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ROUNDTABLE #1
In what successful ways have you been able to encourage your members to sign up for opt-in programs?
Moderator: Patsy Whitehead
Beat the Peak


Andrew Packett, Northern Neck Electric Cooperative, VA, opened the discussion by talking about a program called “Beat the Peak" (see Beat the Peak PDF). This is a call to action plan for members to volunteer to delay usage of electrical appliances and lower or raise their thermostats (depending on the time of year) while NNEC is on load control for the hot water heaters. 

NNEC aggressively advertised the campaign in their monthly magazine. In addition, the CSR’s were education about the program and encouraged members to sign up. Radio was utilized to spread the word (including morning talk shows) and co-op personnel talked to community groups about the program in efforts to engage member participation. Advertising costs were minimal. Power point presentations were used to educate members and civic groups about the program. 
Operation Round-Up
Some ORU programs are opt-in and some are opt-out 

Melanie Harrison, Southern Pine Electric Cooperative, AL, says their opt-out ORU has created very few problems. It is a year ‘round program and they accept applications monthly. Funds are awarded on an individual and community basis. An unbiased board determines who will receive ORU funds.  

Kizzy Howell, GreyStone Power Corporation, GA, questioned the group about turning an opt-in ORU program into an opt-out. It was suggested that members be given the option to opt-out by placing explainers in the monthly newsletter, bill insert, etc.

The annual meeting is an excellent time to introduce ORU and awarding a prize of some sort will encourage enrollment. 


Patsy Whitehead, Nolin RECC, KY, reported that they have been very successful with enrollment for ORU and have two cash giveaways each year for new sign-ups in the program and existing participants. ORU is always present at the co-op’s annual meeting and prizes are given to members who sign up during the meeting. In addition, those signing up at the annual meeting are eligible for a cash prize drawing. 

Rodney Chrisman, Jackson Energy, KY, says each November the co-op has a drawing for $200 that is awarded to ORU participants.  When members sign up for ORU they receive a token gift.  “ORU can be started at any level and it will grow into whatever you want it to be,” says Rodney.
Direct Load Programs

Denise Myers, Blue Grass Energy, KY, asked if anyone is doing direct load control programs.  Her co-op provides a $5 bill credit for each central air conditioning unit 5 times a year, and a $10 bill credit is given for water heater switches (minimum 40-gallon) once a year. 

Andrew Packett mentioned NNEC gives CSR’s and cashiers a $15 bonus for everyone they sign up for direct load – water heater switch.  They also provide free maintenance of electrical components to water heaters.

NNEC sends a daily email to members about their usage – they can obtain it hourly if desired.  Andrew says this has helped cut the load back.  Members go online to view their usage and can see what they use according to the weather.  The co-op has seen a lot of load reduction through this program.  Out of the 18,000 members at this co-op, 3,500 are enrolled in this program!
Recycling


Kizzy Howell talked about the co-op’s recycling program.  They accept recyclable material and give the funds to the WIRE organization.  The employees are very engaged in the program. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------

Moderator: Chellie Phillips

· What programs does your cooperative participate in? Operation Round-Up, Green Power, Heat Pump Rebates, Volunteer Fire Department Fund Raisers, Load Control on Water Heaters, Energy Audits, Loan Programs

· Do you offer incentives? Kentucky co-ops were the only ones who didn’t offer incentives due to PSC restrictions.

· Most Operation Round Up programs were designed as Opt-Out vs. Opt- In. Many have high participation due to this method. (85% and higher members stay in program)

· Energy Audits – one co-op charges $175 for the audit, but if you complete the recommendations, they refund that charge

· TVA audits – An in home evaluation is done through a TVA contractor and then the list of suggestions is turned over to the cooperative, if they make the recommendations within 90 days then they get a rebate

· Most offer free energy audits and rebate if swapping from gas or electric furnace to heat pump.

· One co-op has an Energy Fair once a year. They give away CFL and have displays on how to hook up generators, pending legislation that could impact the cooperative and hurricane preparedness

· Most felt the best vehicle to communicate with their members was: magazine, website, twitter, direct mail, Facebook and bill inserts

· One co-op partners with a local hardware store and provides members with a coupon to receive a free CFL

· Most offer on-line bill pay and levelized billing programs. Participation varies among membership depending on age, computer skills, and availability of broadband.

