce Carlson said Hauck will do well in his
new position. “I congratulate Randy on his promotion. He has proven him-
self to be a hard-working employee who is dedicated to service excellence
for the member-owners of the cooperative,” Carlson said. 

Hauck has also been recognized for his involvement in economic devel-
opment and community service. In 2009, he received the Community Ser-
vice Award from the North Dakota Association of Rural Electric Coopera-
tives and was named Volunteer Developer of the Year by the North Dakota
Department of Commerce in 2006. He holds a bachelor’s degree from
North Dakota State University.

Originally from Richardton, Hauck is married to Theresa and they have
two adult children.

“I’m excited to take on this new role with Verendrye, a growing coopera-
tive with a rich history of serving its member owners and helping commu-
nities,” Hauck said.

Congratulations to Rob Orts, Verendrye
member services representative, for being
elected president of the Minot Association

of Builders. Orts, who was vice president of the
association, will assume the duties of president
in January. Orts was also named Citizen of the
Year by the association. In this photo, Orts, left,
received the gavel from Phil Olstead, the 2011
president of the Minot Association of Builders,
during the association’s annual meeting. 

Verendrye Electric Cooperative (VEC) believes in the
principle of helping others in a cooperative way, and
that’s why each year VEC partners with Basin Elec-

tric Power Cooperative to provide area students with the
opportunity to earn scholarships. 

VEC awards three, $500 scholarships annually, 
one per director district, to area high school or college 
students. High school seniors or college students have
until Feb. 10 to apply for the scholarships. To be eligible
for the VEC scholarships, students must be dependents 
of a VEC member and enter college in the fall of the 
school year for which the scholarship is awarded. Stu-
dents must complete an application, which is available at
www.verendrye.com/programs/services/scholarships
or by calling or visiting Verendrye Electric’s offices in 
Velva or Minot.

Applicants are required to include a recent academic
transcript, copy of a college entrance exam (ACT or SAT
scores), a one-page essay and an appraisal completed by a
teacher, counselor or supervisor. For questions about the
scholarships, call (800) 472-2141.

Verendrye promotes Randy Hauck

Hauck

Orts elected president of
Minot Area Homebuilders

VEC and Basin offer
SCHOLARSHIPS

Attention students!



High School Juniors and Seniors...

Write a winning essay
and win a trip of a lifetime!

Check it out at

www.ndyouthtour.com
and

www.youthtour.coop

And an all-expense-paid trip to Washington, D.C.
►To enter the essay-writing contest, you must be a junior or senior in high school in the fall of 2012.

►You and your parents or guardian must be served by Verendrye Electric Cooperative.

►Essay is not to exceed two standard 8½- by 11-inch typewritten, double-spaced pages
on this topic:  What would your day be like without electricity?

►Submit your essay in hard copy or electronic format to Verendrye Electric. Electronic submissions
should conform to the two-page, double-spaced guideline described above. Include a cover page
with your name, date of birth, school and grade in 2012, parent or guardian’s name, address and 
telephone number. 

►The deadline is January 30, 2012. E-mailed entries should be directed to Tom Rafferty at
tomdr@verendrye.com, and hard-copy entries mailed to: Youth Tour Essay Contest, Verendrye
Electric Cooperative, 1225 Highway 2 Bypass E., Minot, ND 58701.

►If you have a question, contact Tom Rafferty, Verendrye Electric, at the address listed above, or call 
(701) 338-2855 during regular business hours. 

1. All-expense-paid trip to Washington, D.C., compliments of Verendrye
Electric Cooperative.

2. A whole week to visit unforgettable historic monuments, museums 
and the U.S. Capitol.

3. A learning experience you’ll never forget.

TOP 3 REASONS TO ENTER THE ESSAY-WRITING CONTEST

NATIONAL RURAL ELECTRIC

YOUTH TOUR
JUNE 16 to 22,

2012
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ALI, COLLETTE   

ANDERSON, DARRYL          

ANDERSON, ERICK           

ANDRE, BYRON           

ARNESON, TIM             

ARNIE’S INSULATION

BALLANTYSE, DWIGHT          

BALUSKI, FRED            

BARTELS, BRIAN           

BECKER, MARK            

BEECHIE, BARRY           

BELGARDE, JOE J.  

BENNETT, FREDDY

BENO, JOHN            

BENTZ, BRUCE           

BERG, EMIL            

BERNTSON, RUTH            

BIRKESTRAND, RONALD          

BJERKLIE, RODNEY          

BLACK, A.C.

BLATNER, D.H. AND SONS             

BLESSUM, DAROLD    

BLOWERS, DAN             

BOLLES, KIRK            

BONDLY, JAMES           

BONNER, ED              

BORGERS, PAUL            

BOUTILIER, ELSIE           

BROWN, BUD              

BROWN, JERRY W.  

BURGAD, MARK            

BUTTS, J.D.  

CENEX SOIL SERVICE               

CHRISTENSEN, TERRY

CLARK, ROBERT

COCKRELL, BETTY J.  

COLBY, VIVIAN          

COLINS, JIM             

CRESTONI, JOSEPH          

CROSS, JIM             

CROSS, ROBERT          

DAHL, CHARLES         

DAVIDSON, TOM           

DAVIS, SHERI           

DEGROAT ESTATE, GABRIEL

DEPCO INC.                        

DESMONDS                         

DREVECKY, KEVIN           

EFFERTZ, ROGER           

ENDICOTT, JOHNSON           

ERICKSON, DALE            

ESBERG, JOHN            

EVENSON CARD SHOP INC.

