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Drive through rural 
Iowa and you’ll 
pass through the 
service territory 
of an electric 
cooperative, one 
of dozens across 
the state quietly 
keeping the lights 

on for farms, homes, schools, hospitals 
and communities. These co-ops aren’t 
just another utility; they’re structured 
differently, and that structure makes 
them uniquely suited to navigate 
the energy transition ahead.

Member ownership puts 
consumers first
The key distinction is ownership. Iowa’s 
electric cooperatives are not-for-profit, 
member-owned utilities. The farmers, 
homeowners and small businesses who 
receive power also own and govern the 
company that delivers it. This stands 
in contrast to investor-owned utilities, 
which generate returns for shareholders 
who may not live anywhere close 
to the lines they profit from. 

That difference matters enormously 
as we encounter an energy transition 
that involves many facets, including 
managing new demand from large loads, 
increased electrification and building 
resilience against extreme weather. 
These are long-horizon, capital-
intensive challenges. A cooperative, as 
a not-for-profit organization, can make 
patient, prudent and consumer-focused 
investments while maintaining safe, 
reliable and affordable electric service.

Investments in new electric generation 
help ensure there is enough power 
available when consumers need it 
most. Many older generating units 
are aging, facing higher maintenance 
costs or nearing retirement. New 
generation gives co-ops the ability to 
meet peak demand, maintain adequate 
reserves, respond to emergencies and 
manage fuel and market volatility.  

S T A T E W I D E  P E R S P E C T I V E

IOWA’S ELECTRIC COOPERATIVES ARE PROTECTING 
MEMBERS WHILE MANAGING THE ENERGY TRANSITION
B Y  L E S L I E  K A U F M A N

Investments in transmission are equally 
important and can improve reliability 
and affordability. As the backbone of 
the electric system, transmission lines 
move electricity across regions, connect 
new resources, relieve congestion, 
support stability and allow utilities 
to share power during emergencies. 
Well-planned transmission 
investments can reduce bottlenecks, 
improve access to diverse generation 
resources, lower congestion costs, 
and strengthen the grid against severe 
weather and equipment outages. 

Responsible growth with 
fair cost allocations
Iowa’s electric cooperatives work 
to build what is needed, when it is 
needed, and at a reasonable cost, 
with costs assigned fairly. Existing 
consumers should pay their fair 
share of investments that maintain 
and improve the system that serves 
them. But if a new, large consumer 
creates the need for new facilities, 
then that large consumer should 
pay the entire cost of the facilities 
needed to meet its energy needs.

This approach allows electric co-ops 
to accomplish two things at the 
same time. First, we welcome 
economic development and new 
energy-intensive consumers when 
they bring jobs, investment and 
opportunities. Second, co-ops will 
not ask existing member-consumers 
to subsidize facilities that are needed 
solely to serve those new large 
loads. Fair cost allocation is what 
makes responsible growth possible.

Maintaining safe, affordable and 
reliable electric service is a long-
term obligation. By making prudent 
investments in generation and 
transmission, and by ensuring that 
large future consumers pay for  
the facilities needed to serve 
them, Iowa’s electric cooperatives 
can protect existing co-op 
member-consumers and 
support economic growth while 
maintaining safe, affordable 
and reliable electric service.

Leslie Kaufman is the executive vice 
president and general manager of the 
Iowa Association of Electric Cooperatives.
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WIN A CROCK-POT MULTICOOKER 
AND SLOW COOKER
The Crock-Pot MultiMeal Multicooker and 
Programmable Slow Cooker lets you prepare two 
dishes at once using different cooking temperatures 
and methods, with both ready to serve at the 
same time. Multiple functions, including slow 
cook, sear/sauté, bake, rice/steam and keep warm, 
make it easy to prepare complete meals in one 
appliance. Designed to replace more than 30 cooking tools and appliances, it reduces 
the need for separate stockpots, sauté pans, frying pans, food warmers and more.

Visit our website and win! 
Enter this month’s contest by visiting www.ieclmagazine.com no later than Oct. 31.  
You must be a member of one of Iowa’s electric cooperatives to win. There’s no 
obligation associated with entering, we don’t share entrant information with 
anyone and multiple entries from the same account will be disqualified.

The winner of the Westinghouse pressure washer from the August issue 
was Mitchel Hershey, a Grundy County REC member-consumer.

ENTER ONLINE BY OCT. 31!
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OCT. 12
Board meeting (moved 
from original date)

NOV. 1 Holiday giving drive begins

NOV. 16
Holiday coloring contest  
deadline

NOV. 19 Board meeting

NOV. 26-27 Office closed for Thanksgiving

UPCOMING 
EVENTS

You can access your account information 
at any time using SmartHub on our 
website at www.accessenergycoop.com 
or through the SmartHub app for 
mobile devices. Use SmartHub to 
report outages to save time and ensure 
that it goes directly into our system to 
notify us. You can also call our office at 
866-242-4232 for account information 
or to report service-related concerns.

When you hear the 
word cooperative, 
what comes to mind? 
As your local electric 
co-op, we hope 
you think of Access 
Energy Cooperative.

Regardless of the services offered, 
all cooperatives have one thing in 
common: they’re led by the people 
they serve, and that simple idea 
makes a meaningful difference.

