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BTU News

The BTU Board of Directors met on Monday, October 14, 2013 and discussed the 

following topics:

Financial
Joe Hegwood, Chief Financial Officer, City of Bryan/BTU, presented the 

financial report. The financials for both the City and Rural systems remain 

consistent with what has previously been reported.
David Werley, BTU Group Manager of Business and Customer Operations, 

presented the 2011 Electric Write-offs Report. He explained that the amount 

had increased slightly from the previous year due to the additional debt 

incurred when the Power Track prepay system was eliminated in 2011. The 

Board unanimously approved the write-offs.

Operations
Mr. Hegwood explained to the Board that in accordance with the 

Public Funds Investment Act and the adoption of the Investment Policy 

for the City of Bryan, a member of the BTU Board would need to be 

appointed to serve a one-year term on the City of Bryan Investment 

Committee. The Board nominated and unanimously approved to appoint 

board member Flynn Adcock to this committee.  
Vicki Reim, BTU Division Manager of Customer Operations, 

presented the JD Power and Associates 2013 
Electric Utility Residential 
Customer 
Satisfaction 
Study 
results. The 
overall scores 
for 2013 
were higher 
compared 
to 2012 for 
utilities both 
in Texas and 
across the 
country. 

Randy 
Trimble, BTU 
Group Manager 
of Transmission 
and Distribution, 
reported the bid 
tabulation for 
the installation of optical ground wire for the Gibbons Creek to Greens 

Prairie Project. This new fiber optic system will greatly improve reliability 

and reduce maintenance for the transmission components in the area. A 

contract was awarded to Southeast Power Corporation.

Mr. Trimble presented the safety statistics for the fourth quarter and 

the SAIDI and SAIFI reports for September. The outages in September 

for City and Rural were due to weather-related storms and equipment 

failures. BTU had no vehicle accidents and two lost-time accidents in the 

fourth quarter. 
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The thought of Santa’s Wonderland evokes images of a 
workshop at the glacial North Pole, a light snow falling 

and elves working to make a toy for every child during 
the holiday season.

Yet, Santa’s Wonderland is closer to home than you may 
think. It’s a place filled with the sights and sounds of Texas: 
longhorns, cacti and scenes from the Alamo. Marshall 
Frostbite patrols the town in a cowboy hat and spurs, while 
the smell of warm brisket and the sound of string guitars 
float over the town. It’s a “Texas Christmas Experience” like 
none other; and it’s just off Highway 6, south of College 
Station, Texas.

Santa’s (Southern) Wonderland
“It’s a family business,” said Phil Medlin, co-owner of 

Santa’s Wonderland. The Medlins’ love of lights began 
when Phil’s sons were in college. The family would spend 
the Thanksgiving holiday stringing lights and making trips 
back and forth to holiday stores for more decorations. “It 
just grew from there,” remembers Medlin. 

In 1998, the family decided to create a Christmas 
experience for the public: Santa’s Wonderland. What 
began as simply a drive-through light show has grown 
into a park, complete with food vendors, live reindeer 
and 3 million lights. During the season, which opened 
November 22, 2013 and runs through January 1, patrons 

can enjoy live music, a food court, shopping and a petting 
zoo in the park’s center, Santa’s Town. More than 200 
seasonal employees work to ensure Santa’s Town and 
Santa’s Wonderland is a place of pure, holiday magic for the 
150,000 visitors every year. 

Phil and his son, Scott, are partners in the business. 
“It’s really been Scott’s vision,” said Phil. “Scott has a 

really good mind, and I have a really strong back. That’s 
what makes us good partners.”

Scott Medlin says holiday travelers from across the 
country visit to experience the Santa’s Wonderland 
specialty: a Texas-style Christmas. The park features the 
tastes of Texas, from chuck wagon cobbler to Texas-style 
brisket and border fajitas. Two longhorns, Liberty and 
Justice, call the park home for the winter. Santa wears a 
cowboy hat. Every detail of the park has a touch of Texas. 

This year, a new building is being constructed and will 
provide space for additional shopping, wine tasting and 
rooms available for rent to the public.

“It’s a big endeavor,” said Phil. “We expand the park a 
little every year, creating a bigger and better experience.” 

Scott adds that the new building will complement 
the existing structures, and provide additional comfort 
to patrons with its expanding porch and rocking chairs. 
In addition to the new building, a custom trackless train 
will open at the park for the first time this year. Unlike 
other light shows, Santa’s Wonderland is truly an outdoor 
experience. 

“It’s big, like the reputation of Texas,” said Scott. 
“Everything is bigger in Texas, and Christmas is no 
exception.”

Patrons can explore Santa’s Wonderland by driving 
through the park, taking a hayride or by horse and carriage. 
Fitness fans kicked off the season with the Christmas Mile, 
a 1-mile or 5k fun run/walk through the lights on opening 
weekend. 

