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A 

RREAL  

Vision 

The Power to Make a Difference 

Solar Assistance: 

Our flagship program and reason for being continues to transform the nation’s weatherization and energy assistance 

programming.  More importantly, our Solar Assistance program continues to transform the lives of the families we have 

the privilege to assist.  2011 saw the commencement of a statewide training and installation project involving 9 

community action agencies and serving 280 families.  This federally funded program is intended to vet innovative 

technologies, like RREAL’s, for widespread application in the nation’s weatherization program. 

Solar Design-build: 

RREAL’s Solar Design-build program continues to prosper and provide RREAL with much needed revenue to support 

our Solar Assistance and Outreach.  Social enterprise was nothing more than a concept for RREAL just a few years ago.  

Now, it is an integral component of RREAL that helps to ensure the success of our mission while simultaneously 

fostering both regional energy security and economic development through the deployment of solar energy.  2011 saw 

the further development of this capacity through the hire of a Director of Design-build with years of experience in the 

California residential and commercial solar market.  Our Design-build program continues to serve as one of the 

cornerstone’s of the regional solar energy design and installation capacity. 

Outreach and Education: 

Solar energy, as a technology, is only as accessible as information about it.  With a broad spectrum of partners, RREAL 

continues to break down information barriers to the widespread use of solar energy through trainings, workshops, 

presentations and forums.  As a shining example from 2011, RREAL was proud to have had the opportunity to provide 

two solar thermal installation trainings at the Midwest Renewable Energy Association’s Renew the Earth Institute. 

Manufacturing with a Mission: 

RREAL’s manufacturing capacity nearly tripled in 2011 as a result of the successful completion of a federally funded 

renewable energy manufacturing grant.  Production of RREAL’s Solstice line of solar thermal collectors is now 

performed in a state-of-the-art facility designed for maximum efficiency and safety.  The facility is also designed for 

replicability.  RREAL continues to seek agencies elsewhere in the nation interested in creating regional manufacturing 

centers for the purpose of providing solar heat to low-income communities as well as social enterprise.  

   

RREAL ‘s four 

core programs are 

the tools with 

which we 

continue to fulfill 

our mission of 

making solar 

energy 

accessible to 

people and 

communities of 

all income levels.   





Solar Assistance 

Empowering families. 

Clusters of  

Solar Assistance  

Installations 

Photo Courtesy of John Connelly Photography 



One of RREAL’s key strategies to bring Solar Assistance to a greater number of 

low-income families has been to partner with Community Action Program 

(CAP) agencies in order to recognize Minnesota families with the greatest need 

for our services. In 2011, RREAL took that approach one step further. We 

decided that in order to reach 

the hundreds of thousands of 

families that qualify for 

Energy Assistance faster, we 

would need to begin 

empowering our local CAP 

agencies, as well as other like-

m i n d e d  n o n - p r o f i t 

organizations, across the 

United States to perform 

Solar Assistance on their own. 

RREAL set out to create 

training programs that would 

highlight the process of site 

analysis and selection for solar 

heating systems as well as the 

installation and maintenance 

of these systems.  

 

2011 was a breakthrough year for RREAL and its Solar 

Assistance program.  RREAL was selected to provide solar 

air heating systems and training for nearly 300 Minnesota 

families as part of a federal weatherization program 

designed to test emerging technologies for broad, national 

deployment.   Solar air heat is an ideal technology for the 

weatherization program and the results from the broad, 

statewide replication of our program will be a testament to 

that fact for the next three to four decades and beyond. 

Collaborations Expand Solar Assistance 

2011 Solar Assistance Partners 

 Arrowhead Economic Opportunity Agency, Inc.   

 Anoka County Community Action Program 

 Dakota-Carver Community Action 

 Mahube Community Action Council 

 Deer Creek Habitat for Humanity 

 Oklahoma Assoc. of Community Action  Agencies 

 Otter Tail-Wadena Community Action Council  

 Red River Valley Community Action 

 Sustainable Resources Center 



Solar Assistance 

Statewide Solar Assistance Training starts in ‘11! 

RREAL Partners with State of Minnesota Weatherization Program and 

9 Community Action Agencies on Statewide Solar Assistance Initiative 

serving more than 200 families! 

 

“ We’re really happy with the system, 
and like how it looks on the house.” 

