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From  

the  

Director 

Although 2009 was an economically challenging year throughout the world, for many 

families it was not particularly different than any other year.  For families living in 

inter-generational fuel poverty, 2009 was like the past several decades, and the cost of 

home heating continued to represent substantial economic uncertainty at best  or a 

colossal struggle in the worst of situations.  This year, RREAL reduced that 

uncertainty by empowering 34 families through our Solar Assistance program! 

Regardless of socio-economic status, one of the primary advantages of investing in renewable energy is the mitigation of 

fuel price risk.  Despite our best efforts, predicting energy costs in the future is highly speculative.  Fuel costs oscillate 

wildly in their upward trajectory making budgeting for our energy needs guesswork.  By contrast, solar heating allows 

one to lock in at a particular price and know the cost of energy for decades into the future.  This is one of the most 

valuable benefits of renewable energy.  So, whether it is for energy assistance and affordable housing programs or for 

public schools and private manufacturing facilities, solar heat has the important advantage of reducing fuel price risk. 

Although RREAL's Solar Assistance program remains our flagship program and the motivation for all our endeavors, it is 

made partially possible by our organization's social entrepreneurial spirit.  By offering solar energy design-build services 

to the residential and commercial market, we can walk the talk of financial self-reliance, accomplish our social mission 

and foster greater regional energy security.  RREAL's solar collectors and installation services are as appropriate for 

commercial and industrial applications as they are for residential applications.  In this region, where space heating 

represents more than half of all energy consumed in our homes and businesses, using a renewable source to meet this 

need makes a great deal of economic and environmental sense. 

RREAL is finally poised to help address this energy need with our Solar Powered Furnace.  After more than 2 years of 

waiting, the Solar Rating and Certification Corporation has finally completed our tests.  We are pleased to report that 

RREAL's SPF has passed with flying colors and now boasts the highest efficiency and the greatest energy delivered per 

dollar spent within the solar air heating market!   By the time you read this, we will have received our rating and finally 

able to broadly deploy our technology in commercial, industrial and residential applications across the United States. 

Thanks for your continued support and interest in RREAL.  2009 was a year to be reckoned with. Between the nationwide 

economic malaise and our long wait for collector certification, we're proud to have ended the year having accomplished our 

goals. Thanks for your commitment to seeking a long term solution to meeting our energy needs with a clean, renewable and 

domestic energy source and ensuring that solar energy is accessible to all people of all income levels.  

Sincerely,  

Jason Edens, Executive Director 





Solar  

Assistance 

2009 Solar Assistance Sites 

“Can I just say thank you for my Solar Furnace? Because of Solar Assistance, I now have a 

credit amount on my heat bill. My bill for this year was $71. Last year, it was never below 

$100. Thanks again!” - Solar Assistance Recipient (Bemidji, MN) 



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 most need for 

our services. In 2009, RREAL took that approach one step further. We decided 

that in order to faster 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-minded non-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 & selection for solar 

heating systems as well as the installation of these systems.  

RREAL wrote grants collaboratively with both the Ottertail Wadena 

Community Action Council (OTWCAC) and the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe in 

order to secure funding to provide this type of training.  These two projects 

brought together both classroom learning as well as hands on training with regard 

to the evaluation and installation of solar air heat.  Upon completion, eight 

auditors and eight contractors at OTWCAC will be trained to perform site 

evaluations, system designs, and installations of SAH, and sixteen new SAH 

systems will have been installed for low-income families residing in OTWCAC’s 

service area. Also, five members of Leech Lake’s Housing Authority were trained 

and eight installations were completed, four on the homes of low-income 

families and four systems on homes owned by the Leech Lake Tribal Housing 

Authority. These initial trainings will provide both a template for future 

collaborations as well as a curriculum for future trainings.  

2009 was a year of new beginnings for RREAL and its Solar 

Assistance program. For the first time, the organization was 

able to hire a full-time crew leader to oversee all site visits 

and installations. RREAL also formed several innovative 

partnerships that will lead to the expansion of Solar 

Assistance and its replication across the United States. This 

new growth allowed for the installation of 34 systems on the 

homes of low-income families. That is a RREAL record! 