“If you come out and drive through the lights, you’ll have 
a good experience,” said Phil, “but you won’t have a great 
experience. The great experience is coming out, coming into 
Santa’s Town, sitting by the fire, enjoying the entertainment 

A Texas-Sized Holiday
Story by Jessica Willingham. Photos courtesy of Santa’s Wonderland.
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and getting on the hayride with your kids. We try 
to give folks a good, family feel at Christmas and 
something to remember.” 

What began as a Medlin holiday tradition is 
now one for families all across Texas. 

Bright Lights, Big Holiday
The Medlins began the park using traditional 

incandescent lights. The light structures and 
winter scenes were constructed and left up all 
year, resulting in ultraviolet ray exposure that 
turned even the brightest blue, red and green 
bulbs to clear. To combat the fading of the lights, 
the Medlins spray painted individual bulbs to 
their original hues, and began storing the light 
structures during the off-season. It became a 
costly and labor-intensive effort to maintain the 
park. But LED became the Medlins’ light at the 
end of the tunnel.

LED lights, or light-emitting diode lights, 
utilize 85 percent less electric current per bulb while 
shining brighter compared to traditional incandescent 
lights. Santa’s Wonderland converted to complete LED 
lighting in 2009. While the initial purchase was costly, 
Medlin says the lights will have paid for themselves within 
the next year.  

“We are able to leave the light structures up in the 
park all year around,” said Phil. “And today, they’re just as 
vibrant as they were four years ago. LED lights have been 
the best thing since sliced bread for us!”

Paul Buckner, an energy accounts manager for Bryan 
Texas Utilities (BTU), said switching traditional holiday 
lights to LED lights provides a number of benefits to 
homeowners. 

“By replacing Christmas lights with energy efficient 
LED lights, our customers can save on energy costs and 
feel comfortable in the safety of their home during the 
holidays,” said Paul. “LED lights burn cooler compared to 
traditional lights; and you can string more together and 

not worry about frequently replacing bulbs.” Whether your 
family decorates with traditional or artificial garland or 
trees, BTU suggests always turning your holiday lights off 
while sleeping or when you are away from home. 

For more information about Santa’s Wonderland, please 
visit www.santas-wonderland.com. Patrons can purchase 
tickets to the park online. Don’t miss out on the biggest and 
brightest holiday celebration in Texas!

The introduction of LED lights at Santa’s Wonderland has been beneficial to the venue. In the words of 
co-owner Phil Medlin, “They are the best thing since sliced bread for us!”

BTU suggests always turning your 
holiday lights off while sleeping or when 

you are away from home.



Whenever you drive around the Bryan/College Station 
area, chances are good you will see new businesses, 

new streets and roads as well as new homes and 
apartments. This ongoing development helps drive the 
overall need for increased electric capacity. Bryan Texas 
Utilities (BTU) has been monitoring this growth and 
making plans to serve our ever-increasing customer base. 

As part of this commitment to its customers, BTU 
completed the North Loop project in 2007. In 2009, while 
working with the Electric Reliability Council of Texas 
(ERCOT), personnel in BTU’s Engineering and System 
Planning Division determined an additional need to expand 
its transmission and distribution systems in the southern 
part of Brazos County to continue to reliably serve the 
increased load in this area. It was through this planning 
that the South Loop Project (SLP), as shown in Figure 1 on 
the opposite page,  was first conceived. Load growth was 
estimated in certain areas of the county and locations were 
chosen to construct substations and the transmission lines 
that bring the electric power to them. 

The substations required BTU to purchase property and 
electrical right-of-way easements before any construction 
could begin. So in late 2009 and early 2010, BTU began 
securing the land and easements. The easements allow the 
landowners to still own their property, while simultaneously 
giving BTU permission to build the transmission lines on 
the land. 

Construction began in March 2011. As those in the 
Snook and Wellborn areas have most likely noticed, BTU 
completed the first two phases of the SLP in August 2013. 
These phases consisted of construction of the first 26 miles 
of a 30-mile-long project of new transmission lines and two 
new substations in the Wellborn area: the Koppe Bridge 
Substation off I&GN Road and the Wellborn Substation 
located off of FM 2154. The new transmission lines will 
transmit power at 138,000 volts (138kV). In addition 
to building new lines, BTU rebuilt some of its existing 
69,000 volts (69kV) lines so they could adequately and 
safely handle the higher voltage. Collectively, the SLP is the 
largest transmission and substation project ever undertaken 
by BTU. When completed in 2014, the South Loop Project 
is estimated to cost $36 million. It will directly benefit 
homes and businesses in Brazos and Burleson Counties as 
part of the larger state-wide power grid.