Solar Assistance Recipient 

   - Burl and Donna 

“The natural gas company came 
out to my house after I got the 
solar system, because my usage 
was so low compared to my 
neighbors!  They thought my 
meter was broken!  But it was 
my solar heater that was  
making up the difference!” 

 

 Solar Assistance Recipient

   - Norbert 



In Partnership with RREAL and nine community action 

agencies across the State,  the State of MN was selected to 

receive a substantial DOE grant to test a variety of emerging 

technologies, like solar air heat, for possible incorporation 

into the national weatherization toolbox.   

Solar air heat is an appropriate technology that aligns 

closely with the weatherization program because it directly 

reduces operating costs associated with home heating.  In 

tandem with weatherization measures, solar air heat can 

reduce home heating costs for decades.   

In 2011, RREAL began the process of training the 9 

partnering community action agencies. In addition to 

creating the installation capacity within the respective 

agencies, the training grant results in the installation of up 

to 280 durable systems for Minnesota families.  In 2011, 

approximately 40% of those installations were completed 

with the balance to be completed in 2012. 

Data is being independently collected from the vast 

majority of the installations.  We are confident that the DOE 

will recognize the value and innovation of the technology 

for the families, the nation’s energy security and of the 

weatherization program. 

FROM IMPOVERISHED TO EMPOWERED: 

RREAL’S SOLAR ASSISTANCE PROGRAM 

Federal Program Tests Emerging Technologies for 

Nationwide Use in DOE Weatherization Program 

Photo courtesy of the MREA 

1) Minnesota 

2) Wisconsin 

3) South Dakota 

4) Maine 

5) Indiana 

6) Oklahoma 

7) Illinois (2011!) 

8) North Dakota (2011!) 

RREAL’s Solar Assistance Program reaches 8th State! 



Solar  

Design 

Build 



As a general contractor and in partnership with other organizations and businesses, RREAL’s Design-build Program 

continued to deliver solar energy systems to the commercial and residential market throughout the Midwest in 2011.  

In addition to the concrete and demonstrable environmental and economic benefits arising from clean energy 

deployments, RREAL’s Design-build program has the added benefit of supporting RREAL’s Solar Assistance Program.  

Every unit of energy deployed through our design-build program results in additional units of energy for struggling 

families.    With RREAL, you can rest assured that the proceeds from your installation will be used wisely. 

RREAL installs the first residential 

grid-tied PV system in the City of 

Brainerd. 

Commercial Solar Air Heating system on 

the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe’s 

Division of Resource Management 

Forestry Building. 

Grid-tie Battery Back-up system 

in Crosslake, MN. 

Brainerd Public Utilities selects 

RREAL to install grid-tied battery 

back-up system with MN made 

modules & inverters. 

RREAL Hires Director of Design-build 

RREAL is pleased and proud to have welcomed a new team member to RREAL in 2011 in a new position,  

Director of Design-build.  Jesse Royer is actually being welcomed back to RREAL.  Jesse was an early volunteer 

during the ‘garage band’ era and facilitated some of our early Solar Assistance projects.  Preceding his hire with 

RREAL in late 2011, Jesse lived in California working in the burgeoning photovoltaic (PV) industry. He was a Project 

Manager for Borrego Solar and Grosolar from 2007 – 2010 and finished his California tour working for BP Solar as an 

Asset Manager on commercial and utility scale PV plants. Jesse has helped hundreds of homes and businesses go solar 

and brings years of additional contracting experience and solar knowledge to RREAL. To learn more about a solar  

system for your home or business, feel free to contact Jesse at jesse@rreal.org.  We warmly welcome Jesse back and 

look forward to years of growth in our Design-build program under his management. 

On the left, Jesse is seen safely commissioning the DC side of the 32 MW Long Island Solar Farm.  His mugshot without the arc flash 

protection can be seen on our website at rreal.org.  

THE POWER TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE! 