Habitat for Humanity 

RREAL launched a partnership with Lakes Area Habitat for Humanity to provide 

comfortable, energy efficient homes to partner families. In this first joint effort, 

RREAL installed a 2-panel Solar Powered Furnace system on a home under 

construction in Pillager, MN. This system will better enable the partner family to 

afford future operating costs of their home, especially as fuel prices fluctuate. 

RREAL is excited about this new partnership and hopes to work with Lakes Area 

Habitat for Humanity on future projects! 

Habitat for Humanity House  

Pillager, MN 

Collaborations Expand Solar Assistance 

Solar Assistance Partners 

 

 Arrowhead Economic Opportunity Agency, Inc.   

 Bi-County Community Action Partnership 

 Detroit Lake Economic Development Association  

 Lakes Area Habitat for Humanity  

 Leech Lake Division of Resource Management 

 Otter Tail-Wadena Community Action Council  

 Tri-Valley Opportunity Council 

 Tri-County Action Program 

Leech Lake Partnership House 

Cass Lake, MN 



Solar  

Contracting 



RREAL performed its first Dealer Training in 2009 with 23 participants.  

RREAL’s dealer network was initiated almost immediately as collectors 

began to be manufactured and has continued to grow.  At the end of 2009, 

RREAL had 26 dealers across the United States.  As dealers joined 

RREAL’s network from varied backgrounds and varied industry focuses, 

we decided to provide our first dealer training to: 

 Address site selection, system design, and installation techniques; 

 Provide consistent language for dealers with regard to RREAL’s Solar 

Powered Furnaces; 

 Give dealers hands on experience with the installation of a system; 

 Create a community of dealers that can share successes, challenges, and 

strategies; 

 Provide dealers with a context of RREAL’s social justice mission and 

an understanding of fuel poverty. 

 

The map above shows the locations 

of all of RREAL current SPF dealers. 

RREAL’s Dealer Network 

Commercial Install by Dealer 

Bayfield, CO 

Ground mounted photovoltaic installation 

Grey Eagle, MN 

Solar hot water installation 

Browerville, MN 

Much like RREAL’s other programs, the Solar Contracting program stepped out on new ground in 

2009. Not only was the organization busy installing photovoltaic, solar hot water, and solar air heat 

systems as contractors, but also busy launching its Solar Powered Furnace Dealers Network. During 

2009, RREAL did five solar contracting jobs and sold more solar heating systems than ever before. 

From all this hard work, the Solar Contracting and Manufacturing program brought in over $200,000 

to the organization.  

Photovoltaic installation             

Browerville, MN 



Outreach & Advocacy 



Presentations, Fairs, & Expos 

 All MIF Trustee Retreat (Nisswa, MN) 

 Cass County Area Manufacturers Lunch (Hackensack, MN) 

 Green Park Rapids Energy Fair (Park Rapids, MN) 

 Eco Squared Fair (Pine River, MN) 

 National Energy and Utility Affordability Conference (Portland, OR) 

 Midwest Renewable Energy Society Energy Fair (Custer, WI)  

 Happy Dancing Turtle’s Eco Camp (Pine River, MN) 

 Clean Energy Resource Team’s Northeast Region Meeting (Grand Marais, 
MN) 

 Engaged Philanthropy Conference (Minneapolis, MN) 

 National Community Action Foundation Energy Leveraging Conference         
(St. Petersburg, FL) 

 Initiative Foundation’s  Renewable Energy Panel Session (Little Falls, MN) 

 Energy Design Conference & Expo (Duluth, MN) 

 15th Annual Science and Nature Conference  (Marshall, MN)  

 Clean Energy Resource Team’s Annual Energy Conference (St. Cloud, MN) 

 Alternative Energy Sessions for Regional Businesses (Little Falls, MN) 

