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Call 811 Before You Dig
YO U  H AV E  J U ST D I S COV E R E D  YO U  H AV E  J U ST D I S COV E R E D  a new set of little colored flags in your 
yard, but don’t know why. Most likely, an excavation is planned in the 
vicinity of your property. Perhaps your neighbor is installing a new 
mailbox, or the electric company is replacing a pole. The flags indicate 
the location of underground utilities and have been placed there by 
utility companies that have been notified about a planned dig. Each 
utility uses a different color flag (sometimes, paint is also used); the 
color for electrical lines is red.

Even though the flags may be on your lawn, it does not mean your 
property will be affected. The individuals or companies who call in the 

request to dig usually can’t pinpoint the exact location of the work to be done. Instead, 
they will include several properties in their locator request to make sure all nearby 
underground lines are marked. It is common for an electric company to call in a large 
radius around a utility pole that’s scheduled to be replaced. Usually, lineworkers will 
replace the existing pole in the exact same location — or within a few feet — but may call 
in a larger area than they need.

Anyone planning to dig for projects like landscaping, building a deck, patio, or pool, or 
installing a fence is subject to the Underground Utility Line Protection Law, or 811 law. In 
Pennsylvania, those digging must call 811 — the national “Call Before You Dig” number 
— three to 10 business days before the start of excavation. The flags or other markings are 
valid if the equipment is kept on-site. In Maryland, those digging must call 811 at least 
two days in advance, and the markings are only valid for 12 days. A business day is any 
day except Saturday, Sunday, or any legal holiday prescribed in the law.

When you call 811, you will be connected to a local One Call notification center that 
will take your information and communicate it to local utility companies. If you make 
your request online, you will enter the same information into a form. Professional loca-
tors will visit the dig site to mark the approximate location of underground utility lines 
with spray paint, flags or both. Once a site has been accurately marked, it is safe to begin 
digging around the marked areas.

Studies show many homeowners will put themselves and their neighbors at risk by not 
calling 811. Digging without knowing the approximate location of underground utilities 
can result in serious injuries, service disruptions and costly repairs when gas, electric, 
communications, water and sewer lines are damaged.

If you are planning a project that requires excavation work, remember to:
k �Always call 811 a few days before digging, regardless of the depth or your familiarity 

with the property.
k �Plan ahead; call on Monday or Tuesday for work planned for an upcoming weekend 

to provide ample time for lines to be marked.
k �Confirm all lines have been marked. 
k �Consider moving the location of your project if it is near utility line markings.
k �If a contractor has been hired, confirm the contractor has called 811. Don’t allow 

work to begin if the lines aren’t marked.
k �Do not move or remove flags. Doing so will make you liable for any damage that 

occurs to that utility. If you need to remove the flags, call 811 for instructions. 

TAWNYA ZORN
OPERATIONS ASSISTANT

TAWNYA  
ZORN
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Planning for Safety, Reliability and Cost Efficiency 
T H E  WO R K O F  S O M E R S E T T H E  WO R K O F  S O M E R S E T Rural Electric Cooperative 
(REC) over the past year focused heavily on refining 
our goals to meet your expectations for safe, reliable 
and affordable power. Many aspects of our business 
have settled into new patterns for delivery and costs of 
materials, equipment, and services. However, wholesale 
electricity markets — where the cooperative buys the 
power you use — have not yet settled into a predictable 
path toward stable rates and reliable service.

Your cooperative board and employees worked together 
to develop the following five strategic goals, which we plan 
to achieve by 2026:

k Implement operational technology
k Strengthen distribution system reliability
k Broaden member and employee engagement
k Update building and storage facilities
k �Clarify Somerset REC’s involvement in broadband 

initiatives
The first four goals all focus on maintaining the 

alignment of our core business with the needs of our 
members. The vast majority of our daily work already fits 
within these goals. However, we understand that simply 
maintaining what we have always done may not meet 
future expectations.

Technology plays an increasingly important role in 
our operation. We have been able to maintain the same 
number of employees for the past 45 years — despite 
steady growth throughout that time — by implementing 
better tools to perform our office functions. That same 
concept has steadily expanded into the work of our 
engineers, lineworkers and metering technicians.

The operational technologies we plan to deploy will 
allow us to have more accurate and timely data about 
outages, blinks, and transformer loading. Proactively 
using this data to address potential outages before they 
become real outages creates a more reliable system for our 
members and allows us to cost effectively address these 
issues.

Beyond the operational data, advancements in equip-

ment used to isolate outages allow us to narrow the scope 
more quickly and restore lines when wind, ice, and lightning 
sweep across our area. We are just getting started with some 
new equipment, and we understand it may not operate as 
promised. With this in mind, we take a cautious approach to 
embracing these tools to ensure we make wise investments 
for the long-term benefit of our system.

