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Over the course of the last nine months, since our 
last fiber-deployment update in your Cooperative 
Living magazine, Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative 

and EMPOWER Broadband have made significant strides in 
delivering high-speed fiber broadband services to over 840 
MEC members across portions of seven of the 14 counties 
we serve. Since this magazine is written and composed a  
full two months prior to being received at your home or 
business, to date we should now be serving over 1,000 
members with fiber-to-the-premises (FTTP) broadband  
access. The backbone ring is now complete, and we continue 
rapidly moving forward with system construction.

Thanks to partnerships with many of our localities,  
MEC and EMPOWER have been able to secure funding  
to expedite our fiber build, expanding outward from our 
135-mile backbone to many neighborhoods across  
Brunswick, Mecklenburg and Halifax counties … and  
that is just the start! If you’ve been keeping up with our  
Facebook page and watching the progress of our construction 
map online, you will notice that the deployment of new fiber 
lines is expanding into more areas on almost a daily basis. 

WHEN WILL I HAVE FIBER  
BROADBAND SERVICE?

That is a question we’re asked daily 
… and rightly so! These are incredibly 
exciting times, and knowing that fiber 
broadband is finally becoming a reality 
for rural Southside Virginia is something 
to be anxious about. All who enjoy the advantages of living in 
the countryside have undoubtedly experienced an extremely 
challenging time waiting for the arrival of high-speed internet. 
With the pandemic, many of us have been forced to work  
from home, and our children are having to learn virtually. 
The critical need for high-speed internet has become more 
prominent than ever and, although we are deploying fiber and 
building the system daily, meeting the needs of every member 
across our service territory will take time.

Our technical team and engineers are working diligently 
every day to complete current construction projects, as well as 
to expand our plans to reach deeper into additional rural areas 
…all in the same manner we constructed your electric system. 
And while this is a tremendous undertaking, we are determined 
to continue to enhance the quality of life for our members by 
supplying those we serve with another essential, but largely  

Fiber Deployment and Broadband Update

ignored resource … broadband service. For you, we’ve agreed 
to tackle yet another need, as with electricity and telephony, 
that’s been left unaddressed by traditional providers because 
of high construction costs and lower profits. And MEC and 

EMPOWER are delivering on our promise 
every day … and we are coming to you too, but 
remember, our project schedule requires time 
and patience because a project of this size will 
unfold over the next several years and can be 
impacted by weather, the availability of fiber 
and broadband electronics that are in high  

demand, the awarding of grant dollars and the availability  
of additional crews for construction and deployment. 

As we do for the electric system, we’ve developed a living 
“Construction Work Plan” for our fiber system, a plan that 
segments the overall work into multiple smaller projects, by 
area, and establishes a schedule step by step. Rest assured, with 
the main backbone now in place, those work plans are now 
underway, and we’ll provide construction updates accordingly. 
Keeping that in mind, please note that at this stage, construction 
schedules are not finalized, and delivery dates are not yet  
available for each home or business. Rest assured however,  
as we move ahead, we will keep you updated on our website, 
our Facebook page, and of course through future issues of 
Cooperative Living. 

As previously noted, when we began this venture, our goal 
was to stimulate the growth of high-speed internet access in 
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our communities, whether we provide 
that access ourselves … or motivate 
others to do so. And it’s working …  
we are now seeing other providers 
secure broadband funding for our area, 
and some are also enhancing their  
broadband services and speeds through-
out portions of our service territory. 
It appears, in some cases, incumbent 
providers are improving their services to 
protect that territory from EMPOWER’s 
expanding fiber technology offering. You 
may very well begin to see others finally 
taking the initiative to assist our rural 
communities and hopefully they’ll invest 
in and offer the best in technology … 
wired solutions that are reliable and fast.

These strategies are reminiscent of 
delays in the electrification of our rural 
communities, but in the end, even this 
late response is a positive development 
for our region. If our members are 
offered new opportunities for high-speed 
internet faster, and sooner, then ulti-
mately that is an outcome we strongly 
support. Our governments, both state 
and federal, have recognized the need 
and funding to aid in mitigating this 
very real shortcoming for rural areas has 
become a competitive effort, and we are 
pleased that the rural broadband initia-

tive is moving forward at a rapid pace 
with a variety of providers. 

WHY CAN’T I GET IT NOW? 
As noted, constructing a fiber 

network is very similar to the construc-
tion of our massive electric system that 
includes 4,578 miles of overhead and 
underground electric lines. Overlaying 
MEC’s massive electric system with 
fiber-optic cable is simply a tremendous 
task. Initially, we constructed the  
backbone fiber ring that we need to 
move electric system data from our 
substations to our headquarters and 
district offices. That fiber ring is like 
a high-voltage transmission line and 
carries a constant flow of electric system 
data from across our service territory. 
These lines can also carry data to fiber 
distribution points, often located in our 
electrical substations, that are utilized to 
serve large groups of consumers across 
multiple communities. 