 Back to Basics (Pine River, MN)  

 Brainerd Area Environmental Learning Network (Brainerd, MN)  

 National Weatherization Training Conference (Indianapolis, IN) 

 14th Annual Energy Expo (Washington, DC) 

 Mid-Minnesota Builder’s Association Home Show (Brainerd, MN) 

 National Solar Thermal Conference (Madison, WI) 

In November 2009, RREAL’s Director Jason Edens and Tim 

Ollhoff, RREAL’s Program Development Manager, traveled to 

Washington, D.C. and met with the U.S. Department of 

Energy and several Minnesota Legislators to discuss the possible 

inclusion of Solar Air Heating as part of the Weatherization 

program nationwide.  We were assured that Solar Air Heating 

could be included in the document that dictates the 

technologies eligible for use in the Federal Weatherization 

Program nationwide.  While that doesn’t mean that 

Community Action Programs administering the program have 

to use the technology, it gives them the option.  It’s a huge 

victory for RREAL and Solar Air Heat technology.  We were 

also able to discuss the possible inclusion of Solar Air Heating 

into the Federal Renewable Energy Tax Credit.  While Solar 

Air Heating is a tremendously viable technology relative to 

other renewable energy technologies, it has been excluded 

from this particular, and important, tax credit.  We were told 

that this was most likely an oversight and that attempts will be 

made to include it in future revisions of this legislation.  While 

this was not RREAL’s first nationwide exposure, it was 

certainly one of RREAL’s first opportunities to advocate for 

policy changes at a national level. 

RREAL Goes to Washington 

RREAL believes that education and outreach are pivotal to making renewable energy more accessible to everyone. 

Throughout the past year, the organization was able to reach thousands of people  while presenting at national conferences, 

green-building expos, and fairs. RREAL also had first-hand contact with  legislators and administration personnel in order 

to directly influence the future of solar thermal technologies in the United States. Volunteer groups, such as Mille Lacs Area 

Partners for Youth, Bemidji State’s Students for the Environment, and Minnesota Conservation, as well as individuals, were 

integral in making this year’s Solar Assistance program a success. Volunteers provided over 500 hours of direct service  and 

the organization is beyond grateful for their contribution.  



 

Awards and  

Recognition 



 

Initiative Foundation Green Venture Award 

The Initiative Foundation selected RREAL as one of six winners of its 2009 

Initiative Awards. Since 2000, the Initiative Awards have recognized the 

work and dedication of individuals, businesses, non-profits, and 

communities within the foundation’s 14-county service area. RREAL was 

honored April 17 at the St. Cloud Civic Center during a beautiful and 

inspiring event attended by over 500 community members and supporters. 

Each award winner received an award sculpture commissioned by artist 

Michael Tonder, a $1,000 grant to give to the nonprofit of their choice, 

recognition in IQ Magazine, and a professional video commemorating the 

award recipient’s accomplishments.  

Social Entrepreneurship Cup 

The Social Entrepreneur's Cup is a competition to find Minnesota's most 

innovative and effective social entrepreneurs. RREAL was one of four 

finalists to compete as part of the Engaged Philanthropy Conference. The 

Social Entrepreneur's Cup was created to seek out, celebrate, and promote 

Minnesota's most innovative and effective social entrepreneurs and their 

solutions to society's most pressing social problems. As winner of the 

competition, RREAL will receive $20,000 as a general operating grant and 

40 hours of consulting services from Social Venture Partners. 

RREAL earned much recognition in 2009 as the organization began to receive 

attention and praise of its programming from organizations across the state.  

Minnesota Governor’s Award for Pollution Control 

The Governor's Awards program honors superior environmental 

achievement by Minnesota’s businesses, non-profits, governmental 

agencies, and other institutions. The Pollution Control Agency is seeking 

organizations that focus on preserving our environment through 

innovative pollution and waste prevention, resource efficiency, and 

sustainable practices. Winning a Governor’s Award represents the 

highest level of environmental achievement for these organizations. 