The fifth goal defined our involvement with broadband 
initiatives. After reviewing a spectrum of options, the board 
decided expanding our role into building fiber-optic lines 
or deploying broadband would not align with our core 
business. A major factor in this decision relates to the 
broadband access our members currently have and new 
options that may be available. Since some members were 
unaware of these options, the cooperative engaged in a 
process to help them determine how they can get internet 
access. This work can be managed by our existing staff, 
allowing us to help those who need it while maintaining 
financial responsibility for all members.

Maintaining cost-effective reliability happens in the 
unpredictable environment of the wholesale electricity 
market. Our cost projections two years ago anticipated 
a 30% increase in the amount we pay for wholesale 
electricity in 2023 and beyond. However, this projection 
was too low, and we paid about 10% more than we 
expected over the last 18 months. These increases are 
projected to continue in the coming years. 

We are currently working through a cost-of-service study 
to determine how these increased wholesale costs will 
impact the rates we charge our members. We anticipate 
the increases impacting the basic service fee, kilowatt-
hours and demand to result in an estimated increase of 
between 8% and 9% for the average member. 

As we navigate this uncertainty, you can be certain your 
cooperative board and employees work to provide safe, 
reliable, and cost-effective electric service to our members. 
That has remained our guiding principle for 85 years and 
will continue to be the value you can count on. 
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COOPERATIVE POLE INSPECTIONS UNDERWAY

Walker Will Be Missed in HVAC Department

Approximately 137 million wooden utility poles can be seen 
on the horizons and landscapes across the United States, 
according to the Edison Electric Institute. While some areas 
have replaced wooden poles with concrete, metal or fiberglass 
structures, most utility poles are still made of wood.
Pole inspections at Somerset Rural Electric Cooperative 
(REC) are on a 10-year rotation. Nearly 45,000 poles support 
the cooperative’s distribution system, and 4,500 of them 
are scheduled for inspection and testing this year. Regular 
testing allows the cooperative to meet industry standards, 
reduce liability risks and improve reliability. Somerset REC has 
contracted with two companies to perform this work. Davey 
Resources started pole inspections in May, and Clearsight is 
projected to start in July. 
Extreme weather, sunlight and wildlife are the main causes 
for failure in a wooden utility pole. Through advances in 

technology, poles can be checked for structural stability and 
strength. Identifying pole weaknesses or defects minimizes 
the risk of failure that could lead to costly power supply 
disruptions. Testing can also extend the lifespan of the poles.
Resistograph testing, which uses a needle-like probe to bore 
into the wood, determines its soundness. Once specific 
weaknesses or defects are detected, actions, such as treating 
decayed areas with preservatives or replacing severely com-
promised poles, can be taken.
Cooperative subcontractors can be identified by the Somerset 
REC magnetic signs attached to their equipment. If you have 
questions about a vehicle parked at your residence or busi-
ness, call us at 814-445-4106; our staff can verify if crews are 
working in your area. Pole inspections are scheduled through 
September and are dependent on weather conditions. 

K E N  WA L K E R  R E T I R E D  K E N  WA L K E R  R E T I R E D  from Somerset 
Rural Electric Cooperative’s (REC) Heating 
Ventilation and Air Conditioning (HVAC) 
Department in May. Walker joined the 
cooperative in 2007 through a mutual rela-
tionship with retirees Joseph Darrigo and 
the late Reed Miller. He previously worked 
at Wiedenhoft Electric and Agway Energy/

Suburban Propane. 
Known as an all-around “Mr. Fix It,” Ken has worked 

primarily as an HVAC geothermal technician, but he also 
specialized in heat pump installation and troubleshooting 
and helped in the metering department. Over the years, 
he’s worked on a variety of heating and cooling equipment 
and seen many trends, including changes in technology.

“Ken is one-of-a-kind and will be truly missed here at the 
co-op,” HVAC Manager Tony Retassie says. “My confidence 
in him finding the root of any issue was immeasurable. I 
can only hope that he was able to pass down a portion of 
his knowledge to the technicians taking his place. Beyond 
being a great employee, Ken is also a great person outside of 
work and would do anything for anyone. Best wishes to Ken 
and his family.”

Ken says one of his most enjoyable co-op experiences 
was attending the Pennsylvania Rural Electric Association’s 
Legislative Event with the board of directors.

“I will miss the people I work with the most,” he says, 
“but I am looking forward to spending time at our family 
camps, hunting, fishing, practicing archery and enjoying 
retirement.” 

“Ken always enjoyed the challenge of solving difficult 
problems,” Somerset REC General Manager Rus Ogburn 
says, “and he stuck with it until he found a solution.”

Congratulations, Ken, and thank you for serving our 
membership for 19 years. Enjoy retirement with your wife, 
children and grandchildren. You will be missed! 
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