Once the network electronics are 
installed, we can then construct along 
main lines, three-phase electric lines, 
with fiber-optic cables containing 144 
individual fiber-optical strands. These 
cables are capable of serving 5,000 
homes and businesses. From those lines, 

we deploy fiber-optic splitters 
to further distribute the 
signal down smaller-count 
lines, like a 96-count fiber, 
to feed down single-phase 
electric lines into more 
remote areas with fewer 
homes. The count of the 
fiber continues to drop … 
48, 24 and 12 until lines 
have been distributed to 
every home, business or 
premise.  

A robust fiber-optic  
network is designed and 
deployed to meet the 
needs of many, much like 
a substation controls the 
power delivered to your 
home. One strand of fiber, 
within a group of many, is 
designed to carry the data, 
speed and bandwidth for 
many residents; therefore, 
when one person in a 
neighborhood requests fiber 
internet service, our engineer 

must also plan for future needs when 
constructing the line to serve one.  
To date, our growing network now  
passes just over 4,100 accounts … 
representing 16% of our membership 
who now have access to world-class, 
second-to-none, internet service!

This is obviously a simplified  
description of the buildout process,  
but hopefully one that helps everyone 
better understand the fiber-deployment  
structure a little better. It’s much more 
than simply bringing a fiber to a single 
home, or just “tapping into” the line 
that’s already there (if it’s ours) … we 
must ensure that EMPOWER provides 
you and the rest of your community with 
the powerful capability of operating every 
device in your home, simultaneously,  
without delays and buffering, so that 
you and your family … and your  
neighbors and businesses, can take  
full advantage of every opportunity 
afforded by true, high-speed internet.

Building a fiber-optic network  
across our service territory to serve  
our Membership is a time-consuming  
process and will cost millions of dollars 
to design and construct, but it’s a  
commitment that MEC and EMPOWER 
take very seriously. Your board of directors, 
management and employees are fully 
committed to ensuring that every  
one of you has access to affordable,  
dependable, high-speed internet,  
just like those living in urban areas.  
Our rural communities have been  
overlooked by the big investor-owned 
companies for far too long, similarly  
as we were regarding electricity over 80 
years ago. Just as our forefathers did in 
the 1930s with electricity, we’re making 
broadband a reality for our Members, 
and every day more of you receive service 
from EMPOWER Broadband. Doing so 
not only places you or your business 
on a level technology playing field with 
your urban neighbors, it allows you to 
save money by utilizing streaming  
television broadcasting as well. While 
your neighborhood may not get fiber 
today, tomorrow or even this year, rest  
assured, we are building our way to 
your community and we won’t stop 
until all we serve have access to the 
high-speed broadband services our 
Membership deserves!  

(continued on page 22)
EMPOWER crews install fiber in the MEC service area.
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A Dream Come True
Rural health care expands to serve Gretna area

Pittsylvania County residents may have recalled the day 
seven years ago when Gretna’s mayor, Keith Motley, said 
to a gathered crowd, “Yes, Gretna, there is a Santa Claus! 

This is a dream come true for this community.”
As is true for the very best kind of presents, the Centra  

Gretna Medical Center, located on a 13-acre site on McBride 
Lane, is a gift to the community that keeps on giving. 

The medical facility, served by Mecklenburg Electric  
Cooperative, is still meeting the needs of area residents, who 
would otherwise have to travel 30 minutes to the next closest 
hospital.

by Laura Emery, Field Editor
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“This facility has provided emergency care closer to 
their homes and a range of specialists make routine visits 
easily accessible. Telemedicine programs allow Gretna 
physicians to transfer scans and test results in real-time 
to specialists at Centra Lynchburg General Hospital. 
Also, having an advanced laboratory serving as a hub  
to process results quickly for outlying practices decreases 
test result wait time,” explains Shannon Knight, site 
administrator for Centra Gretna Medical Center. 

The 50,000-square-foot facility boasts an emergency 
department featuring 10 rooms with two trauma bays,  
as well as a state-of-the-art 64-slice CT scanner. It  
is open 24 hours a day, seven days a week, and the  
emergency department is staffed by board-certified  
emergency physicians. The primary care facility offers  
15 exam rooms, a wellness center, physical therapy gyms, 
cardiac rehabilitation and laboratory services, telemedicine 
capabilities, and imaging services, including digital  
X-ray, ultrasound, and mammography. There is also a 
community room, on-site ambulance and helipad. 