Cooperatives come in all shapes 
and sizes, each created to meet a 
specific need. Credit unions help 
members save and borrow money. 
Producer cooperatives, like Ocean 
Spray and Land O’Lakes, help farmers 
bring their products to market. 
Retail cooperatives, like REI and 
ACE Hardware, are owned by their 
shoppers or a membership of store 
owners, while housing cooperatives 
give residents a voice in managing 
their communities. And utility 
cooperatives like Access Energy 
Cooperative provide reliable electricity 
to the communities they serve.

Built for the communities we serve
Unlike many businesses that answer 
to outside investors or shareholders, 
cooperatives are built for their 
members. Their goal isn’t to earn a 
profit – it’s to provide value, meet 
unique local needs and strengthen 
the communities they call home.

That’s exactly what makes Access 
Energy Cooperative different.

Our story began in 1938 when 
neighbors came together to bring 

electricity to an area where other 
utilities wouldn’t. While a lot has 
changed since then, our purpose has  
remained steady. We’re still here  
to provide power and make decisions  
with our community’s best interests  
in mind.

Being locally owned gives us the 
flexibility to focus on what matters 
most to the communities we serve.  
That’s why no two electric 
cooperatives are exactly alike.  
Every community has different  
needs, and every cooperative  
reflects those priorities.

For some co-ops, this means expanding 
programs that help members save 
energy and money. Others may focus 
on supporting economic development, 
investing in new technology or creating 
new opportunities for local students.

The co-op difference in action
You’ll also find the co-op difference in 
the daily things. It’s the lineworkers 
restoring power after a storm. The 
employees answering your questions 
when you call. The team members 
volunteering at community events.  
The board members – your neighbors – 
who help guide decisions for the future.

This National Co-op Month, we 
invite you to join us in celebrating 
the cooperative difference, because 
this co-op belongs to you. Your 
membership is what makes our 
mission possible – and it’s what keeps 
us focused on serving the people 
and communities that matter most.

Kevin Wheeler is the general manager/
CEO of Access Energy Cooperative.

LOCAL VOICES SHAPE LOCAL 
SOLUTIONS
B Y  K E V I N  W H E E L E R

A C C E S S  E N E R G Y  C O O P E R A T I V E
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FOUR YEARS. ZERO LOST-TIME ACCIDENTS.  
ONE INCREDIBLE TEAM.
At Access Energy Cooperative, 
safety is part of every job we do. It’s a 
commitment our employees make each 
day to themselves, their families and 
coworkers, and the members we serve.

We’re proud to recognize an important 
milestone: four consecutive years 
without a lost-time accident.

That represents thousands of hours  
of line work, equipment maintenance, 
driving, construction, storm 
response, office work and other 
responsibilities completed safely.

A commitment to working safely
Working in the electric utility industry 
comes with unique challenges and 
risks. Our employees routinely 
work around energized equipment, 
heavy machinery, traffic, severe 
weather and other hazards. 

Reaching four years without a lost-
time accident reflects the attention 
our employees give to safety every 
day. That means identifying hazards 
before beginning a job, speaking 
up when something doesn’t look 

right, wearing the proper personal 
protective equipment and following 
established safety procedures. It also 
means looking out for one another.

Safety is a team effort. From our 
newest employees to those with 
decades of experience, everyone 
has a responsibility to help 
ensure each person goes home 
safely at the end of the day.

Keeping the focus on safety
Reaching the four-year mark is an 
accomplishment worth celebrating, 
but it doesn’t change what happens 

tomorrow. The next job still 
requires the same preparation, 
communication and attention to 
safety as the one before it.

To the Access Energy Cooperative 
employees who have made this 
milestone possible, thank you 
for taking safety seriously and 
looking out for your coworkers.

Four years without a lost-time 
accident is an accomplishment we 
can all be proud of. More importantly, 
it reinforces our commitment to 
making safety the priority every day.

2026 ACCESS ENERGY COOPERATIVE SAFETY POSTER CONTEST WINNERS
As promised, we are featuring the winning posters in the safety poster contest in this magazine as they will appear in the 
2027 Access Energy Cooperative calendar. Calendars can be picked up at our office. This month’s featured winners include:

September 2027
Abbie Hammes  |  Libertyville

Electric pole safety

October 2027
Zoe Kasi  |  New London

The Outlet Upset

A C C E S S  E N E R G Y  C O O P E R A T I V E
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Show off your creativity and participate in our Holiday 
Coloring Contest for a chance to win $25.

CONTEST RULES

1
Please limit to one entry per person. Any age can participate.  
Access Energy Cooperative will hold a drawing on Nov. 17 to select  
a winner from the entries.

2
The following information must be written on the back of the entry:  
entrant’s name, address and phone number.

3
All entries will become the property of Access Energy Cooperative  
and may be used by Access Energy Cooperative for any purpose  
Access Energy Cooperative deems valid. 

4
Entrants agree to allow Access Energy Cooperative to announce and  
publish their name, address and submitted artwork in any forthcoming 
publicity without further remuneration, other than the prizes awarded  
in this contest.

