
The first quarter of 2016 is wrapped up and it’s business as 
usual, although it’s the newer, faster normal. Our one-hundred-
and-eighth (108) year of business is looking to be better than 
2015. We finished last year strongly, the fifth consecutive 
year of double-digit increases. The Chicagoland market has 
turned the corner and is heading to higher ground. We are no 
exception, actually enjoying a higher rate of increase than 
our industry segment’s collective whole. All of the IBEW 
locals with which we work closely lost membership during 
the downturn. Now that work has rebounded, the construction 
industry is enduring growing pains.

We have numerous large projects under way in six different 
IBEW locals. Two of these, Wrigley Field and Northwestern 
– Kellogg School of Management, have a contract value over 
$10 million. We have another twenty-eight projects whose 
contracts are over $1 million. Our backlog is the largest in 
history and will take us well into 2017. While the pool of 
available skilled labor is drastically low, we are positioned to 
take advantage of this increase in opportunities.

Several of my past articles have spotlighted different reasons 
for our success. The main three being: 1st – We are an ESOP 
company. Each of our employee/owners has a stake in our 
future. 2nd – Geographical and vertical market diversity. 
Our four branch locations allow us the efficiencies of having 
a local office and electrician workforce that increases our 
capabilities, to our customers’ benefit. The diversity of our 
Division Managers’ (DM) backgrounds is a major factor 
in our market diversity. The specialized training of our 
electricians is vital to support the intricate nuances of each 
market. Because our growth has been steady and calculated, 
turnover is low. Our talent pool is wide and deep, allowing 
for abundant opportunities of advancement within our 
field workforce. 3rd – We are on the cutting edge of new 
techniques and technologies. Our Preconstruction team, 
utilizing Revit & BIM software, has created an appreciable 
upgrade in the accuracy of our drafting process, and in turn, 

our subsequent installation 
drawings. When combined 
with robotic locating 
devices (Trimble) that we 
have utilized for the last 
six years, our installation 
process has been compacted 
and labor hours significantly 
reduced. The integration 
of this system significantly 
helps in the identification of 
clash points of our systems 
with other trades involved in projects. These clash points are 
corrected prior to production, and aggressive time-schedule 
complications are averted. Our rollout of iPhones, iPads, 
laptops, desktops, printers, plotters, hotspot devices and 
Smartboxes is in the final stage. Devices that were cutting-
edge two years ago are being swapped out for the newest 
version, exponentially more powerful. Information flow and 
collaboration have been increased to the point where response 
time is counted in minutes rather than days.

These are the reasons that our group of companies is 
continually able to take on the largest of projects yet be 
nimble to adapt to constant schedule changes/compressions 
or emergency situations. To keep ahead of our growth curve, 
on February 22nd, we purchased a 31,500+ sq. ft. building 
across the street from our Rolling Meadows headquarters. 
We are in the beginning phase of turning this new asset into 
a multi-purpose facility. Our Contech-MSI Fire Alarm group 
will share the office area with a new training area. The larger 
warehouse area will more than double our PreFab capabilities 
and allow for increased tool, equipment and material storage. 
Stay tuned to Kelso-Kurrents for the next leg of our multi-
century race.

– Stefan Lopata, President & COO
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a great deal of work experience, which consists of managing the utility 
call center for Northern States Power, managing the inbound call center 
for a hospital system in Minneapolis, owning a small mortgage brokerage, 
operations consulting, the role of Clinical Operations Manager for a chain 
of Immediate Care Clinics, and two years working as a part-time firefighter/
paramedic. Mike has three daughters and is expecting his first son near the 
end of April. 

Jeff Drope
Congratulations to Jeff Drope, who joined Kelso-Burnett 
Co. this past September. Jeff is working in the position 
of Division Manager for K-B’s Utility Division in the 
Rolling Meadows facility. Working alongside fellow 
members of the company’s Utility Division, Jeff is 
responsible for continuing to expand Kelso-Burnett’s 

capabilities within the Utility industry market. For the past seven years, 
Jeff worked in the role of Senior Project Manager for Meade’s Pipeline & 
Utilities Division, and comes to K-B with a total of 17 years of experience 
in estimating & project management. Jeff and his wife Angela currently live 
in Orland Park. 

Kris Nosek
Congratulations to Kris Nosek for his new role as BIM 
Coordinator with Kelso-Burnett. Kris was brought on 
this past October and is working out of K-B’s Rolling 
Meadows location. Kris is responsible for reviewing 
contract documents, submittal data, and internal estimate 
files, as well as populating draft models and working 

alongside the preconstruction team to create and detail installation 
drawings. Kris has previously worked at Divane Brothers Electric Co., 
Design Solutions, ArtMet Design, and Conservation of Art and Objects. 
He received his MS in Mechanical Engineering from the Technical 
Institute of Cracow, Poland. Kris lives with his wife and two sons in the 
North Shore area.

