
Celebrating Celebrating Celebrating    

10 YEARS!10 YEARS!10 YEARS!   



 

 

For 10 years, RREAL has been delivering solar thermal systems to low-income families, developing and delivering solar 

curriculum and offering solar design-build services to the residential and commercial market.  For ten years, RREAL has 

been persistently pioneering clean energy solutions.  Congratulations, and happy birthday to RREAL! 

2010 was another epic year for RREAL and a capstone to the decade.  After years of effort, RREAL has successfully planted the 

seed.  The concept of Solar Assistance is germinating throughout the nation.  Ten years ago, the use of solar heat in energy 

assistance and affordable housing was all but unheard of, but that has changed partially because of RREAL’s persistent work.  

In 2010, RREAL served another 32 local families through our Solar Assistance program.  We conducted training installations in 

several states and helped other communities foster their own Solar Assistance programs; we discussed and promoted our pro-

gram of Solar Assistance at the national level.  From Pine River to the Potomac, the way in which our nation provides energy se-

curity to our low income communities is changing. 

Not only did RREAL’s Solar Assistance concept and flagship program advance, but we also have strengthened our ability to play 

our part in the clean tech market.  RREAL’s solar thermal technology has a very important role to play in the solar industry, and 

more importantly, in our nation’s energy security.  Throughout many regions of the world, keeping our homes, businesses 

and facilities warm represents a significant chunk of our energy appetite.  A technology that can directly address that 

basic need at a fixed cost for decades is an appropriate and critical technology.  In 2010, RREAL installed our solar thermal 

technology throughout the nation on a variety of residential and commercial buildings, and many more are slated for 2011. 

In 2010, RREAL had the honor of being selected as the recipient of a competitive State grant to upgrade our manufacturing facil-

ity.  What began in Pine River as a manufacturing pilot space has been converted into a lean, small footprint manufacturing fa-

cility.  RREAL has developed a more efficient method for manufacturing our product, and by 

creating a small footprint model, we have reduced the capital costs and other financial barriers 

to the establishment of similar facilities elsewhere in the nation.  We hope to share our technol-

ogy with other communities interested in addressing fuel poverty with solar thermal.  We’re 

manufacturing with a mission. 

In 2010, RREAL’s outreach and education program also flourished.  A RREAL team mem-

ber was tapped to participate in the Midwest Solar Training Network and develop and deliver 

solar curriculum to state technical colleges environment as part of a national workforce devel-

opment initiative.  RREAL presented at dozens of regional events about solar energy and our 

Solar Assistance program.  Distributing accurate and realistic information about what solar 

can and can’t do is a critical part of facilitating our transition to a renewable economy.  From 

regional builder’s conferences to the National Solar Thermal conference, RREAL has done its 

part to provide workforce development and solar education. 
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In 2010, RREAL also proudly deployed additional photovoltaic and solar thermal systems as part of our Solar Design-Build 

program, and a RREAL team member became certified by the National Board of Certified Energy Practicioners (NABCEP).  

RREAL’s Solar Design-build Program continues to provide clean energy to our region while providing RREAL with revenue to 

support our Solar Assistance program and organization.  RREAL’s social entrepreneurial business model provides services 

to the communities and resources for RREAL’s mission.   

Despite all this, we’re far from done.  In fact, we’ve only just begun.  Our work is a marathon rather than a sprint,  so we’re 

planning on sticking around for a while.  At this watershed event of our tenth anniversary, we’d like to articulate RREAL’s 

ambitious vision for the next decade.  We endeavor to see the replication of Solar Assistance.  From Portland, Maine to 

Portland, Oregon, we hope to cultivate the inclusion of solar thermal in low-income energy assistance programs.  Our Solar 

Assistance program and our solar thermal technology don’t make sense everywhere, but in the broad swath of geography 

where it does make sense, we have an economic and environmental responsibility to see it deployed. 

Traditional low-income energy assistance programs and affordable housing programs will experience a perfect 

storm over the years to come that may jeopardize the ability to provide the critical social service.  Fossil fuels are a finite 

resource, and as they dwindle, the costs will rise.  The rise in the fossil fuel costs will force more families into fuel poverty.  

More families will place additional burdens on struggling programs and services.  What will it cost to provide energy assis-

tance in the future?  What will the societal cost be of more families living in fuel poverty?  We don’t know precisely, but the 

financial, social and environmental costs will undoubtedly increase. 

Solar thermal is one of many strategies to buffer against that reality and ensure that energy assistance and similar pro-

grams can continue to ensure the well-being of our low-income families and communities.  Where feasible, why wouldn’t 

we use a clean domestic source of energy to empower our neighbors, families and friends?    

At the time of this writing, RREAL has just learned that we will be participating in a statewide program to deliver solar 

heat to over 280 families through our Solar Assistance program.  Our goal over the next 10 years is to do the very 

same thing across the northern US. 