· Some co-ops have implemented myusage.com – where members can track their daily energy usage

· Pre-Pay Metering –co-ops are finding that members don’t understand the process. Some co-ops mandate participation with pre-pay if your deposit reaches a certain limit ($450-600). Some require participation after a certain number of disconnects.

· Co-ops are offering e-newsletters with links to their website. They use the emails provided by their e-billing list and sign members up until they opt out. Website are generally promoted through magazine and newsletters.

· One co-op uses messaging to notify members through a text about outages, planned outages and when their usage reaches certain levels.

· Co-ops who use Focus Groups --- One co-op does 3 a year. They send letters and pay them for their participation while they discuss all programs offered by the cooperative. Other co-ops have used focus groups for specific programs. One used focus groups to improve their website. Most have meeting off site and co-op employees are not on site.

· Annual meetings are the biggest vehicle for getting the message out to members. All have goody bags, prizes and entertainment to draw members.

· Youth Programs –scholarships, Youth Tour, a children’s registration area at Annual Meeting, safety programs in the school, Youth Tour banquets

· Load Control Programs – sign up and get a free maintenance check of your AC and Water Heater. They don’t fix a problem if they find it, but it does save the member a service fee to find out if something is wrong.

· Green Power – market to commercial accounts so they can advertise as “Green” – one co-op offers large commercial accounts the ability to exchange their capital credits for Green Power

-------------------------------------------------------------------

Moderator: Chris Jones

Round Up – about 50% of group’s co-ops participate, of those, only one is strictly an opt-in program (currently about 10% of membership participates). Of the remainder, a few now give new members an opt-in choice. Some co-ops offer incentives for sign up – some do gift card drawings from among new sign-ups at the Annual Meeting. Some provide a small giveaway to each new sign-up at the Annual Meeting.

Green Power – most co-ops offer in some form, but not a lot of successful ideas in driving numbers. Palmetto EMC partnered with the Professional Golfers Association for a good bit of publicity around a local PGA tournament to make it a “green” event, which resulted in a surge of sign ups for their green power program.

Project Help – most co-ops offer some type of “add-a-dollar-to-your-bill” program to benefit need members with paying electric bills, but no one had suggestions for driving numbers. Some suggested the recent economic recession had actually caused numbers to increase for their programs, because some members were looking for ways to help.

Load management – One co-op offers “hot water for life” as an incentive, offering to replace and maintain heaters. Another offered money toward the purchase of a new or replacement heater for participants. Some offered a small monthly rebate.

Bank Draft – A few co-ops offer employee incentives for signing up members. 

Paperless billing – most co-ops offer this money saving program. One co-op reported success with sign ups through an e-mail blast on Earth Day. One co-op offers a special e-newsletter for paperless subscribers. One co-op offered a free CFL for paperless sign up. One co-op offered tree seedlings for sign up.

Misc. 

· One co-op has a game to lure members to visit the website called “hide a barn,” where a small rendering of a barn is placed at different spots on the site each month and members log on to find it. Members communicate that they’ve found it, and a drawing is held for a prize.

· A couple of co-ops do a “hide the account number” in their magazines. Members who identify the randomly placed numbers call in for a prize.

· Palmetto EMC runs an appliance repair program that they report is very successful – six percent participation. The program costs members $10.95 per month (line item on bill). They use local companies to assist with the work, and it’s a 24/7 program.

· Nolin offers a program to rent meter poles, costing builders $10 per month. They report great success both from money made and customer satisfaction.

· A number of co-ops offer pre-pay metering, and this created a good bit of discussion around this emerging opt-in program for electric utilities.

Description of a “Beat the Peak” program in Delaware/Maryland/Virginia raised interest (Jane Walk to provide additional information through a contact).