5
By submitting an entry in the contest, you agree to grant Access Energy 
Cooperative permission and all rights to use the entry indefinitely for 
marketing purposes, which include but are not limited to printed  
materials promoting Access Energy Cooperative.

HOLIDAY COLORING CONTEST

USDA NON-DISCRIMINATION STATEMENT 
USDA prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities  
on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, disability, age,  
reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity. (Not all  
prohibited bases apply to all programs.)

Recipients are required to notify applicants with disabilities 
and Limited English Proficiency (LEP) persons of their right to 
free language assistance and accommodations and provide 
free language assistance and accommodations upon request.

To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA 
Program Discrimination Complaint Form, AD-3027, found 
online at www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html and 
at any USDA office or write a letter addressed to USDA and 
provide in the letter all the information requested in the form. 
To request a copy of the complaint form, call 866-632-9992. 

Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by mail:  
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Office of the Assistant  
Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, 
Washington, D.C. 20250-9410; fax: 202-690-7442;  
or email: program.intake@usda.gov. 

This institution is an equal opportunity provider.

ACCESS AND DOWNLOAD THE COLORING SHEET
Download the coloring sheet by scanning the QR code to the right or visit  
www.accessenergycoop.com/news/holiday-safety-coloring-contest.

WHERE TO 
SUBMIT
Please submit entries by  
Nov. 16, 2026, via one of the 
following methods:

Deliver to:
Access Energy Cooperative
1800 West Washington Street
Mount Pleasant, IA 52641

Mail to:
Holiday Coloring Contest
Access Energy Cooperative
PO Box 440
Mount Pleasant, IA 52641

Complete details and rules can 
be found on our website.

A C C E S S  E N E R G Y  C O O P E R A T I V E

6  |  I O W A  E L E C T R I C  C O O P E R AT I V E  L I V I N G

C O N T E S T



OLD THRESHERS PARADE
Access Energy Cooperative is a proud supporter of the annual Midwest  
Old Threshers Reunion. In addition to supporting the Drive-a-Tractor event 
throughout the reunion, cooperative employees and their families love  
throwing popsicles during the parade – especially when the heat index is  
above 100 degrees! 

HOLIDAY  
GIVING DRIVE

Access Energy Cooperative is 
collecting food and nonperishable 
items this holiday season to 
donate to the Mount Pleasant 
Fellowship Cup for families in 
need. You are invited to help 
while adding some holiday spirit 
to someone else’s Christmas. 

We welcome you to drop off 
nonperishable food or personal 
items between Nov. 1 and Dec. 8 
in our office lobby at 1800 West 
Washington St. in Mount Pleasant.

We thank everyone in advance 
for considering a donation so we 
can help others look forward to 
the holidays! Happy giving!

Items of specific request 
include, but are not limited to:

	 Mittens and gloves, especially  
for adults

	 Canned fruits and vegetables

Christmas dinner items, such as:
	 Boxed potatoes

	 Dressing

	 Cornbread mix

Toiletries, such as:
	 Shampoo

	 Conditioner

	 Body wash

	 Deodorant

	 Toothpaste

	 Toilet paper

KEOSAUQUA SAFETY DAY
Access Energy Cooperative’s safety director visited with kids and families  
at the Keosauqua Safety Day. Pictured is the interactive safety demonstration 
equipment he uses when visiting with the local schools in southeast Iowa to 
teach kids about respect for electricity and how to stay safe around it.

QUESTIONS AND CONCERNS?
Access Energy Cooperative strives to exceed members’ expectations for 
service, including resolving issues and complaints promptly and courteously. 
Our employees who receive member telephone calls and office visits are 
qualified and trained in screening and resolving complaints. They will also 
provide identification to allow the caller to reach them again if needed. 

If Access Energy Cooperative does not resolve your complaint, you may request 
assistance from the Iowa Utilities Commission by calling 515-725-7300, or  
toll-free 877-565-4450, by writing to 1375 E. Court Avenue, Des Moines, IA  
50319-0069, or by email to customer@iuc.iowa.gov.

NOV. 1 – DEC. 8

A C C E S S  E N E R G Y  C O O P E R A T I V E
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Visit www.ieclmagazine.com and 
search our online archive of hundreds 
of recipes in various categories.

C O - O P  C O O K S

KING RANCH CHICKEN
	 3½ 	 cups plain tortilla chips, crushed
	 2-3 	 cups chicken, cooked and cubed
	 1 	 teaspoon chili powder
	 1 	 cup milk
	 1 	 can cream of chicken soup
	 1 	 can cream of mushroom soup
	 1 	 can Rotel diced tomatoes, drained
	 12 	 ounces Monterey Jack cheese, shredded
	 12 	 ounces cheddar cheese, shredded

Place crushed tortilla chips in 9x13-inch pan. Place chicken 
on top of chips. Combine chili powder, milk, soups and diced 
tomatoes. Pour mixture over chicken and top with shredded 
cheeses. Bake at 350 degrees F for 1 hour. Let sit for about 
10 minutes before cutting and serving. Serves 9-12