Ryan Muir 
Congratulations to Ryan Muir, who joined Kelso-
Burnett this past October to take on the role of 
Accounting Assistant at K-B’s headquarters in Rolling 
Meadows. Ryan’s main duties include entering invoices, 
reconciling monthly statements,  and general ledger 
accounts. Additionally, Ryan works with Kelso-Burnett 

Safety Director Scott Johnson on various safety duties. Ryan graduated 
from North Central College in Naperville, IL in June of 2014 with a 
BA in Corporate Accounting, and plans to earn his master’s degree in 
accounting in order to obtain his CPA. Ryan grew up in Lisle, IL and 
is an avid Chicago Cubs fan. He has always had a passion for working 
with his hands and building things. Ryan especially enjoys working on 
automobiles, including his own truck.

Jim Smith
James (Jim) Smith started his tenure with us this 
March as the new CFO of Newport Industries. Jim is 
a graduate of the University of Illinois at Chicago and 
is familiar with Kelso-Burnett from his participation in 
STIC (our insurance captive) while he worked as CFO 
for Interstate Scaffolding from 1995 to 2006.  After 

Interstate Scaffolding was acquired by Brand Energy and Infrastructure 
Services (Brand), Jim was assigned various positions as Integration 
Manager, Supply Chain Manager and Director of Supply Chain, where 
he was heavily involved with acquisitions and mergers as well as fleet 
management and Group Purchasing strategies. Jim lives nearby in 
Hoffman Estates with his wife Linda and their four children. 

Nicolas Gardner
Congratulations to Nick Gardner, who recently joined 
Kelso-Burnett in our Gurnee office as a Project 
Engineer. Nick’s responsibilities include preparing and 
assisting with estimates and project management. He 
is a graduate of the Milwaukee School of Engineering, 
where he earned his BS in Mechanical Engineering. 

Previously, he worked as a Design Engineer Intern at Lakeside 
Manufacturing. Nick grew up in Bakersfield, CA, but is originally from 
the La Crosse area and currently resides in Kenosha, WI.   

Suzanne Moos
Congratulations to Suzanne Moos, who joined the K-B 
team as an Administrative Assistant. Suzanne works 
out of Kelso-Burnett’s Gurnee office and comes with 
25 years’ experience in various office positions and 
sales, inside and outside. She’s particularly happy to 
be off the road and back at a desk. Suzanne was born 

and raised in Chicago until the age of 13, when her family moved to 
the North Shore. She graduated from Highland Park High School and 
attended the College of Lake County. This past October, she and her 
family moved to Gurnee. Suzanne has three children and a Chihuahua 
named Mazzy. She and her family enjoy spending time outside camping, 
tubing (on the ice and water), ice skating, and boating. Suzanne is also an 
avid Green Bay Packers fan.

Mike Morrison
Congratulations to Mike Morrison, who joined Kelso-
Burnett’s warehouse team at the Rockford Branch. 
Some of Mike’s responsibilities include inventory, 
ordering/repairing/maintaining tools and equipment, 
and delivering the tools and materials to job sites, as 
well as picking them up when a job is completed. Mike 

played division III college baseball at Winona State and has an education 
background in business administration. He comes to Kelso-Burnett with 
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Thank you to 
everyone who took 
part in Kelso-
Burnett’s 12th 
Holiday Toy Drive. 
Once again, we 
were fortunate 
enough to have 
received donations 
in the forms of 
clothing items, 
toys, monetary 
donations & more. 
The K-B Toy Drive 

helped to improve the holiday season for many children 
and their families in need of support. 

Working closely with Ruby Taylor, Director of 
TAPROOTS Inc., we have been an important part of 
making the holiday season a little brighter for families in 
the Chicagoland area. Overall, we successfully collected 
over $650 — more than a $150 increase from last year — 
and were able to deliver toys, clothing and a small ham to 
fifteen different families in need. 

In addition to the families directly impacted by K-B’s 
fundraising efforts, the toy drive provided more than 30 
other families with toys and support. 

Deliveries were made from the North and West sides of 
Chicago to West Rogers Park.

Extra-special thanks to Paul Ehr, the brother of K-B 
Lake County Branch Manager Carl Ehr, who donated 
two vehicles full of toys through his Treasure Chest 
Foundation; and Lisa Martin, the wife of K-B Division 
Manager Bill Martin, who partnered with Chevy through 
her blog and donated a carload of toys. These two 
individuals both played crucial roles in the success of 
the toy drive. Additional thanks to Newport Industries 
for donations made through their matching contribution 
program. 

 As the years have passed, Kelso-Burnett Co., Newport 
Industries Inc., Contech-MSI Co., and KB Advanced 
Technologies have continued to go above and beyond in 
helping the Chicago area community through this program 
during the holiday season. We look forward to another 
successful drive next year! 

K-B Toy Drive



In November of 2014, Kelso-Burnett electricians began working on-site at 
the Lincoln Park Zoo. The zoo is a free 35-acre zoo located in Lincoln Park 
in Chicago, Illinois. Founded in 1868, it is one of the oldest zoos in the U.S. 
It is also one of a few free-admission zoos in the United States. The zoo is an 
accredited member of the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA). Lincoln 
Park Zoo is home to a wide variety of animals. The zoo’s exhibits include 
big cats, polar bears, penguins, gorillas, reptiles, monkeys, and other species, 
totaling about 1,100 animals from some 200 species. Also located in Lincoln Park Zoo is a burr oak tree which dates to 
1830, three years before the city was founded.