Since its opening, the medical center has added some 
additional services, including a mobile MRI (Tuesday  
and Thursday), a neurology clinic (Wednesday), and 
soon-to-be pulmonology clinic. “These services are in  
addition to the original departments of 24-hour Emergency 
Medicine, Radiology (Diagnostic, Nuclear Medicine, 
Mammography, Ultrasound), Primary Care, Cardiology, 
Cardiac Rehab and Physical Therapy,” says Knight.

In light of COVID-19, there have been some changes 
implemented at the facility. Appointments and nonessential 
and elective procedures have resumed for select patients 
with precautions in place to ensure the safety of the center’s 
patients and staff. Due to the ever-evolving nature of 
COVID-19, the medical center advises patients to visit 
centrahealth.com/coronavirus for up-to-date safety 
information.

“Like most healthcare facilities, Centra Gretna Medical 
Center has been greatly impacted by COVID — from 
screening of all patients at entry points, changing of 
workflow processes, and implementation of additional 
health and safety precautions,” Knight says. 

Because the medical center has to deliver  
comprehensive, high-quality, patient-centered health  
care to the community and surrounding counties, they 
are proud to be served electric power by Mecklenburg 
Electric Cooperative. “The stability in the service,  
response time, and communication has been  
outstanding in supporting our medical facility. MEC’s 
sensitivity to ensuring we have stable power at all times 
to serve our patients is comforting to our caregivers,”  
explains Kelly Rapadas, coordinator of Primary and 
Urgent Care with the facility. 

Says Knight, “Serving this community and ‘partnering 
with them to live their best life’ — that’s our purpose.” 

“Serving this community and ‘partnering
with them to live their best life’ — that’s
our purpose.”

–Shannon Knight, Site Administrator
Centra Gretna Medical Center

The 50,000-square-foot facility is open 24/7 and includes 15 exam rooms,
a wellness center, physical therapy gyms, cardiac rehabilitation and more.

Gretna Medical Center offers an on-site ambulance and helipad for
increased response times in emergency situations.

The Emergency Department features 10 rooms with two trauma bays,
including a state-of-the-art 64-slice CT scanner.
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Our Recent and Current Projects
CARES ACT FUNDING:
Mecklenburg County

• 15 miles of fiber, passing 430 homes and businesses — 
Highway 58 from the intersection of Baskerville Road to the 
Regional Jail in Boydton, portions of Nellie Jones Road, Rideout 
Road, and Coles Lane in Bracey, portions of Reed Road and 
Marengo Road in La Crosse, and portions of Old Cox Road and 
Allgoods Lane in Chase City to Easters Road in Boydton

Halifax County
• 23 miles of fiber, passing over 470 homes and businesses — 

portions of Bethel Road, Burton Road, Clays Mill Road, Clays 
Mill School Road, Cole Lane, Cowford Road, Paul James Road, 
Sparrow Trail, Wagstaff Lane, and Winn’s Creek Road

Brunswick County
• Five miles, passing 112 homes and businesses — Highway 

46 from the intersection of Rock Church Road to the Meherrin 
River

Greensville County
• Seven miles, passing 124 homes and businesses —  

portions of Pine Log Road and Beef Road in Emporia

VIRGINIA TELECOMMUNICATIONS GRANT (VATI):
Halifax County

• Omega toward Aaron’s Creek
• Lower Liberty Road
• Liberty Store to Highway 57 (County Line)
• Cody to Bull Run

FIBER CONVERSION AND MAINTENANCE PROJECTS 
Brunswick County

• Herman Road  • Poplar Creek Road
• Lucky Lane   • Robinson Ferry Road
• Marina Road   • Gasburg Road
• Waterview Court  • Highway 903

Mecklenburg County
• Wooden Bridge Road  • Redlawn Road
• Starboard Drive  • Highway 903
• Highway 58   • Baskerville Road
• Highway One  • Busy Bee Road

Broadband Update continued

Dustin’s Tip
Space Heaters: Do They Really Cost Pennies a Day?

We’ve all seen 
the ads for 
space heaters 

or infrared heaters that 
say, “Heat your home 
for just pennies a day.” 
Is that true? Can you 
really heat your home 
during the cold winter 

months for only a few cents each day? In certain situations, 
space heaters can be a good option for staying warm in colder 
parts of your home. However, depending on how you utilize 
space heaters, you could be adding a substantial amount to 
your monthly electric bill. If you’re in the market to purchase 
one of these heaters, a small one that fits under a home office 
desk or one that is designed to warm a small bathroom can be 
purchased for about $30. A larger space heater with the capability  
of heating a larger room can cost as much as $150. Those 
prices sound affordable, right? Once you have the heater, the 
question then becomes: How much does it cost each month 
to run? On average, the current energy rate at MEC is $.135 
cents per kilowatt hour (kWh). If you run a 1,500-watt heater, 
for 24-hours a day, which is not ideal and highly discouraged, 
it would cost you approximately $4.86 per day. Here’s how to 
calculate the cost.   