Purpose of the South Loop Project
“A large benefit the South Loop Project brings to 

our customers is not only increased capacity but also 
improved transmission reliability and the availability of 
service,” James Tanneberger, BTU Division Manager  of 
Transmission, explained. “BTU’s ultimate plan is the 
completion of an additional loop in its transmission system. 
The above mentioned benefits of the South Loop and North 
Loop, as they are called, will ensure that there are multiple 
feeds to each substation instead of a single line. We knew 
we had to build a substation [Koppe Bridge Substation] in 
the Wellborn area to accommodate the growing load there.” 

In order for that to happen, BTU had to build a new 
transmission line to connect this new substation to the 
system. However, since BTU engineering standards call 
for at least two lines coming into almost every substation, 
additional planning and construction was required. “With 
two lines,” James explained, “if one line goes down, the 
other line will provide an alternate path for power to flow. 
This makes it less likely that power to the substation will be 
lost in that location.” 

Once completed, the loop around the south end of 
the system will tie all of BTU’s lines in these regions 
into the larger ERCOT grid. When all is said and done, 
the project will vastly improve the reliability and 
availability of service in the BTU service territory. 
“As growth continues in the southern part of BTU’s 
system, we can serve the load and serve it reliably,” 
James elaborated.

Scope of the New Transmission Lines
Phase I of the project consisted of upgrading 

the existing 69kV transmission line that 
extended from BTU’s Greens Prairie Substation 
on Old Arrington Road to the recently 
completed Wellborn Substation located 
south of Wellborn off of FM 2154, from 
69kV to 138kV. This upgrade necessitated 
larger equipment to support the higher 
voltage and the increased power transfer 
capability. To help accommodate the new 
line, the Greens Prairie Substation was 
also modified with additional structures 
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BTU Completes Phases I and II of the South Loop Project, 
Reliability and Service Capacity to Brazos County 
Increases
Story by Randy Trimble, BTU Group Manager of Transmission. Photos courtesy of the City of Bryan.
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Once completed, the loop 

around the south end of 

the system will tie all of 

BTU’s lines in these regions 

into the larger ERCOT grid. 
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Figure 1: BTU’s South Loop Project: 

Working toward improving reliability. 
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When all is said and done, 

we will benefit from vastly 

improved reliability and 

availability of electricity in the 

BTU service territory and the 

ERCOT power grid.



and equipment. The transmission line from Wellborn 
Substation to the Millican Substation will remain at the 
original 69kV for now. 

Continuing from Wellborn Substation, the next segment 
of transmission line travels one mile to FM 2154 and turns 
northwest for approximately six miles to the site of the 
recently completed Koppe Bridge Substation. Koppe Bridge 
is located near the intersection of I&GN Road and Koppe 
Bridge Road. 

From there, the transmission line travels southwest 
across the Brazos River into Burleson County, along County 
Road 277. It then goes along FM 50 towards BTU’s Snook 
Substation, located where FM 50 and FM 60 intersect.

“The new transmission line to be constructed in Phase 
III of the South Loop Project will be constructed where an 
existing 69kV transmission line is currently sited along FM 
60. It will start at Snook Substation and continue to our 
Thompson Creek Substation, located just off of Highway 
47 near the Texas A&M Health Science Center,” James 
explained. “We are giving two of the existing substations 
an upgrade to handle the new 138kV incoming lines. These 
substations currently only support 69kV transmission.” 

The Timeline for the Remainder of the South Loop Project
Phase III is the last leg of this project. Materials for this 

phase have been ordered, and BTU has awarded contracts 
to begin the clearing of transmission line rights-of-way. 
BTU will separately bid and award the construction of the 
last four miles of transmission line and will bid and award 
the modification of the Thompson Creek Substation to 
accept the 138kV transmission line. The entire project is 
scheduled to be completed in December 2014.

Future Projects Related to the South Loop Project
BTU’s planning process indicated a need to bring an 

additional power source from the ERCOT power grid 
into south Brazos County to further strengthen BTU’s 
transmission system and increase transmission reliability 
for all of our customers. To achieve this additional power 
source, BTU has been working with Brazos Electric 
Cooperative (BEC) in Waco to construct a transmission 
line to a new BEC substation to be constructed north of 
Navasota. This project will consist of BTU constructing 
approximately 10 miles of 138kV transmission line from 
Wellborn Substation, utilizing the existing 69kV right-
of-way between Wellborn and Millican substations to 
the BEC Highway 6 Substation and the construction of 
a small switching station just north of Millican. BTU has 
secured most of the right-of-way needed to construct this 
new line. BTU’s construction of the Wellborn to Highway 
6 transmission line is scheduled to be completed in late 
2014. BEC will also tie into this substation, providing a new 
source of power for the area.
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