Deb Bartholomew • Ollie 
T.I.P. Rural Electric Cooperative

CHICKEN LASAGNA SOUP
	 8 	 ounces cream cheese
	 1 	 can cream of chicken soup
	 1 	 can cream of celery soup
	 1 	 cup cottage cheese
	 32 	 ounces chicken broth 
	 6-8 	 cups chicken, cooked 
	 4 	 cups bowtie noodles, uncooked

Mix cream cheese, soups and cottage cheese and cook until 
blended. Mix in broth and chicken. Add uncooked bowtie 
noodles and cook until tender. Serves 10

Jeffrey and Terri Becker • Wilton 
Eastern Iowa Light & Power Cooperative

FAVORITE TOMATO SOUP
		  baking soda, as needed
	 3 	 quarts tomato juice
		  milk, as needed
	 ½ 	 small onion, finely minced
	 1-1½ 	 tablespoons olive oil
	 1-2 	 teaspoons Bragg liquid aminos
	 ¼-½ 	 teaspoon paprika
	 4 	 medium dried Thai or sweet basil leaves, whole
	 ¼ 	 teaspoon rosemary, crushed
	 ¼ 	 teaspoon thyme
	 ½ 	 rounded teaspoon garlic powder
	 1-2 	 cups cashew milk
		  salt, to taste

Add a pinch of baking soda to tomato juice and stir 2-3 minutes 
until foam settles. Test acidity by putting some tomato juice 
mixture into a cup of milk to see if it curdles. Add more baking 
soda as needed, ⅛ teaspoon at a time. Repeat testing procedure 
until tomato mixture doesn’t curdle. Sauté finely minced onions 
in oil until caramelized, slightly browned, but do not burn. Heat 
juice in a 5- to 6-quart saucepan until just boiling. Add liquid 
aminos, paprika, Thai or basil leaves, rosemary, thyme and garlic 
powder. Simmer for at least 15 minutes. Then add cashew milk 
and simmer or keep warm until serving. Do not boil! Add salt to 
taste and adjust seasonings, if needed. Best the next day after 
marinating in the refrigerator overnight. Serves 6-8

Jacque Minikus • Pisgah 
Harrison County Rural Electric Cooperative
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ONE-PAN CHICKEN SPAGHETTI SUPREME
	 1 	 pound chicken breasts
		  salt, to taste
		  pepper, to taste
		  garlic powder, to taste
	 1 	 tablespoon olive oil
		  mushrooms, to taste
	 3 	 tablespoons butter
	 3 	 tablespoons flour
	 2 	 cups chicken broth
	 1 	 tablespoon minced garlic
	 1 	 teaspoon onion powder
	 1 	 teaspoon dried parsley
	 1 	 teaspoon smoked paprika
	 ⅓ 	 cup bacon, cooked and crumbled
	 1 	 cup peas, fresh or frozen
	 2 	 cups cheddar cheese, shredded
	 ¼ 	 cup sour cream
	 ½ 	 pound spaghetti, cooked and drained

Butterfly chicken breasts. If desired, cut into strips or chunks. 
Season with salt, pepper and garlic powder. Heat a large 
skillet and add olive oil. Cook chicken until golden on both 
sides, remove. If using mushrooms, sauté until softened and 
browned, remove. Melt butter in skillet, then add flour and stir. 
Cook at least 1 minute. Add broth slowly, stirring until smooth 
and thickened. Add garlic, onion powder, parsley and paprika, 
stir well. Add bacon, peas, mushrooms, if using, cheese and 
sour cream gradually. Stir to keep smooth. Continue until 
thoroughly heated and just beginning to simmer. Add chicken 
and pasta, combine gently. Sprinkle with parsley if desired. You 
can also place cooked pasta into a buttered casserole dish and 
top with chicken. Then, pour the sauce mixture evenly over 
top. Cover and keep warm until serving. Serves 4-6

Karla Pals • Belmond 
Prairie Energy Cooperative

DATE NIGHT MEALS

 W A N T E D : 

EMAIL: recipes@ieclmagazine.com 
(Attach your recipe as a Word document 
or PDF to your email message.)

MAIL: Recipes  
Iowa Electric Cooperative Living magazine 
8525 Douglas Ave., Suite 48 
Des Moines, IA 50322

$25 BILL CREDIT REWARD  
FOR EVERY ONE WE PUBLISH!
Deadline is Oct. 31 
Love is in the air! We’re looking for your 
favorite Valentine’s Day recipes – think 
everything from dinner for two and 
restaurant-inspired dishes, to savory steak 
or seafood entrees to decadent desserts. 
Selected recipes will be shared in our February 
issue, just in time to inspire a romantic dinner 
at home or a special evening with friends. 
Please include your name, address, telephone 
number, co-op name, recipe category and 
number of servings on all submissions.

I O W A  E L E C T R I C  C O O P E R AT I V E  L I V I N G   |  9

CREAM CHICKEN OVER BISCUITS
	 ¼ 	 cup oleo or butter
	 2 	 15.5-ounce cans clear chicken broth
	 1 	 teaspoon onion, chopped
	 1 	 small carrot, finely chopped
	 ½ 	 stalk celery, finely chopped or celery seed
		  dash garlic salt
		  salt, to taste
		  pepper, to taste
		  seasoned salt, to taste
	 ¾ 	 cup flour
	 1 	 cup milk
	 3 	 cups chicken, shredded
		  biscuits

Melt oleo or butter in pan, then turn off heat. Add chicken 
broth. Add vegetables to broth. Add seasonings. If using celery 
seed, add a few shakes. In a separate bowl, mix flour and milk, 
then add to broth and vegetables. Bring mixture to a boil, 
stirring occasionally so the mixture doesn’t get lumpy. Turn 
heat down and simmer 25 minutes. Add chicken and simmer 
5 minutes longer. Serve over biscuits.