1,500 watts x 24 hours ÷ 1,000 x $0.135 = $4.86/per day

According to energy.gov, this calculation can be used with 
any appliance by entering the wattage and hours used daily.

At a cost of $4.86 a day, you add $145.80 to your energy  
bill for a 30-day billing cycle.  

Is a space heater affordable to run?
Only you can answer that question. Some people may not 

mind the extra expense, but if you are looking to reduce your 
monthly bill, it can do just the opposite. If you do decide to  
use a space heater in your home, remember a few basic rules  
to help keep your monthly costs down.   

• Buy a space heater that is made to heat a room about the 
size of the one where you plan to use it to avoid using more 
energy than you need.

• Compare wattages between similar models to see which 
one is more efficient.

• Look for a thermostat or timer setting that can save energy 
while keeping the room from becoming overheated.

• If you’re using the space heater, turn down the thermostat 
on the central unit to avoid doubling up on your heating costs.

• Follow all safety instructions associated with your space 
heater and never leave your heater unattended.

Remember, space heaters are designed to be supplemental  
heating sources or to heat small areas only; they are not  
designed to be your main source of heat. Follow these tips and 
you can help keep your heating costs down while still staying 
cozy and comfortable.
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• MEC EMPLOYEES •

Supporting the Community

For over 30 years, Gwen Harris, 
MEC accountant, has devoted 
much of her spare time to helping 

The Holy Name Church of Jesus’ Food 
Bank in Chase City raise money, collect 
and purchase food, and serve meals to 
the needy households in her community. 
What began with delivering boxes of 
food to help approximately 15 families 
in 1989 has now grown into a ministry 
that provides meals 
for approximately 
500 people per 
month. 

“We have 
been blessed over 
the years by the 
outpouring of love 
in our community. 
From food and 
monetary donations 
to local farmers 
sharing their crops; 
the support from 
the community allows us to continue 
this mission of providing healthy, nutri-
tious food to needy families throughout 
our community,” states Gwen.  

On the third Saturday of each month, 
qualifying candidates arrive at the Food 
Bank, register at the front desk and are 
then given a box to fill with groceries 
for the upcoming month. Freezers line 
the walls of the facility, storing a variety 
of meats, cheese, desserts and bread 
of all kinds. Shelves are stocked with 

canned goods, prepackaged food boxes, 
fresh produce and even toiletries when 
available.  

In addition to food, the organization 
also assists with providing their clients 
with free clothes, furniture and other 
household items through its Clothes 
Closet mission. When someone in the 
community experiences the loss of their 
home due to a fire, the mission opens 

its doors to provide 
whatever relief  
possible.

Serving as the 
ministry’s treasurer, 
Gwen oversees all 
financial aspects  
including accounts 
payables and  
receivables, financial 
reporting, as well as 
seeking out grants to 
cover the Food Bank’s 
expenses. She also 

serves as the board chair for the Emer-
gency Food and Shelter Program.  

Gwen has proudly participated in  
the mission of giving back to her  
community through the Food Bank.  
“I feel as though it is my duty as a sister 
in Christ to help those in need,” states 
Gwen. She continues, “God has given 
me a gift and I use that gift not only to 
support my family by working at MEC, 
but to support the Food Bank’s mission 
as well.”

MEC’s Harris Shares God-given Gift

What began with delivering
boxes of food to help

approximately 15 families
in 1989 has now grown

into a ministry that provides
meals for approximately
500 people per month.

Inve$ting
Electric System

IN YOUR

When you are driving through some 
populated residential areas, you may 
notice there are no overhead electric 
lines. In these cases, the electric lines 
are underground. For those areas, we 
use padmount transformers, which 
look like green metal boxes. Padmount 
transformers have the same function as 
pole-mounted type transformers in that 
they step down the incoming voltage 
from the substation at 7,200 or 14,400 
volts, to a household level of 120 or  
240 volts. While you can see the  
electrical connections on pole-mounted 
transformers, these electrical connections 
are located inside of the padmount 
transformers for safety reasons.

What is the cost of one 25-KVA
padmount transformer?