Outreach & Education 



Key Presentations and Trainings 

 National Solar Thermal Conference (Milwaukee, WI) 

 Cass County Economic Development Annual Meeting  
 (Walker, MN) 

 Midwest Renewable Energy Fair (Custer, WI) 

 Energy Design Conference & Expo (Duluth, MN) 

 Statewide Weatherization Agency’s SERC Training  
(Minneapolis, MN) 

 National Energy and Utility Affordability Conference  
(Ft. Lauderdale, FL) 

 Clean Energy Resource Team’s Annual Energy Conference  

(St. Cloud, MN) 

 Central Lakes College Governor’s Workforce Development 
Council Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Training 
Program (Brainerd, MN) 

 MN DEED Minnesota Solar Manufacturing Supply Chain 
Roundtable (Alexandria, MN) 

 Bemidji State University, Our Energy Future Panel  
(Bemidji, MN) 

 Living in the Avon Hills Institute  
(St. John’s University, Collegeville, MN) 

 Red River Valley Community Action, Solar Air Heat 
Installation Training (Grand Forks, ND) 

RREAL was fortunate enough during 2011 to establish a training 

relationship with the Midwest Renewable Energy Association 

(MREA), one of the nation’s premier renewable energy training 

and advocacy organizations.  On the campus of MREA, the 

Renew the Earth Institute, RREAL installed two demonstration 

solar air heating systems while training dozens of students in a 

safe, hands-on learning environment.  (Students and instructors 

are pictured to the left in front of the second installation.) 

These permanent installations will provide further educational 

value to the tens of thousands of interested folks who visit the 

MREA through the annual Energy Fair and MREA’s ongoing 

trainings and Courses.  (MREA Course list Available at 

www.midwestrenew.org 

  

RREAL Proudly Partners with the  

Education and outreach are pivotal to making renewable energy more accessible to everyone.  RREAL’s Education and 

Outreach Program is a pivotal part of RREAL’s mission, and 2011 boasted more  trainings and outreach activities than any 

previous year.  While presenting at national conferences, green-building expos, contractor trainings, fairs and other venues, 

the organization was able to reach thousands of people. Volunteer groups, such as Minnesota Conservation Corps, 

Minnesota Division of Energy Resources, Central Lakes College, as well as individuals, were integral in making all of 

RREAL’s programs successful. Volunteers provided over 500 hours of direct service  and the organization is beyond grateful 

for their contribution.    



Meet  

Our  

Volunteers 

Rod Hanson 

RREAL was fortunate enough to meet Rod through Central Lakes College’s  

Governor’s Workforce Development training program.  Seeing his wealth of 

knowledge and experience in the heating industry, we invited Rod to be a part of 

our team.   

Kristine Strand 

We thank Kristine Strand for her tireless work on behalf of RREAL’s finances.  

Although Kristine provides accounting services to RREAL as an independent  

contractor, she volunteers a portion of her time each and every week  in order  

to help RREAL succeed.  We couldn’t do it without you Kristine. 

Ben Butcher 

Ben Butcher has served on the RREAL board for many years; however, in addition 

to all his efforts as a board member, Ben rolls up his sleeves at RREAL and leans 

his shoulder into a variety of yokes.  From tooling and jig fabrication to  

installation assistance, Ben has been a friend, ally and asset to RREAL for years.  

David Skeie 

Dave came to RREAL through MN Dept. of Employment and Economic  

Development and helped RREAL further our SPF sales and marketing endeavors 

and pitched in on installations, manufacturing and outreach endeavors. 

Sean Wickhem 

Sean was an instrumental and dedicated Americorps volunteer throughout 2011 

and at RREAL courtesy of the Conservation Corps of Minnesota (CCM).  Sean 

learned design and installation best practices for solar air heating in an effort to 

empower the CCM to incorporate the technology.  Thanks for everything Sean!! 



RREAL’s Valued VISTA Team 
RREAL continues to proudly be a host site for the Initiative Foundation’s VISTA program.  Since 2006, RREAL has benefited 

from the sincere dedication of VISTA volunteers.  RREAL’s VISTA volunteers have been of the highest caliber and brought a 

wealth of knowledge and experience.  VISTA volunteers leave with more knowledge and experience and a greater 

understanding for how solar energy can be used to address poverty.  We thank our 2011 VISTAs who contributed significantly 

to our organization’s capacity to fulfill our mission, and we thank the Initiative Foundation for making it possible.   

Adam Kutrich, Solar Engineer 

Adam hails from Edmond, WA and comes complete with a Master’s in 

Solar Engineering from University of Massachusetts, Lowell.  Adam is 

putting his engineering skills to use by developing components and 

engineering tools to streamline our Solar Assistance installation process 

and therefore build our capacity to deliver the service to families. We are 

pleased to report that Adam will be remaining with RREAL for another 

year as a VISTA!  Thanks for all you’ve done Adam! 