Audra O’Neill • Wall Lake 
Raccoon Valley Electric Cooperative

SWEET AND SOUR MEATBALLS
	 1-1½ 	 pounds ground beef or turkey
	 1 	 cup milk
	 ¾ 	 cup oatmeal
	 1 	 teaspoon salt
	 ¼ 	 teaspoon pepper
	 1 	 tablespoon onion, minced
	 3 	 tablespoons brown sugar
	 3 	 teaspoons vinegar
	 ½ 	 cup water
	 ½ 	 cup ketchup

Lightly mix beef or turkey, milk, oatmeal, salt, pepper and 
onion. Form mixture into loosely packed balls. Place meatballs 
in a single layer in an 8x8-inch cake pan or casserole dish.  
Mix brown sugar, vinegar, water and ketchup. Pour over 
meatballs and bake at 350 degrees F for 1 hour, or until done. 
Serves 4-6

Susan Rubis • Batavia 
Access Energy Cooperative

COUNTRY PORK ‘N SAUERKRAUT
	 2 	 pounds country-style pork ribs
	 1 	 medium onion, chopped
	 1 	 tablespoon cooking oil
	 1 	 14-ounce can sauerkraut, undrained
	 1 	 cup applesauce
	 2 	 tablespoons brown sugar
	 2 	 teaspoons caraway seed
	 1 	 teaspoon garlic powder
	 ½ 	 teaspoon pepper

In a Dutch oven, cook ribs and onion in oil until ribs are 
browned and onion is tender. Remove from heat. Combine 
remaining ingredients and pour over ribs. Cover and bake at 
350 degrees F for 1½-2 hours, or until ribs are tender.  
Serves 4

Deb Peterson • Albia 
Chariton Valley Electric Cooperative, Inc.



WHEN SCAMS GET SMARTER:
PROTECTING YOURSELF IN THE AGE OF AI
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Artificial intelligence (AI) sometimes 
doesn’t seem so artificial and 
that could be a real problem.

It can create realistic text, voices, 
images and websites in seconds. 
Those capabilities make many 
everyday tools more useful, but they 
also make it easier for scammers to 
impersonate family members, banks 
and even your electric cooperative.

Through friendly chatbots and 
website agents, AI monitors your 
selections and online behavior to 
efficiently make recommendations 
for entertainment and other 
online goods and services. 

But be vigilant. Scammers are 
using this amazing invention of 
computer-learning software 
for theft and extortion.

When fake looks and sounds real
Scammers are applying AI to mimic 
familiar voices and change videos 
and emails to appear authentic in 
urgent phone or online requests 
for credit card and bank account 
numbers, electronic money transfers 
and personal information.

Maybe you know someone who 
believed their adult child or 
grandchild was calling to say 
they were in legal trouble and 

needed a large sum of money 
wired immediately. That 
scam has made the rounds.

Then there are investment or get-
rich-quick scams, where criminals 
bully their victims via emails, 
websites or calls promising a 
big payout if they pay up now.

Website spoofing is also on the 
rise. Everything looks genuine on 
the surface, but when consumers 
hit “submit” after punching in 
their credit card number and 
other personal information, 
they are basically handing over 
valuable data to a cybercriminal.
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“AI can help scammers produce 
polished, convincing messages and 
build fake websites that closely mimic 
a bank or even an electric co-op,” said 
Carter Manucy, the National Rural 
Electric Cooperative Association’s 
senior director for cybersecurity.

Scammers can build sites and 
communications that resemble an 
electric co-op and contact members 
with high-pressure calls or emails 
demanding instant payment by gift 
card, wire transfer or cryptocurrency 
and threatening shutoff.

So, what should co-op members 
do in that situation?

Stop and make sure the contact is 
legitimate. Members should treat any 
unexpected demand for immediate 
payment by gift card, wire transfer 
or cryptocurrency as a scam and 
contact their co-op directly using 
the phone number on their bill.

“Call back using a number you 
already know, never one the caller 
provides. For a co-op message, 
use the number on your bill,” 
said Manucy. “Any message that 
pressures you to act immediately 
is the top red flag, no matter how 
real it sounds. Real family, banks 
and utilities let you take a breath.”

But as AI makes scams much harder 
to spot, it also equips these rip-off 
artists with tools to boost their output 
and victimize thousands of people in 

just a few clicks. AI allows criminals 
to create, personalize and distribute 
convincing scams at a scale that once 
required far more time and people.

“Criminals can generate thousands 
of tailored attacks cheaply, so more 
scams reach members’ phones and 
inboxes, more often,” Manucy said.

As a result, the loot scammers 
are reaping is unprecedented. 
Americans reported nearly $900 
million in AI-assisted scam losses 
in one year, according to the FBI. 