Our work becomes increasingly relevant on a daily basis.  Despite our hopes and desires, poverty is perennial, and our 

society needs to continue to move innovative approaches forward.  We need programs like RREAL’s Solar Assistance pro-

gram.  Our nation’s energy security remains tenuous at best.  We need organizations like RREAL to play a part in the deliv-

ery clean, domestic, solar energy systems to the residential and commercial market.  Our environment and habitat need 

steadfast attention.  This past year had stark and powerful reminders of the true and high cost we often pay for dependency 

on oil.  Our environment needs programs like RREAL’s.  

Changing the very way in which society perceives and addresses a problem takes a great deal of time and energy.  We’ve got 

our work cut out for us, and we thank you for your current and continued support.  It takes a broad and concerted effort to 

accomplish.  We need and greatly appreciate your help. 



Big Happenings in 2010Big Happenings in 2010Big Happenings in 2010   

Manufacturing Expansion 

Thanks to a grant from the Minnesota Department of 

Commerce - Office of Energy Security and a matching 

grant from Hunt Utilities Group, RREAL is doubling the 

size of its manufacturing facility. This expansion will 

allow RREAL to produce a greater volume of panels at a 

lower cost. This expanded manufacturing facility will 

also serve as a safe, efficient and effective template that 

RREAL can share with communities interested in 

developing solar thermal manufacturing capacity.  

Hiring 

Another benefit from RREAL being 

awarded the grant for manufacturing 

expansion is that the company was able to 

hire an experienced construction manager 

to oversee future installations and crew 

trainings. RREAL was also able to bring an 

additional SPF manufacturer to the team. 

The company is proud to be adding green 

jobs to Central Minnesota’s economy.  



SRCC Certification 

After waiting for nearly three years, 

RREAL’s Solar Powered Furnace (SPF) 

was finally awarded SRCC certification 

in 2010. Because many states prohibit 

the sale of uncertified solar thermal 

collectors, SRCC certification will allow 

RREAL to sell SPF products across the 

United States. SRCC certification will 

also make incentives and rebates 

available for commercial and residential 

users. Each of RREAL’s SPF models was 

awarded highest efficiency in its class.  

New Website 

Beginning at 9am on March 20, 2010 and 

concluding at 9am the next day, ten volunteer 

team members worked to rebuild RREAL’s 

website during the Nerdery’s Overnight Website 

Challenge. The new website includes an online 

store where customers can buy SPF systems and 

component parts, an interface on which SPF 

dealers may communicate, a solar system 

library, and even an iPhone/Droid Application.  



System Monitoring and PerformanceSystem Monitoring and PerformanceSystem Monitoring and Performance                                                            

Dataloggers 

While TRNSED is a highly accurate tool, 

there is only one way to know exactly how 

a solar system will perform in the field: 

detailed monitoring. Garton & Associates 

recently developed a robust technology for 

reliably tracking SPF performance in the 

field. Over the coming year, RREAL will  

collect and analyze detailed performance 

data from nearly 200 systems across the 

mid-west.  

TRNSED 

Predicting the future is a difficult task, but 

thanks to TRNSED, RREAL is one step 

closer. Thermal Energy System Specialists 

developed high-end computer simulation 

software for RREAL that accurately predicts 

solar heating system performance for 

individual homes and commercial buildings 

using hourly historic climate data and site-

specific variables, such as shading and 

existing heating infrastructure.  



SPFs Exceed Predictions 

At RREAL, we have always tried to accurately 

represent solar technologies and err on the 

conservative side of predicted performance. 

After reviewing data collected from installations 

over the past heating season, it appears that 

we may have been too conservative. The Solar 

Powered Furnaces being datalogged delivered 

upwards of 40% more energy to these homes 

than we predicted. While the results are 

promising, this is only a small sample. We 

anxiously await more comprehensive and 

conclusive data being collected in the coming 

heating season. 

 The RREAL Test 

We can make predictions and collect data, but perhaps the true test of success is the difference we 

are making in the lives of the families we work with. Here’s what they have to say: 

“I saved $2,000 on my 
heating bill over last year 

between getting my house 
weatherized and getting a 
solar heating system.  I am 

so fortunate.” 

“I’m excited about 

having a credit on my 

monthly heating assis-

tance budget to go in-

to fall.  It’s a first for 

me!”  

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

the house.” 

“It’s just… AWESOME!” 



Making Solar Accessible to Everyone!Making Solar Accessible to Everyone!Making Solar Accessible to Everyone!   

 

RREAL Continues to Empower Others 
 

In 2010, RREAL collaborated with Ottertail Wadena Community Action 

Council (OTWCAC) to train four teams of contractors and auditors to 

incorporate solar air heat into OTWCAC’s Weatherization program. This 

collaboration provided 16 families with solar powered heating systems and 

empowered OTWCAC to regularly offer solar air heat to their clients. RREAL 

also collaborated with the Passamaquoddy Nation near Eastport, Maine. 

RREAL trained tribe members while deploying systems on the homes of 3 low-

income families and one system on a tribal office building. The Nation will 

continue to deploy the technology as part of its energy security system.   



Solar Assistance Collaborators: 

Arrowhead Economic Opportunity Agency, Inc.  