“Serving at RREAL as a VISTA member has given me the opportunity to pursue my 
interest in implementing solar technology while learning a lot and building 
technical skills. It has been a privilege to serve this year and help RREAL continue 
to fulfill its mission in the years to come.“ - Adam Kutrich 

Sean Muller, Systems Developer 

Sean hails from Oregon and has engineered organizational systems and 

operational practices for a leaner, greener RREAL.  From proposal 

systems to policies and procedures to our presence on the web and social 

media, Sean has dramatically increased our organization’s ability to deliver 

our services to families.  We really appreciate your dedication Sean.  

“Serving with RREAL has provided me with countless opportunities to develop 
technical skills and gain invaluable experience. RREAL is a mission-driven team 
that is actively ensuring more families can better-meet their basic needs sustainably 
and it has been an honor to work with this exciting organization that has such a 
vital role to play in the future of solar technologies and in the world’s social, 
economic, and energy securities.” - Sean Muller  

Special Thanks to: 



Manufacturing with a Mission 

Manufacturing and Distribution: 

The Solstice Line of Solar Powered Furnaces 



Through RREAL’s Manufacturing and Distribution Program, we continued to provide the highest quality, American-made 

solar thermal air-heating equipment to the residential and commercial contracting community in 2011.  RREAL’s Solstice 

Line of Solar Powered Furnaces were deployed across the country in commercial projects, demonstration projects, and 

social service settings.  Unique in the nonprofit community, RREAL’s status as a solar thermal original equipment 

manufacturer continues to be congruent with, and supportive of, RREAL’s mission.    

NEW PRODUCTION MANAGER: 

RREAL is proud to have promoted Heather Butcher to the position of production manager.  

Heather has been with RREAL’s manufacturing team since 2006 and continues to provide 

impeccable and dependable service to the organization and our mission.  Heather is assuming more 

responsibility in her new position and will help see RREAL through the next chapter of 

manufacturing. 

MANUFACTURING EXPANSION COMPLETION:   

RREAL completed an 18 month long manufacturing upgrade and expansion from a small pilot 

manufacturing facility to a state of the art solar thermal assembly plant.  With competitive funding 

from the State of Minnesota and generous support from the Hunt Utilities Group, RREAL increased 

efficiency, production rates, quality assurance standards and safety.  RREAL remained committed to 

elevating the status of solar air heat through the manufacturing excellence and engineered quality 

assurance standards, in the spirit of continuous improvement. 

MN SAFETY GRANT: 

The health and safety of RREAL’s team is paramount.  In 2011, RREAL completed a safety program upgrade in 

partnership with and support from the MN Dept. of Labor and Industry through the MN Occupational Health and 

Safety Grant Program.  Ergonomics and materials handling processes were improved dramatically as a result of this 

partnership with the consultation and funding branch of MN OSHA. 

DEALER  NETWORK EXPANSION: 

RREAL achieved dealerships in 20 states by year’s end. 



Financial Report 

Rural Renewable Energy Alliance   

Statement of Financial Position   

December 31, 2011   

Unaudited as of May 2012   

    

Cash  $64,868  

Accounts Receivable 43,614 

Inventory (Net) 104,891 

Other Current Assets 4,586 

     Total Current Assets $217,959  

Total Fixed Assets (net) $452,711  

     Total Assets $670,670  

    

Accounts Payable  11,525  

Other Current Liabilities 28,434  

     Total Current Liabilities 39,959 

  

Loans 79,563  

    

     Total Liabilities $119,522  

    

Unrestricted Net Assets 114,671 

Temporarily Restricted Net Assets 436,477 

    

     Total Liabilities and Net Assets $670,670  

Rural Renewable Energy Alliance       

RREAL Statement of Activities        

For the Twelve Months Ending December 31, 2011       

Unaudited as of May 2012       

    

  

Unrestricted 
Assets 

Temporarily 
Restricted Total 

Solar Assistance Revenue $377,395   $377,395 

Solar Contracting and Dealer Revenue 522,473    522,473  

Outreach 47,217    47,217  

Donations and Contributions 18,884    18,884  

Grants Received 20,451  60,594  81,045  

In-kind donations 38,748    38,748  

Misc Income 1,025    1,025  

Assets Released from Restriction 100,712  (100,712) 0  

              Total Revenue $1,126,905 ($40,118) $1,086,787 

        

Program Expenses $1,057,569 $0 $1,057,569 

Administration/General 19,270  0  19,270  

Fundraising 10,423  0  10,423  

        

        

              Change in Net Assets $39,643 ($40,118) ($475) 

        

              Net Assets - Beginning of Year  $       75,028   $       476,595   $       551,623  

        

              Net Assets - End of Year $114,671 $436,477 $551,148 



THANK YOU TO OUR  

GENEROUS SUPPORTERS! 