“Those figures capture only 
complaints that were reported 
and identified as AI-related, so 
they do not show the full scope 
of the problem,” Manucy said.

Slow down and verify
Here are some tips to help protect 
yourself against today’s scams made 
more sophisticated thanks to AI:

	 Distrust the urgency of a request 
for money or personal data.

	 Verify parties making requests 
through a trusted channel, such 
as a phone number on your bill.

	 Don’t use links in unexpected 
emails or text messages. Instead, 
navigate directly to the company’s 
website or use its official app.

	 Before you click, carefully 
check the website address to 
make sure it’s legitimate.

	 Set a family code word not shared 
online and ask for the code word 
if you receive an emergency call. 
A cloned voice won’t know it.

	 Enable multifactor authentication  
on email, banking and other 
important accounts for an 
added layer of security.

	 Protect yourself when paying for 
goods and services online. Reject 
requirements for gift cards, wire 
transfers or cryptocurrency as 
these payments are difficult and 
sometimes impossible to recover.

	 Report scams to the Federal 
Trade Commission at 
www.ReportFraud.ftc.gov or the 
FBI’s Internet Crime Complaint 
Center at www.IC3.gov.

If you believe you’ve responded 
to a scam, contact your bank or 
credit card company immediately, 
change any compromised 
passwords and report the fraud 
to the appropriate authorities.

“AI has changed the tools scammers 
use, but not the trick behind 
them,” said Manucy. “Every scam 
still depends on getting people 
to act fast, before they stop and 
think. Pause and verify remains 
the single best defense.”

Cathy Cash writes on consumer and 
cooperative affairs for the National 
Rural Electric Cooperative Association.

Pause before you act.  
Be suspicious of urgent requests for 

money or personal information.

Verify the source.  
Contact the person or organization 

through a trusted phone number 

or official website – not the contact 

information in the message.

Look before you click.  
Double-check website addresses 

and email links for misspellings 

or other red flags.

Create a family code word.  
Use a private word or phrase 
to verify emergency calls.

Use secure payment methods.  
Never pay with gift cards, wire 
transfers or cryptocurrency. 
Those payment methods are 
often impossible to recover.

Report scams.  
If you think you’ve been 
targeted, report it to the 
Federal Trade Commission 
at ReportFraud.ftc.gov.

Protect Yourself from AI-Powered Scams
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THE PASSWORD MYTH: WHY LONGER IS STRONGER
B Y  C A R T E R  M A N U C Y

online banking account, healthcare 
provider or favorite shopping site, 
think in phrases, not single words. A 
passphrase is several words strung 
together, like “Sailboat lemon thunder 
pillow.” Pick unrelated words and 
avoid song lyrics, common sayings 
or anything tied to you. Aim for at 
least 15 characters when you can.

If a site still demands a number or 
symbol, work it into your passphrase 
in a spot you will remember. 
Avoid simply adding a “1” or “!” 
at the end, since criminals know 
to check for those patterns.

Add more layers of protection
Avoid personal details like your 
birthday, address or pet’s name, 
since those can be easy to find. 
Use a different password for 
every account, including your 
electric co-op’s member portal.

Companies get hacked, and criminals 
try stolen passwords on other sites, 
so one password should never 
unlock your whole life. A password 
manager can store passwords for you. 
Turn on multifactor authentication 
whenever it is offered. This adds 

Many electric cooperative members 
manage important parts of their 
lives online. They pay electric bills, 
participate in efficiency programs, 
monitor energy use through 
member portals and receive outage 
alerts through co-op apps and 
websites. Protecting those accounts 
starts with a strong password.

With October recognized as National 
Cybersecurity Awareness Month, it’s a 
good reminder that one of the easiest 
ways to protect yourself is by updating 
how you think about passwords.

Unfortunately, many of us learned 
password rules that are now outdated.

Mix in a capital letter. Add a number. 
Throw in a symbol. We were told that 
a password full of strange characters 
was a strong password. It turns out 
that advice was only half right.

Here’s the surprising truth: The length 
of your password protects you more 
than how complicated it is. A short 
password packed with symbols can 
be cracked by a computer in seconds. 
A longer password made of several 
unrelated words is far harder to 
break. Computers can try billions 
of combinations every second, and 
every extra character multiplies 
the guesses a hacker must make.

Think of it like a bike lock. A 
short combination is quick to 
spin through, but a longer one 
has too many settings to try.

Rethink the old password rules
The National Institute of Standards 
and Technology, which sets standards 
many companies follow, now 
recommends longer passwords and 
has dropped old rules that forced a 
mix of symbols and numbers. Those 
rules can backfire. People often do 
predictable things, like ending with 
a “1” or an “!”. Hackers know these 
tricks and check for them first.

Whether you are logging into your 
electric co-op’s member portal, 
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another verification step, such as a 
code sent to your phone or an app.

You may also start seeing “passkeys.” 
This newer option lets you sign in 
with your face, fingerprint or PIN 
instead of a password. Because 
there is no password to steal or 
guess, passkeys are very secure 
and worth using when offered.