Lakes Area Habitat for Humanity 

Northern St. Louis County Habitat for Humanity 

Otter Tail Wadena Community Action Council 

Passamaquoddy Tribe 

St. Louis County Habitat for Humanity 



Outreach and EducationOutreach and EducationOutreach and Education      

Presented at: 

Introduction to Solar Energy Options - Central Lakes College - Brainerd, MN 

Back to Basics - Pine River, MN 

Energy Design Conference & Expo - Duluth, MN 

Mid-Minnesota Builders Association Continuing Education - Brainerd, MN 

Northern Minnesota Reservation Economic Development Summit - Red Lake, MN 

Midwest Renewable Energy Association Energy Fair - Custer, WI 

Engaged Philanthropy Conference - Minneapolis, MN 

National Solar Heating & Cooling Conference - Milwaukee, WI  

Indian Head Community Action Council - Ladysmith, WI 

Green Park Rapids Energy Expo - Park Rapids, MN 

Social Venture Partners - Minneapolis, MN 

Lake Superior Harvest Fest and Energy Fair - Duluth, MN 

Kiwanis - Brainerd, MN 

Alexandria Technical College - Alexandria, MN 

Century College—White Bear Lake, MN 

St Johns University - Collegeville, MN 

 

 



 600 workers were provided with 

Green Jobs TrainingGreen Jobs TrainingGreen Jobs Training   

over 2000 hours of green jobs training. 
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2010 Revenue Sources 

Diversifying & StrengtheningDiversifying & StrengtheningDiversifying & Strengthening   



Thanks to our generous donors!Thanks to our generous donors!Thanks to our generous donors!   

2010 Foundations and Grants2010 Foundations and Grants2010 Foundations and Grants   
Brainerd Lakes Area Community Foundation 

CERTs Clean Energy Resource Teams 

Duluth Superior Community Action Fund 

Initiative Foundation 

Social Venture Partners 

State of Minnesota Office of Energy Security 

United Way 

Michele & Maurice Alexander Keith Dahl Anita Hollenhorst Charles Krysel Thomas & Nancy Reek 

Linda Allen Dave Danielsen Raymond Holm Kevin Larson Anne Reinhart 

BJ Allen Emily Renee Davis Hunt Utilities Group Barb Mann Janelle & Ken Riley 

Suzanne Allen-Guerra Jason Edens Paul & Lynn Hunt Sarah Marquardt Connie Rutledge 

Anonymous Alison Edgerton Christine Jauregui Minnesota Copy Systems Tim Sabo 

Erika Bailey-Johnson Joey Everett JM Plein Consulting Ryan Matthews Shumaker & Sieffert, PA 

Steve Benson Chris Fastner Buford Johnson Toby McAdams Gabriel Skelly 

Brad Brown Roger Garton Gregory Johnson Robert McLean Quinn Swanson 

Dale & Susan Braddy Dean Garton Sandra Kaplan Linda Muller Doug Swanson 

Ben Butcher Good Search Barbara Kaufman Sean Muller Syvantis 

Danielle Butenhoff Jeanne Hamlin Kris Kayser Robert Nelson Bret Thomas 

Cars 4 Causes Joel Haskard Ben Kelchlin Northway Construction Dave Thomas 

Kari Christiansen Amy Heart Sarah Kingston Tim Ollhoff J.B. Thorson 

Steve Connell Douglas & Jennifer Hennum Lorna Koestner Rod & Jody Osterloh John Ward 

Donald & Sandra Craighead Don Hickman James & Jean Kraft Tina Pierce Winston Wetteland 

Crosslake Presbyterian Church Cheryal Hills Lawrence Krantz Tristan Pollock  



Together We Have the Power to Together We Have the Power to Together We Have the Power to 

Make A difference!Make A difference!Make A difference!   



VolunteersVolunteersVolunteers   

Roger Garton  

Kenneth Freeman  

Courtney Butcher  

Tim Steenhout  

 

Lois Melegari 

 

 

Rural Renewable Energy Alliance 
2330 Dancing Wind Road SW, Suite 2 

Pine River, MN 56474 
218-587-4753    www.rreal.org  

Board of DirectorsBoard of DirectorsBoard of Directors   

Steven Benson 

Barb Mann 

Erika Bailey-Johnson 

Ben Butcher 

Danielle Butenhoff 

Wendell King 

Dr. Steven Spigarelli 

Sherry Rovig 

Gail Clendening 

The RREAL TeamThe RREAL TeamThe RREAL Team   

BJ Allen, Operations Manager 

Tim Ollhoff, Development Director 

Becky Grosskreutz, Operations Assistant 

Brad Basset, Construction Manager 

Ben Kelchlin, Engineer 

Jeremiah Bestgen, Manufacturing Shop Manager 

Heather Butcher, QAQC Manager 

Sheyenne Jacob, SPF Manufacturer 

Roger Garton, AmeriCorps VISTA (Engineering) 

Sean Muller, AmeriCorps VISTA (R & D) 

Adam Kutrich, AmeriCorps VISTA (Engineering) 

Sean Wickhem, AmeriCorps Installer/Trainer 

Joel Lindstrom, Master Electrician  

Jason Edens, Founding Director 
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