Contracted through Pepper Construction, Kelso-Burnett Co. completed the electrical requirements for three new state-of-the-art 
habitats and the Regenstein Macaque Forest, and will complete the the polar bear exhibit and the penguin exhibit July of 2016.  

At the Regenstein Macaque Forest, which opened in March of 2015, K-B electricians rerouted the 5kv duct bank; installed 
two 750kw medium voltage transformers; supplied hall room lighting for the exhibit that included hot rocks and hot 
drinkers (which, in its simplest form, is heat trace poured into shotcrete to simulate rock formations in order to keep the 
macaques warm when sitting on them); and provided lighting, security, and cameras to five viewing shelters.

Working on-site at the zoo’s polar bear exhibit, which will open in July of 2016, K-B electricians rerouted the 5kv 
medium voltage duct bank and installed brand-new infrastructure, which included electrical, plumbing, and HVAC, as well 
as a new polar swimming pool. During the construction process, the Arctic predators were temporarily relocated to North 
Carolina. The bears will return in June four weeks prior to the exhibit’s reopening. 

To the delight of many zoo-goers, penguins will be making a triumphant return to the zoo for the first time since 2004. 
As a result of the dedicated efforts put forth by Kelso-Burnett’s project team, the exhibit has an entirely new electrical 
service, which will feed the species’ pool pumps, waterslide, and two viewing shelters. The penguin exhibit is expected to 
open in July 2016. 

Special thanks to Pepper Construction’s Greg Leofanti and Dave Haas, 
who worked impeccably with Kelso-Burnett’s project team based out 
of the Rolling Meadows branch, led by Senior Project Manager Jack 
O’Connor and Foreman Pete Formosa. Additional thanks to K-B’s Bill 
Wronkiewicz and John Weir for their valued efforts and support.

Due to the entire team’s hard work 
and commitment, these immersive 
exhibits will provide long-term 
homes for three beloved animals 
that evoke their native habitats and 
offer an unforgettable experience 
for countless zoo-goers. 

Spotlight Project

Macaques, Penguins, & Polar Bears
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A Message from Kelso-Burnett Retiree Don Plefka

The	following	message	was	written	by	Don	Plefka	in	response	to	a	note	from	
current	Kelso-Burnett	President	Stefan	Lopata.	Mr.	Plefka	retired	from	Kelso-
Burnett	in	1999.	He	writes:			

November	27th,	2015	

Hi	Stefan,	

I	am	doing	well,	thanks	for	asking.	

Since	retirement,	and	Anne’s	death,	I	have	discovered	the	identity	of	my	birth	parents	and	have	
not	only	met	several	brothers	and	sisters	and	their	families	after	being	an	only	child	for	most	of	
my	life	but	have	discovered	my	very	interesting	ancestry	as	well.	That	ancestry	includes	no	less	
than	11	Mayflower	passengers	and	a	connection	to	British	and	European	royalty.	Of	course,	
that	and	$2	will	get	you	a	cup	of	coffee.	But	it	has	been	interesting,	to	say	the	least.	

I	enjoy	keeping	up	with	the	adventures	of	Kelso-Burnett	via	the	occasional	newsletter	and	am	
pleased	to	see	the	old	company	thriving.	Of	course	I	wasn’t	there	at	the	beginning	but	I	did	
work	with	some	electricians	who	were	originally	gas	fitters	and	went	from	job	to	job	by	horse	&	
wagon.		The	technology	of	the	industry	today	boggles	my	mind.	I	try	to	keep	up	and	continue	to	
maintain	my	web	site,	The	World	of	Grandpa	Don,	with	updates	every	week.	

On	the	family	side,	I	have	only	one	grandchild	still	in	college,	and	she	will	join	the	other	8	
graduates	in	the	spring.	There	are	3	great-grandchildren	(and	working),	so	family	keeps	me	
busy.	

But	when	you	asked,	“So how are you doing?”	you	probably	expected	a	reply	like	“Good,”	not	the	
story	of	my	life.	But	…	life	has	been	good	to	me,	and	my	years	at	KB	we	a	big	part	of	it	all.	Please	
extend	my	best	wishes	to	those	who	may	remember	me	at	KB.	

Blessings to you and yours, 

 Grandpa Don Plefka 
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We are an employee-owned company 

that combines advanced technologies 

with superior workmanship to provide 

the highest-quality design, construction  

and project management available 

in the electrical contracting industry.

Since 1908

The safety department 

at Kelso-Burnett  

offers OSHA 10-  

and 30-hour classes. For more information or  

to schedule a class, contact Scott Johnson at  

(847) 483-3826.

NFPA 70E Training

Kelso-Burnett continues to train 

employees and clients on the 

NFPA 70E requirements. Only 

an employee who is certified as an “Electrically 

Qualified Worker” may approach and work on live 

systems. He or she must also utilize an Energized 

Work Permit. Contact Scott Johnson at (847) 483-3826 

if you would like to schedule a training session.
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