A. $1,177.29 C. $1,800.05

B. $1,506.95 D. $1,995.95

There are over 120,000 25-KVA
padmount transformers currently in
use on the MEC system.

Answer: C
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Apply by 
Wednesday, March 31, 2021

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative
to Award Five $1,000 Scholarships

Student Scholarship Criteria

1. Student’s parent or legal guardian must be a member of Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative.
2. Student must have maintained at least a 3.0 grade-point average (based on 4.0 being an“A”) throughout 

his or her high school career.
3. Student must demonstrate good citizenship qualities by having exhibited commendable leadership 

abilities and exemplary school and community spirit.
4. A combination of weighted criteria will be used in the selection process including academic achievement, 

school and community activities, and student’s personal statement.

Applications available at www.meckelec.org
Open to Public School and Home School Seniors

Apply by March 21

Student Scholarship Criteria

1. Student’s parent or legal guardian must be a member of  
    Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative.

2. Student must have maintained at least a 3.0 grade-point  
    average (based on 4.0 being an “A”) throughout his or her  
    high school career.

3. Student must demonstrate good citizenship qualities by having  
    exhibited commendable leadership abilities and exemplary  
    school and community spirit.

4. A combination of weighted criteria will be used in the selection  
    process including academic achievement, school and community  
    activities, and student’s personal statement.

Applications available at www.meckelec.org
Open to Public School and Homeschool Seniors

MECKLENBURG ELECTRIC 
COOPERATIVE

P.O. Box 2451
Chase City, VA 23924-2451

Chase City District 
(434) 372-6200

Emporia District 
(434) 634-6168

Gretna District 
(434) 656-1288

Power Failure & Emergencies 
(877) 632-5688

Office Hours: M-F, 8 a.m.-5 p.m.

Website: meckelec.org

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative is an 
equal opportunity provider and employer.

Social icon

Rounded square
Only use blue and/or white.

For more details check out our
Brand Guidelines.
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MEC Family Grieves Loss of Team Member
Debbie Blue Winn  |  2/25/54-10/28/20

Debbie Blue Winn, an employee of Mecklenburg 
Electric Cooperative for 37 years, lost her battle with 
cancer on Wed., October 28, 2020, in the comforts 

of her home in Chase City, Va. As the member and public 
relations specialist, Debbie’s duties included writing and  
editing MEC’s Cooperative Living pages, the annual report, 
all press releases and the employee newsletter. She was a 
talented photographer and loved delving into the stories  
of the membership. As the longest-serving employee,  
Debbie was a pillar of the cooperative family. 

David Lipscomb, MEC’s vice president of member and 
energy services and Debbie’s supervisor, states, “Debbie was 
one of a kind. I’ve had the opportunity to work alongside 
her for the last six years; each of which has been an abso-
lute pleasure. She was one of those employees who came 
in everyday with a smile on her face. She truly enjoyed her 
job, which is evident by her long tenure.” He continues, 
“Debbie will be sorely missed by our cooperative family  
and we will grieve her loss for years to come.” 

In her spare time, Debbie enjoyed gardening, cooking, 
spending time with her chickens, playing board games, 
watching Andy Griffith, biking, hiking, fishing and music. 
She played the piano, psaltery and the dulcimer. Most of all, 
Debbie loved doing for others. From sending get-well cards 
and sunshine bags to the sick, to visiting with the elderly 
and taking them groceries, Debbie brightened the lives of 
all she came in contact with. 

Surviving are her daughter, Angela Blue (husband 
Patrick Garrison); grandchildren, Annabelle and Arlo; 
husband, Larry Scott Winn; stepsons, Dayna Winn (wife 
Nancy Kaye) and Jeremy Winn (wife Chrystal); grand-
children, Dustin Winn (wife Kara) and Rebeka Winn; and 
great-grandchildren, Decker, Heidi and Liam. She was 
preceded in death by her husband, Curtis Blue; her mother, 
Marion Jones Duckworth; and her father ,Wagner Bennet 
Duckworth.

LOVING SENTIMENTS FROM HER MEC FAMILY.
“Debbie was such a special lady and I was so blessed to 
have known her.” – Sarah Bratten

“Debbie was a dear friend for over 30 years. I was blessed  
to be in her company. I will cherish the fond memories.”  
– Gwen Harris

“Life was better with Debbie in it.” – Julie Dunavant

“Heaven is an even better place now.” – John Lee, Jr.

“Debbie was truly a beautiful person – Inside and Out!”  
– Priscilla Whirley

“Debbie was an angel on earth.” – Peggy Ranson

“I will miss my friend and her smile.” – Clifton Elam

Debbie Blue Winn with her 
husband, Scott Winn.
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