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The selection process was difficult, but four lucky 
high school juniors were selected to travel to 
Washington, D.C., to represent Graham County 
Electric Cooperative with 40 other Arizona stu-
dents at the 2018 Washington Youth Tour. This 
all-expense-paid trip in June is sponsored by the 
National Rural Electric Cooperative Association. 
Students learn about cooperatives and how the gov-
ernment works. Attendees visit war memorials and 
museums, and meet with members of Congress.

Brock Jones of Thatcher High School was ecstatic 
when he received the call about being selected. 
Brock is the son of Russ and Dana Jones. A well-
rounded student, he enjoys athletics, singing and 
playing instruments. Brock is interested in learn-
ing new things and learning to solve problems. He 
was student of the year for accounting, a member 
of National Honors Society, and is dually enrolled 
through Gila Institute for Technology at Eastern 
Arizona College. 

In Brock’s reference letter, he is described as an 
outstanding young man—an example to the youth 
and leads them by his example. Brock is always will-
ing to do whatever is needed to bless the lives of 
those around him.

Each applicant wrote an essay titled, “If you had 
power or influence, what would you do with it?” 
Brock wrote he would better educate and encourage 
the next generation of young men to be loving and 

committed fathers and husbands. He said, “Society 
seems to be fading away from that concept. Having 
committed, loving fathers and husbands in a fam-
ily often makes a monumental difference to their 
children.”

After graduation, Brock expects to earn a bach-
elor’s degree in business and accounting.

Camilla Larson of Safford High School is the third 
child of Reed and MaryAnn Larson to be selected 
for the Washington Youth Tour. Camilla is the Future 
Business Leaders of America Arizona State Officer-
vice president of public relations, placed third in 
Introduction of Parliamentary Procedures at state 
FBLA, is a SHS Choir Council officer, was junior var-
sity soccer team captain and has made Safford High 
School Honor Roll several years.

Camilla loves singing, dancing, public speaking, 
photography, soccer and piano. She is involved in 
community service and tries to plan and implement 
positive activities for her youth group.

In her essay, Camilla referenced the 1948 United 
Nations General Assembly issuing the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, calling on every person 
around the globe to learn of the human rights listed 
in the declaration. If she had influence and power, she 
says she would use it to promote a nonprofit organi-
zation, Fight the New Drug, to raise awareness about 
how harmful pornography can be and how it is insep-
arably linked to human trafficking. 

D.C. 
Bound
Co-op-sponsored trip 
offers high school students 
firsthand look at how their 
goverment works

Scholarships 
Available
Apply now 
for GCEC 
Scholarships. 
A $500 
scholarship will 
be provided 
to each local 
high school: 
Ft. Thomas, 
Mt. Graham, 
Pima, Safford, 
Thatcher 
and Wil lcox. 
See your 
high school 
councilor 
office for 
information.
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“I can think of no cause more important than 
ensuring each human being on our planet is free,” 
she wrote.

Her reference letter says, “Camilla is an excellent 
student. She diligently works on her assignments 
and participates in class discussion. She is creative 
and focused. She is a hard worker, always on time, 
and cheerful. I have been impressed with her ability 
to manage her schedule during hectic times, always 
remaining in control and staying positive.”

Camilla wants to complete the nursing program 
at Eastern Arizona College. She has a deep love for 
home and community. 

“It is truly a unique and special place, and I hope 
to always be a credit to our community as I go 
throughout my life,” Camilla says.

The son of Anetta and Than Ashby, Hayden 
Ashby of Pima loves to spend time with his family. 
Having earned the rank of Eagle Scout in the Boy 
Scouts of America, Hayden has helped with many 
service projects, in addition to helping in his church 
youth group. Projects include planting grass in the 
kindergarten playground, building the sand volley-
ball court at the Pima Elementary School, setting up 
flag pole stands on power poles along Main Street in 
Pima, and repainting the floor and outside walls of 
the main lodge for the Latter Day Saints girls camp 
in Alpine. 

For his essay, Hayden wrote about making a dif-
ference with power and influence to help stop bully-
ing. He says he would reach out to the youth through 
education, being an example to others and teaching 
self-confidence. “Being a friend to someone in need 
can make a difference in the person’s life,” he wrote.

Hayden plans to serve a two-year mission 
for his church and then join the military while 

going to college and earning a Master of Business 
Administration and eventually owning his own busi-
ness. He believes participating in FBLA has prepared 
him him to become an entrepreneur.

