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Victory lineman shifts from taking pictures to preventing a train wreck
HEITH KONECNY was 

perched on an overpass 
outside Mullinville taking 
photos of electric system 
damage wrought by a January 
ice storm when he saw a 
power pole toppled over rail-
road tracks.

Konecny was about to 
line up the shot, but then, on 
the horizon, he spotted lights 
closing in on the pole.

“The lights got closer, and 
then I realized it was a train 
heading down the tracks, 
straight toward the pole,” said 
Konecny, Victory’s Supervisor 
of Metering Technology.

Konecny ran back to his truck, called dispatchers to alert 
the railroad and headed to the nearest intersection.

“I drove to the next crossing and turned on my flashers” 
to warn the engineer of the BNSF Railway train.

It can take a train a full mile to come to a complete stop, 
even after the engineer applies the brakes. The locomotive 
stopped about a quarter-mile from the downed pole.

“That train could have barreled through the pole. Had 
Heith not been in the right place, at the right time, it could 
have been a dire situation,” said JERRI IMGARTEN, Victory’s 
Manager of Marketing and Communications.

“It ended up stopping, but I don’t know whether it 
was because of me or operations,” said Konecny. “It was a 
locomotiv,e and it didn’t have cars attached to it. So maybe it 
was out scoping damage on the tracks. A signal would have 
sensed something on the track and it would have triggered a 

red light,” alerting the train to 
stop.

Konecny’s adventures 
didn’t end there. He submitted 
the photo to a co-op contest 
and wound up taking first 
prize—two free large pizzas 
for him and his crew.

Imgarten and her team 
began the contest as a way 
to generate photos for social 
media. 

“Visual elements work 
really well to show the extent 
of damage and to communi-
cate how hard crews work to 
get members’ power restored,” 
she said. “But we knew it 

would be hard for us to go out in the field take photos of the 
damage.”

Because the co-op had advance warning of the storm, 
Imgarten and her team had time to come up with a plan. 
With a free pizza lunch at stake, linemen texted or emailed 
photos of storm damage. Co-op communicators across the 
country judged the entries.

Konecny’s dramatic, fog-shrouded photo, with train lights 
visible through a crossarm brace won by a single vote.

“We thought the photo contest would be a great way to 
involve the linemen and engineering personnel in the co-op’s 
communications efforts, but we never dreamed it would help 
prevent a potential train derailment,” said Imgarten.

This article, written by Victoria A. Rocha, originally ran in the Jan. 31, 2017, 
edition of Electric Co-op News. 

Victory Electric’s Heith Konecny helped stop a BNSF train from slamming 
into a power pole, documented ice storm damage and won a free lunch 
for his crew. 

Bruce Graham appointed to NRECA/CFC Governance Task Force 
Twenty co-op and statewide 

leaders, including KEC CEO BRUCE 
GRAHAM, have agreed to serve on a 
new NRECA/CFC Governance Task 
Force to consider electric cooperative 
governance issues. 

These individuals were selected 
to represent a mix of NRECA 
voting members, each bringing 
unique knowledge and experience 
on governance matters. The panel 
includes 11 electric cooperative 
directors, many of whom have served 
on statewide or G&T boards; three 
distribution cooperative CEOs; four 
statewide managers; and one general 
counsel. 

“I’ve been involved with electric 
cooperatives for 30 years now and 
much has changed in that time related 

to operations, technology, politics, 
management, etc. In every case, it 
is useful to consult the standard 
bearers in our industry and how other 
businesses operate,” Graham said.

Cooperative governance 
is evolving too and the task 
force was created in response to 
recommendation by the NRECA 
and CFC Board to study a variety of 
cooperative organizational issues and 
best practices. The group plans to 
present its findings later this year.

“We anticipate that these 
individuals will bring thoughtful 
consideration to the governance 
topics presented, and we look forward 
to working with them throughout the 
year,” said JESSICA HEALY, NRECA 
Assistant General Counsel.

KEC has launched the new Apparatus 
Testing (AT) website. Visit at.kec.coop to view 
AT’s product inventory and services offered 
by the AT Department. Staff will continue to 
update the site with current inventory. The AT 
Department will begin promoting the site and 
products in the near future. 

Visit at.kec.coop to view AT’s product inventory 
and services. 

KEC launches new AT website
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Prairie Preserve: A Flint Hills Love Story, 
shared stories about his career and cre-
ation of the documentary. He stated that 
he found a connection to the electric 
cooperatives after reading Bruce Gra-
ham’s column in 
Kansas Country 
Living. 

He played 
clips of the doc-
umentary and 
thanked KEC 
for its sponsor-
ship. Copies 
of the docu-
mentary were 
given as regis-
tration gifts to 
Annual Meeting 
attendees.

Keynote 
speaker HOLLY HOFFMAN shared her 
experiences as a contestant on the 
reality television show Survivor, how it 
impacted her life, and provided inspira-
tion for more than 400 attendees at the 
luncheon. 