As more services move online, good 
password habits are an important 
part of everyday cybersecurity. 
You don’t need to be a technology 
expert to protect yourself. A longer 
password or passphrase is one of 
the simplest and most effective 
steps you can take. Pick a phrase you 
can remember, keep it unique for 
every account and it will be much 
harder for criminals to target you.

Protecting online accounts also helps 
safeguard access to bill payment, 
outage notifications, energy 
management tools and other digital 
services offered by your electric co-op.

Carter Manucy writes on consumer and 
cooperative affairs for the National Rural 
Electric Cooperative Association.

A longer password or passphrase is one of the simplest and most 
effective steps you can take to protect your online accounts.

A short password packed with symbols 
can be cracked by a computer in seconds. 
A longer password made of several 
unrelated words is far harder to break.

Protecting online accounts helps safeguard 
access to services such as bill payment, outage 
notifications, energy management tools and other 
digital services offered by your electric co-op.
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TIPS TO SEAL DUCTWORK FOR SAVINGS
B Y  M I R A N D A  B O U T E L L E

If you live in a home with a forced-air 
furnace, the biggest energy waster 
may be out of sight. Improve your 
home’s efficiency and comfort by 
repairing and sealing ductwork.

Around 20% to 30% of the air you pay 
to heat or cool is lost through leaks, 
holes or poorly installed ductwork in 
the average home, according to the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 

Properly sealing ducts can reduce 
wasted energy by delivering 
conditioned air where you want 
it inside the home. If you have a 
room that is cold in winter and hot 
in summer, the culprit might be 
a leaky or disconnected duct.

Duct sealing also helps with indoor 
air quality. Leaking return ducts 
can pull air, dirt and dust from the 
spaces they run through, such 
as attics and crawl spaces. If you 
have gas appliances, leaking return 
ducts can inadvertently cause 
backdraft, introducing combustion 
gases back into the home instead 
of outdoors where they belong.

Inspect and improve the ductwork
You can seal ducts yourself or 
hire a professional. For a do-it-
yourself approach, start with a 
visual inspection to determine 
the type of duct. Most homes 
have flexible or metal ducts.

Metal ductwork comes in various 
shapes and sizes, including round 
and rectangular, with options 
for turns and connections. Ducts 
should be insulated when they run 
through unconditioned spaces, such 
as crawl spaces, attics and garages. 
If your metal ducts are insulated, 
you must remove the insulation to 
properly seal them, then reinsulate.

Flexible ducts typically have an 
inner and outer layer, with insulation 
between them. The inner layer is 
made of bendable plastic reinforced 
with wire, like a stretched-out Slinky 
covered in plastic. The outer layer 

holds the insulation in place. The inner 
liner in flexible ducts can become 
brittle over time, cracking easily and 
causing leaks. If your inner liner is in 
bad shape, replace the flexible duct.

Check for any obvious disconnections, 
gaps, extra bends or sagging 
ducts. Improve airflow by using 
short, straight, taut runs. Avoid 
sags and excess turns.

Metal ductwork should be fastened 
at each joint with sheet metal 
screws. Make sure your ducts are 
properly supported to keep the 
joints from separating over time.

For flexible ducts, use Panduit straps. 
These are heavy-duty nylon zip 
ties that offer long-term durability 
and a tensioning tool specifically 
designed to tighten them.

Seal gaps with the right materials
When it comes to sealing ducts, use 
products designed for the job. Seal 
every joint and seam using duct-
sealing mastic, a thick paste that 
can be applied with a paintbrush or 
gloved hand. When it dries, mastic 
creates a flexible, airtight seal, 
eliminating duct leakage. Use mesh 
tape to bridge larger gaps before 
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applying mastic. Remove register 
covers inside the home to seal 
the joints and seams there. You 
also want a good seal where the 
duct meets drywall or flooring.

In easier-to-reach areas, you can 
use UL-listed foil-backed tape 
designed for ductwork. Do not use 
duct tape. Temperature fluctuations 
cause the adhesive to fail.

Duct sealing is messy, so protect 
yourself and your home. Metal 
tape and the edges of metal ducts 
are sharp; wear coated work or 
garden gloves underneath nitrile or 
latex disposable gloves. To protect 
your arms, wear a long-sleeved 
shirt tucked into your gloves or a 
long sock with the toes cut out.

After air sealing, have an HVAC 
professional test the airflow during 
your next annual maintenance visit.

If you don’t feel comfortable 
getting your hands dirty, hire a 
professional. Most companies that 
install ductwork or heating and 
cooling systems can also seal ducts.

Miranda Boutelle writes on energy 
efficiency topics for the National Rural 
Electric Cooperative Association.

A side-by-side comparison shows 
where to apply mesh tape and sealant 
to close gaps around metal ducts. 

Metal ductwork comes in various shapes and sizes, including round and 
rectangular, with various options for turns and connections.

Prep is important. After inspecting your 
ductwork, gather products designed for the 
job based on the type of ducts in your home.
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DETAILS RELEASED FOR IOWA HOME 
ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM

The 2026-2027 Low-Income 
Home Energy Assistance Program 
(LIHEAP) has been established 
to help qualifying low-income 
Iowa homeowners and renters 
pay for a portion of their primary 
heating costs for the winter heating 
season. The assistance is based on 
household income, household size, 
type of fuel and type of housing.