The final selection is Trae Nelson, son of Jace and 
Melinda Nelson. A Pima High School junior, Trae is 
involved in many school activities, including FBLA, 
National Honors Society, bass section leader in choir 
and woodworking. 

Trae titled his essay “Let Music Never Die.” As 
a person who grew up in a musical family with 
music a fundamental part of his being, Trae is pas-
sionate about music and the impact it has on the 
world. Trae says if he had the power and influence, 
he would raise awareness about the importance of 
musical education in public schools and push for 
better funding for music programs.

Besides playing the piano and singing, Trae’s 
other hobbies and interests include hiking, snow-
boarding, swimming, reading and triathlons. Trae 
has earned his Eagle Scout rank in the Boys Scouts, 
and is a member of the Order of the Arrow. He is 
also the recipient of the Gila Valley Chorale’s music 
scholarship.

Trae’s reference letter states, “He is a highly moti-
vated, hardworking, and very deserving individual. 
He leads people to work harder, to care more, and 
to be better. He has always maintained the high-
est degree of integrity, being honest and trustwor-
thy in all his dealings. Also, Trae’s level of motiva-
tion is evidenced by his athletic ability and musical 
prowess.”

On behalf of Graham County Electric 
Cooperative, these four students will join more than 
1,800 other students nationwide who attend the 
youth tour from June 7 to 14. n

Brock Jones Camilla Larson Hayden Ashby Trae Nelson
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It has been a long 18 months, but Eben McWhorter and Juan 
Carreon have completed their journeyman welder apprentice-
ship. This accomplishment allows them to be promoted to jour-
neyman welders for Graham County Electric and Utilities.

The rigorous apprenticeship involves becoming operator 
qualified in 43 critical natural gas functions. Training for these 
tasks includes testing the apprentice in their knowledge of 
operations manuals, procedures and hands-on proficiency that 
is held to not only the high standards of GCU, but federal and 
state standards. 

Eben started with Graham County Utilities in 2008 as a 
helper in the gas and water department. He says he has enjoyed 
welding since shortly after graduating from high school. He 
says his most exciting welding job was making iron doors for a 
custom door company. 

Juan started part time with Graham County Utilities in 2007 
and quickly advanced to full time in 2008. 

“I’ve been impressed with both employees and their willing-
ness to advance quickly in a difficult journey, and I’m proud of 
them,” says supervisor Wes Reidhead. 

Juan and Eben finished the GCU welder apprentice 

program on January 10 by successfully completing “hot 
taps” on a live gas main, using the oxygen/acetylene welding 
process. 

Each welder has also performed other functions that are key 
to their role as journeyman welders, including certification in 
the SMAW (arc) and OXY/acetylene welding processes.

The journeyman welding certificate allows them to perform 
as “combination welders,” which makes them highly functional 
field welders for GCEC/GCU. 

Eben says you prepare your work by cutting the pipe, clean-
ing it and having the proper equipment. All welding sam-
ples were sent to a third-party contractor to be X-rayed and 
critiqued. 

“You don’t want your weld to be covered in ‘pits,’” he says. “It 
had to be perfect.” 

Financial family stability is why Eben spent many long 
weekends at the plant practicing. Juan wanted to spread his 
wings and learn functionality of different jobs within the gas 
and water department. Giving back to the community, Eben is 
active in his church being involved in youth activities and is a 
volunteer Pima firefighter. n

Two Earn Journeyman Welder Status
Graham County Electric and Utilities crew members finalize 18-month program

After completing his apprenticeship, Eben McWhorter is now a journeyman welder at Graham County Electric and Utilities.

8	 M A R C H  2018	

Graham  County



	Graham  County

By Diane Junion

With more than 20 years 
of service, we bid farewell 
to Billing Specialist Tamara 
Brown, who retired from 
Graham County Electric 
Co-op in January. 

Since 1997, Tamara wore 
many hats, including secre-
tarial duties, cashier, billing 
clerk and, most recently, sure 
pay, special billing, reports 
and reconciliation. 

These are just a few jobs 
from a woman who pro-
duced long adding machine 
tapes and worked well with 
numbers.

Tamara was meticulous in 
everything she did. Everyone 
enjoyed listening to her 
playing Christmas music in 

September, and the office 
Christmas tree might not be 
the same, as it will be lacking 
the “Tamara touch.”

During retirement, Tamara 
plans to spend more time 
relaxing with family, and 
making crafts.

Jeniffer Chesley transferred 
into Tamara’s office and found 
it to be quiet. She has been 
working in the lobby as a 
member services representa-
tive since 2005. 