Foundations and Grants 

Geeta Vora Murray 

Gregory Johnson 

Joey Everett 

Judith Edens 

Karen Moe 

Kristine Strand 

Lynn and Paul Hunt 

Madeleine Linck 

Dean Garton 

Roland Christensen 

Sandra Kaplan 

Shelby Sachs 

Tom Kirzeder 

Tim Ollhoff 

Bob McLean 

Joel Lindstrom 

Barbara Kaufman 

Sara Marquardt 

Steve Benson 

Danielle Buttenhoff 

Kristine Smith 

Erika Bailey-Johnson 

Howard Vogel 

Watts Computer 

Donald Craighead 

Jason Edens 

Crosslake Presbyterian Church 

Benjamin Kelchlin 

Jim Ballenthin 

Tina Pierce 

Graham Wright 

Allison Edgerton 

Anne Reinhart 

Barbara Crow 

Anonymous 

Ben Butcher 

Benjamin Nusz 

Cecilia Connerton 

Crystal Rayamajhi 

David Butcher 

Don Hickman 

Doug LaGrone 

Dudley Parkinson 

Erika Bailey-Johnson 

Gail Clendening 

Clean Energy Resource Teams 

Brainerd Lakes Area Community Foundation 

Bush Foundation 

Charitable Foundation of the Energy Bar Assoc. 

 
HDT 

Initiative Foundation 

Crow Wing United Way 

Extra-special  

Thanks: 

Coming up with an idea is one 

thing; making it happen is alto-

gether another thing.  BJ Allen 

helped make RREAL happen and 

was a powerhouse since its in-

ception.   

In 2011, BJ left her position as 

Technical Director and Co-founder 

for even greener pastures.  Her 

contribution to RREAL cannot be 

overstated, and she will always 

be missed at RREAL.  In short, 

without BJ, there would never 

have been a RREAL. 



Rural Renewable Energy Alliance 

2330 Dancing Wind Road SW, Suite 2 

Pine River, MN 56474 

218-587-4753    www.rreal.org  

2011 Board of Directors 

 

Steve Benson - (Chair) 

Danielle Butenhoff - (Secretary) 

Gail Clendening— (Treasurer) 

Cheryal Lee Hills 

Wendell King 

Barb Mann 

Ben Butcher 

Erika Bailey-Johnson 

RREAL Team 

 

BJ Allen, Technical Director 

Tim Ollhoff, Development Director 

Becky Grosskreutz, Operations Assistant 

Ben Kelchlin, Mechanical Engineer 

Roger Garton, Mechanical Engineer 

Joel Lindstrom, NABCEP PV certified Master 

Electrician  

Heather Butcher, Production Manager 

Jeremiah Bestgen, Shift Manager 

Sean Muller, VISTA volunteer 

Adam Kutrich, VISTA volunteer 

Jason Edens, Executive Director 

Sean Wickhem, Conservation Corps volunteer 

Bob Bourn, Manufacturing 

Sheyenne Jacob, Manufacturing 

 

Volunteers 

 

Tim Steenhout 

Jerry Grosskreutz 

Michael Langeberg 

Rod Hanson 

Dave Skeie 

Ben Butcher 

Kristine Strand 

Jeremiah Bestgen 

Tyler Bestgen 

Alex Peterson 

Yvonne Comtois-Peterson 

Joseph Glatt 

T
hanks! 



While providing years of reliable, affordable heat for hundreds of families in a single 

year is truly wonderful and exciting, there are still more than 34.5 million American 

households that will struggle with fuel-poverty this winter; more than 500,000 in MN 

alone! These families will be faced with unfair decisions such as whether to forgo basic 

needs, like food and health care, in order to afford a warm, healthy home for their kids. 

Please help us end this unnecessary cycle of suffering by helping to empower families 

with decades of clean, free, local heat from the sun! 

Support RREAL with a tax deductible donation today! 

Make a tax-deductible donation to  

help RREAL help families grappling with fuel poverty. 

*RREAL is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization. All donations are 100% tax-deductible and go 

directly to help fund RREAL's mission of making solar power accessible to everyone! 

www.rreal.org  