Income 

 Solar Powered Furnace Sales                                         $109,792.62 

            Solar Contracting                        $92,559.83 

 Program Service Revenue                                               $87,052.22 

 In-kind Donations                                             $43,142.60 

 Grants Received              $33,652.00 

 Donations & Contributions             $21,573.42 

 Fundraiser Revenue                   $762.00 

            Miscellaneous Income                  $331.75  
  

    Total Income          $388,866.44 

 

 

Expenses 

 Program Costs            $310,814.84 

 Administration                        $45,390.78 

 Fundraising                                           $23,765.51 

 

    Total Expenses         $379,971.13 

 

Net Income                                      $8,895.31 

Solar Powered Furnace Sales                                  

Solar Contracting

Program Services Revenue

In-Kind Donations

Grants Received

Donations & Contributions

Fundraiser Revenue

Miscellaneous Income

Program Costs

Administration

Fundraising

Financial Report 



THANK YOU TO OUR GENEROUS SUPPORTERS! 

Foundations and Grants 

Jennifer Reed 

Jennifer Van Natta 

John Smith 

Joyce & Morris        

Lindstrom 

Lawrence Krantz 

Paul & Lynn Hunt 

Mary Ann Crolley 

Molly Malacek 

Pace Scientific 

Patrick Sharbonda 

Alison Edgerton 

Barb Mann 

Barbara Kaufman  

Ben Butcher 

Brad Brown 

Charles Burgess 

Charles Krysel 

Cheryal Hills 

Crystal Middendorf 

Dan Thiede 

Danielle Butenhoff 

David Butcher 

Del Ollhoff 

Don Koestner 

Donald Craighead 

Donald Hickman 

Douglas Swanson 

Eleanor Burkett 

Gabriel Skelly 

Graham Wright 

Holly Lubowicki 

Janice Thomas 

Sandra Kaplan 

Sarah Kingston 

Sarah Marquardt 

Spence Morley 

Stephanie Halvorson 

Steven Spigarelli 

Susan McLeod 

Tom Schutta 

Blandin Foundation 

Brainerd Lakes Area Community Foundation 

Bush Foundation 

Charitable Foundation of  The Energy  
Bar Association 
 

Happy Dancing Turtle Foundation 

Initiative Foundation 

Patagonia 

Social Venture Partners 



Rural Renewable Energy Alliance 

2330 Dancing Wind Road SW, Suite 2 

Pine River, MN 56474 

218-587-4753    www.rreal.org  

Board of Directors 

 

Vacant, Chair 

Barb Mann 

Ben Butcher 

Cheryal Hills 

Danielle Butenhoff 

Erika Bailey-Johnson 

Steven Benson 

Dr. Steven Spigarelli 

Wendell King 

 

Interns 

 

Amanda Momeni 

Ben Dukowitz 

Crystal Middendorf 

David Lindbom 

Derek  Brion 

Eric Norton 

Gina Wolfe 

  

RREAL Team 

 

Jason Edens, Executive Director 

BJ Allen, Operations Manager 

Tim Ollhoff, Development Director 

Becky Grosskreutz, Operations 

Assistant 

Tom Kirzeder, Construction 

Manager 

Joel Lindstrom, NABCEP certified 

Master Electrician Consultant 

Jeremiah Bestgen, Manufacturing 

Team Leader 

Heather Butcher, Manufacturing 

Team 

Heather Stottlemire, 

Manufacturing Team  

Ben Kelchlin, Mechanical 

Engineer AmeriCorps VISTA 

Tina Pierce, Development 

AmeriCorps VISTA 

 

Volunteers 

 

Aaron Baylor 

Alecia Mienert 

Bemidji State University’s 

Students for the Environment 

Ben Butcher 

Crystal Middendorf 

Daniel Hoas 

Leif Voltz 

Mille Lacs Area Partners  for 

Youth 

Minnesota Conservation 

Corps, Brainerd Crew 

Nate Hills  

 


