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Guarding Bluebonnet’s grld

All day, every day, skilled operators
watch Bluebonnet’s electric system to
locate outages, coordinate crews and
keep the lights on.

By Alyssa Meinke
HEN A STORM rolls in, a vehicle hits a power

pole or an animal touches the wrong piece of

equipment, Bluebonnet Electric Cooperative’s

control center is the first to respond. A team of
10 control center operators work in shifts to monitor Bluebon-
net's electric grid. When an outage occurs, the operators dispatch
lineworkers to restore power as quickly and safely as possible.

These operators are the unseen first responders of Bluebon-

nets electric grid that keep power flowing to more than 138,000

homes, businesses and critical facilities. They are the vanguard of a

team that works to keep members’ lights on 99.93% of the time,
on average.
The process is complex and constant, requiring continuous

reprioritization. “It’s like running a busy restaurant kitchen during

a dinner rush — serving multiple dishes at once while new orders
keep coming in,” said Bryn Janca, a control center operator at
Bluebonnet for five years.

In addition to tracking and prioritizing outages — whether
they impact a single member or thousands — and dispatching
Bluebonnet and contractor crews to restore power, the operators
use advanced technology to monitor and troubleshoot the entire
electric system. They coordinate planned work requests and track
the location and status of crews. They keep a close watch on
weather conditions. They communicate regularly with member
services and other departments to provide status reports to mem-
bers.

The process has come a long way since Greg Roeber, Bluebon-
net’s control center manager, started dispatching crews in 1995.
Back then, the control center had one computer. “We used the
computer to print outage reports and stacked them on a desk,
prioritizing them by height — based on the number of pages,”
Roeber said.

Now, operators use advanced software to detect outages, pin-
point issues on power lines and, when possible, reroute power to

Greg Roeber, pictured in 2003 at Bluebonnet’s Giddings
control center. Today, the control center operators have
even more computers, phones and radios to support
power restoration efforts.
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Bryn Janca, a control center operator, above right, takes
a call from a lineworker while fellow operator Dillon
Stavinoha, above left, assists with another. Operators
receive hundreds of calls daily.

minimize disruptions. “We're a support system,” he said. Roeber
began working at Bluebonnet in 1982 as a lineworker before tran-
sitioning to the control center in 1995. He became its superinten-
dent in 2005, then manager of the control center in 2017. After
more than 40 years of service, he plans to retire in July.

“One of the things 'm most proud of is seeing how our team
has grown,” Roeber said. “Training a new employee that doesnt
have a lot of electrical experience and watching him connect the
dots as he becomes a knowledgeable and thoughtful operator is
one of the most fulfilling aspects of the job.”

The operators come from various educational and military
backgrounds, contributing diverse strengths to the team.

“The best trait of an operator is being self-motivated and having
the ability to learn,” Roeber said. When there is downtime, the
team runs drills to ensure they are prepared for any situation.

“We want everyone to learn,” Roeber explained. “We take a
look at what we can improve and how we can operate differently
to get better.”

Despite all the technological advancements, the heart of the
control center is the people. Operators ensure lineworkers are safe
in the field, relay information to update members on the status of
their outage and respond to emergency calls.

Communication is key to a smooth response to outages. Opera-
tors constantly relay information to and from the field, with 350
to 400 messages by phone, radio and text coming in and going
out on a typical day. “As soon as we get any relevant information,
we relay it — whether its from the members, our guys in the field
or other operators,” Janca said.

“It’s like community service,” said Max Baird, a control center
operator with 11 years of experience. “Serving the community
while supporting our families is rewarding.”

“We don like to see our members out of power for any rea-
son,” Janca said. Baird agrees: “Were a team. We're here for our
members.”

There is one piece of advice operators want to give to members:
Keep your contact information updated. “It helps us find you in
the event of an outage, dispatch crews and get your power back
on faster,” Janca said. “Leave detailed and clear messages when
you call to report an issue. We're always listening,” Baird said.
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