“I miss the interaction with 
people,” says Jeniffer. “This 
job requires a very detailed 
person, and I love making 
sure everything is detailed 
and organized. I miss talking 
to members when they come 
to make their payments.” 

Previously, Jeniffer often 

answered the phone and 
helped out with new member 
utility service connections.

When Jeniffer isn’t at work, 
she enjoys gardening and 
using her talents in landscape 
design. Many homes in the 
valley have her special touch. 
She and her husband, Rob, 
have raised two children.

A face you will become 
more familiar with is April 
Johnson. She has been work-
ing part time during busy 
lobby hours. April will now 
work full time in member ser-
vices, replacing Jeniffer and 
assisting in new services dur-
ing peak times. 

April worked for the city 
of Safford, Sierra Southwest 
Cooperative and Arizona 
G&T Cooperatives in Benson. 

She and her husband, Ray, 
have three children.

The newest employee is 
Tracy Botkins. She started 
part time in member services 
in December 2017. Tracy 
enjoys helping members with 
their payments and finding 
solutions to their issues. 

In her free time, Tracy and 
her husband, Ryan, attend 
their two children’s school 
activities and community 
events.

We thank Tamara for the 
many years of dedicated ser-
vice and wish her well in her 
retirement. We also welcome 
these wonderful ladies in 
their new positions, as GCEC 
continues to grow and move 
forward in providing good 
service to members. n

Longtime Billing Clerk Retires
Staff shuffles to ensure members continue to receive excellent customer service

The office staff will miss Tamara 
Brown, who retired in January.  
Pictured from left, Diane Junion, 
Jeniffer Chesley, Ann Conners, Jody 
Barney, Kim Larkey, April Johnson, 
Tamara Brown, Tracy Botkins, Stacey 
Perkins and LaDawn Hawkins.
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P.O. Drawer B
Pima, AZ 85543

(928) 485-2451
Toll free: (800) 577-9266
Fax: (928) 485-9491
www.gce.coop

Graham County Electric
Board of Directors:
President Dennis Jacob
Vice Pres. Mark Claridge 
Secretary Jim Bryce
Chris Claridge
Tommy Clonts
Stephen Hooper
Gene R. Larson
Reuben McBride
Gerald Schmidt

Graham County Utilities
Board of Directors:
President Jeff B. Larson
Vice President Steven Hooper
Secretary Mike Crockett
Jim Bryce
Tommy Clonts
Dennis Jacob
Gene R. Larson
Larry H. Morris
Gerald Schmidt

CEO and General Manager:
Kirk Gray

Disruptive innovation is a term that 
refers to an innovation or techno-
logical breakthrough that creates 
a new market or value in the mar-
ketplace that eventually disrupts an 
existing market. The electric utility 
industry is experiencing a disrup-
tive innovation with the develop-
ment and deployment of renewable 
energy resources. 

Graham County Electric 
Cooperative has been providing elec-
tric energy distribution services for 
more than 70 years. During the past 
10 years, distributed generation tech-
nology has become economically fea-
sible as an alternative to traditional 
electric service in Graham County. 

Just as in the 1940s, GCEC is here to provide 
economical energy solutions for its members. 

In keeping with the 73 years of service to the 
members, GCEC is pleased to announce a stra-
tegic partnership between GCEC, Sun Pumps 
Inc. and National Cooperative Bank. This part-
nership will deliver cost-effective energy solu-
tions and provide the most reliable service avail-
able to the membership. 

Sun Pumps is a locally owned and operated 
business that has been in the Gila Valley for 
30 years. Sun Pumps is dedicated to providing 

distributed generation solutions such 
as roof-top solar or ground-mounted 
solar systems that most appropriately 
fit the needs of members. 

National Cooperative Bank is a 
cooperative lending institution that 
provides residential financing for 
solar or home-energy upgrades. The 
advantage of financing with National 
Cooperative Bank is the interest may 
be tax deductible. 
As this disruptive business cycle 

matures, GCEC is the members’ obvi-
ous choice to provide safe, reliable and 
affordable electric energy solutions. 
GCEC has been providing services for 
73 years and we will be here for many 

more. . GCEC’s mission statement is “We are 
committed to provide safe, reliable and efficient 
resources to enhance the lives of our members 
and the communities we serve.” This statement 
is our guiding principle. 

If you are considering a solar energy solution, 
we encourage you to contact GCEC to discuss 
your options. We are here to provide energy 
solutions to our member/owners well into the 
future. 

—Kirk Gray

Disruptive Innovation
Manager’s Message
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