“You learn a lot about your-
self when everything is taken away,” 
Hoffman shared. “A positive attitude 
won’t take away your problems but it 
will make it easier to deal with them.”

Additional speakers featured on the 
agenda included KIRK THOMPSON, CFC 
District 7 Director, gave the CFC update 
and presented KEC with grants totaling 
$22,800 on behalf of CFC and NCSC. 
CoBank’s SETH HART gave a highlight of 
CoBank’s activities and presented KEC 
with a check for $25,000 in support of 
association programming and services. 
Federated CEO PHIL IRWIN gave an 
update and presented KEC with a check 
for $110,668 to support loss control and 
safety initiatives. Kansas Committee 
for Rural Electrification KCRE Chair-
man ED WILTSE gave reports before 
the KCRE membership held an officer 
election.

During the Annual Meeting Busi-
ness Session, attendees received a 
printed report on KEC’s accomplish-
ments for the past year and BRUCE 
GRAHAM reviewed the highlights. Mem-
bership representatives considered and 
approved Bylaw revisions as recom-
mended by the KEC Policies and Bylaws 
Committee. 

KEC’s Loss Control, Safety and 
Compliance Department recognized 
cooperatives that earned “No Lost 
Time” awards and Safety Achievement 
Certificates, and KEC LCS&C Instruc-
tor BRUCE MCANTEE was presented 

with a certificate 
for earning the 
Certified Loss 
Control Profes-
sional desig-
nation. KEC’s 
Government 
Relations staff 
encouraged the 
attendees to 
join ACRE and 
KCRE. 

Kansas 
legislators were 
the focus during 
KEC’s Annual 

Legislative Reception. There were 117 
legislators who attended the reception to 
visit with co-op constituents. The KCRE 
silent auction raised more than $3,000. 
The KEC Auxiliary raffle and other 
donations raised $565 for KEC’s youth 
programs. 

Prior to the meeting, three direc-
tors’ courses were offered. BRYAN SIN-
GLETARY facilitated courses 924 When 
Disaster Strikes: Continuity Manage-
ment and Emergency Response Planning 
for Directors and 961 The Evolution of 
Electric Co-op Power Supply. WALLACE 
BARRON facilitated 
course 2630 Strate-
gic Planning.

On Sunday 
evening, a welcome 
reception was held 
celebrating KEC’s 
75th Anniversary. 
BRYTON STOLL, 
2012 youth tour 
delegate from 
Nemaha-Marshall, 
provided musical 
entertainment. 

The KEC 
Auxiliary had its 
program on Jan. 23. GARY LAGRANGE, 
Retired U.S. Army Colonel, gave a pre-
sentation on how farming helps veterans 
transition to civilian life, DEBBIE LYONS-
BLYTHE discussed organ donation, and 
MIKE MCCARTNEY recapped Civil War 
strategies and tactics.

The KEC Board of 
Trustees voted to 
recommend Bruce 
Meyer, Bluestem, to 
serve as the Region 7 
Director-Director to 
the Federated Board. 

Electric co-op staff 
connect with members at 
annual farm show

Four electric co-ops joined forces to 
sponsor a booth at the Topeka Farm Show, 
Jan. 10-12. 

Bluestem, Brown-Atchison, FreeState, 
and Lyon-Coffey used the opportunity to 
interact with members and the public. 

“The Farm Show is a great avenue 
for us to meet with our members,” MIKE 
TWEEDY, Member Services for Lyon-Coffey 
said. “We are able to meet with people 
face-to-face and answer any questions they 
might have.” 

Kaw Valley and LJEC, which consoli-
dated as FreeState in January, along with 
Bluestem, Brown-Atchison, and Lyon-Coffey 
cooperatives began attending the show in 
the early 1990s and have had a presence 
every year since.

“We are fortunate to be here every year 
and interact with the hundreds of people 
that come to the show,” Tweedy explained. 

More than 300 exhibitors participated 
in the event which drew nearly 30,000 
attendees at the Kansas Expocentre in 
Topeka. 

The Farm Show first started in 1989 and 
has grown to use six buildings. With free 
parking and free admission, a primary focus 
of the Topeka Farm Show has been to bring 
attendees who have a full-time stake in 
agriculture to meet and visit with exhibiting 
companies. Exhibitors display the latest in 
farm and ranch equipment and technology 
for today’s farmers and agriculturalists.

Mike Tweedy, Member Services for Lyon-
Coffey, visits with a member at the co-op 
booth at the 2017 Topeka Farm Show. 

The KEC Board of Trustees  elected the 2017 KEC 
Board officers (from left): Keith McNickle, Vice 
President; Craig Kostman, Treasurer; Kathleen O’Brien, 
President; and Terry Hobbs, Secretary.

KEC Annual Meeting, cont.
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