Besides meeting the income 
guidelines, you must furnish the 
Social Security numbers of all 
household members and a copy of 
recent heating and electric bills. 
You also must show proof of income 
for all household members age 18 
and older. Additional countable 
income and/or income verification 
not listed above may be required 
for eligibility determination.

If you’re a wage earner, you should 
bring copies of your check stubs for 
the 30-day period before the date of 
application or a copy of your federal 
income tax return. If you’re self-
employed or a farmer, provide a copy 
of your most recent federal income 
tax return. And if you’re on a fixed 
income – Social Security Benefits, 
Supplemental Security Income, 
Veteran’s Assistance, Unemployment 
Insurance and pensions – take copies 
of check stubs from the last 30 days. 

Income Maximums

Household Size Annual Gross Income 

1 $31,920

2 $43,280

3 $54,640

4 $66,000

5 $77,360

6 $88,720

7 $100,080

8 $111,440

Note: For households with more than  
eight members, add $11,360 for each 
additional member.

In Iowa, applications for the 
program will be accepted on a 
first-come, first-served basis 
from Nov. 1, 2026, through 
April 30, 2027. The start date is 
Oct. 1, 2026, for elderly (60 and 
over) and/or disabled applicants. 

If you’re not sure where to apply, 
visit hhs.iowa.gov/programs/
programs-and-services/liheap. 

To contact your local community 
action agency, call 211 or write: 
LIHEAP, Iowa Department of 
Health & Human Services, Capitol 
Complex, Des Moines, IA 50319.
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HAVE YOU CASHED YOUR DIVIDEND CHECK?
Receiving dividends is one of the primary cooperative differences. If you were a member 
of Access Energy Cooperative during the years 2006, 2007, 2010 and/or 2025, and have 
not signed up to receive your dividend payments as a bill credit, you should have received 
a dividend check either at the Annual Meeting of Members or in the mail in August.

The checks are dated Aug. 4 and are void after 90 days. We encourage you to cash your  
check as soon as possible, if you haven’t already.

Members can also elect to receive their dividends as bill credits instead of checks.  
Instead of sending you a check in August, the credit is simply applied to your bill in July.

If you have questions or want to sign up to receive your dividends as bill credits, please  
contact us at 866-242-4232 or at billing@accessenergycoop.com.

FALL DECORATING: COZY UP WITHOUT THE ZAP
There’s no denying it – fall is a great 
time to make your home feel warm 
and welcoming. Pumpkins on the 
porch, colorful leaves, seasonal 
wreaths and a few twinkling lights 
can turn your home into the coziest 
spot in the neighborhood.

But before you plug in that box of 
decorations you packed away last year, 
take a few minutes to make sure your 
fall decorating plans are safe, too.

1
Give your lights a once-over
Before stringing up lights, 

inspect each strand for frayed or 
cracked cords, loose connections, 
broken sockets or damaged plugs. 
If you find damage, don’t use the 
lights. It’s better to replace them 
than risk a shock or electrical fire.

Outdoor lights and decorations  
should be rated for outdoor use.  
Indoor-only decorations aren’t  
designed to withstand Iowa’s  
fall weather.

2
Don’t overload the outlet
More lights don’t necessarily 

mean more festive! Be careful not 
to overload outlets or extension 
cords with too many decorations 
or high-wattage devices. If a plug, 
cord or outlet feels hot, unplug it and 
investigate. Heat can be a warning 
sign of an electrical problem.

3
Extension cords:  
Use with care

Extension cords are convenient  
for seasonal decorating, but they’re 

intended for temporary use. Choose 
a cord that’s rated for the amount of 
power your decorations require, and 
never run cords under rugs, through 
doorways or across walkways where 
they can become a tripping hazard.

For outdoor decorations, make  
sure cords and connections are 
protected from moisture and are  
rated for outdoor use.

4
Keep flames away from 
decorations

Fall candles can create the perfect 
cozy atmosphere, but an open flame 
and dried leaves, paper decorations 
or fabric are a risky combination. 
Keep candles at least 12 inches away 
from anything that can burn, and 
never leave a candle unattended. 
For a safer glow, consider battery-
operated flameless candles.

A little safety goes a long way
Before you flip the switch and  
admire your handiwork, take a  
quick walk around your decorations. 
Make sure cords are secure, 
connections are protected and  
nothing is near a heat source or  
power line.

At Access Energy Cooperative, we’re 
proud to be your local energy partner – 
and we want you to enjoy every season 
safely. So, bring on the pumpkins, 
mums and twinkle lights. Just 
remember: Decorate with creativity. 
Celebrate with friends and family.  
And always put electrical safety first!

Before you decorate, 
remember to:

	Inspect light strands and cords 
for damage.

	Use outdoor-rated lights and 
decorations outside.

Avoid overloading outlets and 
extension cords.

Keep electrical connections 
away from moisture.

Keep cords out of walkways 
and away from heat sources.

Keep candles at least 12 inches 
from anything that can burn.

Turn off decorative lights 
before leaving home or going 
to bed.

A safe home is the best kind  
of cozy.

FALL SAFETY 
CHECKLIST

A C C E S S  E N E R G Y  C O O P E R A T I V E
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