FAIRBANKS, RICK            

FETTIG, LUDWIG          

FIKE, WILLIAM         

FINE, RICHARD         

FINK, STAN            

FOLKNER, JIM

FOOD ENTERPRISES                 

FOUNTAIN OF CRAFTS               

FOXMOOR 496                      

FRANZER, TIM             

FRONTIER-MIDWEST

GTA                            

GARRITY, THOMAS          

GEISELMAN, KEVIN           

GEVING, HERB            

GILTNER, LLOYD A.  

GONCE, CATHY           

GOWDY, BARBARA A.  

GRABOW, CINDY           

GRAHAM, BRYON

GREER, KENNETH         

GRINDE, HAROLD          

HALLIDAY, DAVID 

HAMAN, RICHARD         

HAMMOND, JOSH       

HAMMONS, JEREMY

HANSEN, AUGUST A.  

HANSEN, JOHN C.

HANSON, KENNETH J.  

HANSON, WAYNE           

HARKSEN, MICHELLE        

HARRINGTON, KEITH   

HARRIS, JERRY           

HELSETH, PETE            

HERMAN, RICHARD

HEYEN, JAMES W.  

HIEB, PERINA          

HONIGS, MICHAEL

HORNBACKER, LADELL          

HOVE, JOHN            

HUCKABY, OPAL            

HUNT ENERGY CORP. 1             

HYATT, LINDA S.  

IGOE CONSTRUCTION                

INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPERS

J QUARTER CIRCLE

JENNER, ROBERT          

JOHNSON, G. A.  

JOHNSON, ROBERT          

JOHNSON, RON             

JOIA, MANUEL          

JONES, JERRY           

KAMINSKI, TOM

KELLY, DAN      

KEPHART, ROBERT          

KEYES ESTATE, ROBERT

KING, CHARLES         

KNUTSON, WILBERT         

KOLOBAKKEN, YVONNE          

KON, SCHAH K.  

KOST, LEE W.  

KRAMLICK INVESTMENTS             

KRISMER, JOHN            

KRUCKENBERG, MARVIN          

LANG, MARC            

LANGDON, LARRY           

LARSEN, B.S.  

LARSON, RONALD

LEHMANN, JEFF            

LEMIEUX, NORA            

LESMEISTER, JEFF            

LIGHTHOUSE BAPTIST CHURCH

LIMING, WILLIAM         

LINDSAY, BARTLEY

LLEWELLYN, LYNN

MADDOCK, MELVIN          

MAH, THET T.  

MASON, MICHAEL         

MATTSON, MARK A.  

MAZEPINK, WALTER          

MCGREGOR, THOMAS          

MEHUS, LYNN            

MEYERS, STANLEY         

MICHAELSON, LEROY           

MILLER, CHUCK           

MINOT AUTO PLUS                  

MINOT COMM. CHAPEL                

MYERS, JACK            

NELSON, HELEN M.  

NELSON, MARLYN          

NEWELL, VICKI           

NEWMAN, DAVID           

NICHOL, WM

NICHOLS, MARK            

NODAKABLE INC.                    

NORD, GARY D.  

NOTT, MARTHA          

OLSON, GARY R.  

OMEARA, WILLIAM         

OMMEN, JAMES P.  

OSTER, BERT K.  

OTTERNES, WANDA           

PETERSON, MILTON          

PETERSON, RONALD G.  

PETRO LEWIS COR.

PIERCE INC.                       

POLINGTON, CODY

POWER, GRAHAM          

PRAIRIE FARMS                    

PRICE, KEN             

PRITCHARD, LEON            

PUTNEY, HAROLD          

QUALITY PAINTING 
AND LETTERING   

RAMSEY, TED             

RAU, ELLA            

RAY’S WELDING                    

RAYMOND. ROGER       

REINKE. GREG            

RESOLUTION TRUST
CORP.            

ROBERTSON LUMBER                 

RODGERS, DAVID           

ROGERS, JOHN            

RUH, MICHAEL         

SACHSE, WELDON          

SALENKO, SAM             

SAMPSON, FRANK           

SAMUELS JEWELERS                 

SAND, GLADYS          

SANDS, WARREN          

SANFORD, DOUG            

SCHENCK, ANN             

SCHMIDT, JOHN            

SCHOCK, TROY E.

SCHWARZ, LINDA           

SCOTT, ANDRE           

SHAVER, PRESTLY J. JR.

SIEMERS, MICHELE         

SMART, DONAVAN D.  

SMITH, LEONARD         

SMITH ESTATE, MARLOW J.

SOURIS RIVER RACING              

STILLE, W.T.  

STONE, DUANE           

STREIFEL, JEFFREY J.  

STUMPF, LARRY           

SUITER, RICK            

SUMMERS, G.E.  

SYVERSON, RACHEL          

TAYLOR, E.H.  

THE LOUISIANA LAND 

THOMPSON, GLEN S.  

THOMPSON, ROBERT          

THOMPSON, RONALD          

TWETEN, TAB             

VALLE, ERNESTO

VAN, METER J.  

WAINOCO OIL & GAS CO.

WALSH, JOHN S.  

WARNER, TIM             

WEBER, LYLE            

WELLS, JOHN S. JR.

WELTON, JOHN            

WENTZ, AL              

WERTH, EDWARD          

WESTGO TRUCK EQUIP.               

WHITE, BARNIE          

WILLIAMS, FRANK           

WOMACK, DAVID           

YARBER, MIKE            

YOUNG, GREGORY S.  

ZIMMERMAN, CONTRCT         

ZUCK, JOSEPH        

COLEMAN, JOEL

FERRIS, STEVE

WALHOOD, KIM             

WELSH, RETA
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