-------------------------------------------------------------------

Moderator: Angela Green

Identifying different types of opt-in programs:  

§ Operation Round-Up
§ ERC Loans
§ Monthly Billing
§ Green Power Choice 
§ newsletter/magazine
§ bill inserts
§ e-bill
§ Levelized billing

·        Many co-ops have taken to social media outlets like Facebook and Twitter to promote their opt-in programs. 
·        Coastal Electric stopped publishing their monthly magazine and switched to a quarterly newsletter that’s inserted with billing.  
·        Several participants said demographics matters in how you market programs.  Using social media outlets may not be as effective as using the traditional methods of the magazines and bill stuffers when reaching out to older members and those who are not tech savy. 
·        Social media has been helpful in reaching younger members, hoping they will pass the info along to the person responsible for paying the bill. The argument of future growth came up and reaching tech savy members. 
·        A few participants talked about state regulations that made it impossible for members to opt out/in of certain programs, ie e-billing-members would still have to get a paper bill. 
·        Other successful marketing tools: 
§ offering credits to members to opt in to e-bill
§ 1 co-op is offering 5 hammocks a month for people to sign up for e-bill
§ Having sign up offers at annual meeting and have give-a-ways  of recycled bags and beach bags.  

--In overall discussions, it seems that the larger the co-op the more successful they were at getting members to sign up for the opt in programs. Green Power Choice was the hardest to market and Operation Round-Up was starting to see a decline in participation with several co-ops and everyone seemed to agree that financial hardships among members are leading to participation decline in opt-in programs. * a huge part of the discussion was based on the effectiveness of social media in reaching members and whether the time dedicated to that was worth the effort.  For the larger co-ops, having the staff on hand to facilitate those duties were worth it, for the smaller co-ops it was not worth it, but traditional methods of advertising will always be the more effective method to go!

-------------------------------------------------------------------

Moderator: Evera Moye

Opt-In programs, member incentives, success, etc. discussed: 
· Operation Round UP

· Most commonly an opt out program instead of opt in

· Offered CFL bulbs as incentive, mail-outs, drawing for bill credit for opting in

· Convincing the board to adopt the program is also a challenge

· Explain to members that it’s a painless program, no need to write out a check

· Let people know the impact they are making, let members know it’s going right back to the consumers

· Emergency reserve for “on the spot” donations (house fires), unclaimed capital credits funneled to ORU 


· Project SHARE

· Pretty good response, people willing to donate

· Promote in member publications, local media outlets

· Let members know what’s contributed in their county stays in their county

· Possibly pair with Operation Round Up, donate what is rounded up, plus a few dollars extra 

· Load Management

·  Give away free water heater to replace gas or inefficient water heater if member  allows co-op to put in control switch

· Guarantee hot water for life, will fix if anything breaks

·  25 dollar bill credit incentive

·  Free service on the water heaters with control switches

·  Water heaters can be difficult to maintain service, keep trained technicians on staff who can service easily
· Green Power 

· The “one nobody opts in to”

·  Various incentives help, but still limited response

· Challenge is getting people to pay the extra cost for nothing tangible

· Green Power newsletter every month

· Give away a energy efficiency kit for signing up

· Key element is employee participation and buy in, people can sell when they support

· CSR’s brought in to quarterly marketing meetings during company time, each month part of their pay is an incentive program

· Corporate goals to sell certain products / promote programs, when co-op reaches goal everyone gets a bonus

· Possible tax breaks, what they are contributing would benefit them ultimately
· Solar Farm planned by Coastal EMC, Georgia 

· Members can each buy a panel, subtract power generated from bill

· Mainly about education / demonstration

· Allows members to participate in solar without building at their home

· Peak Shaving / Beat the Peak

· Church fans given out

· GA had a program called “watt wiser” that gave away freebies to promote the program
· Time of use rates

·  Managed with Good Cents program for residential customers

· Cash / bill credit  incentive

· Something you have to do to support “greenness”

· Employee incentives for “selling program”

· Train employees to encourage programs and products during new connects or phone calls 

· Surge Protection

· When a member calls for lighting strike, recommend program as a tie-in

· Hard to maintain claims, members want you to make them feel better

· One  problem that was widely experienced was that customer’s had difficulty  accepting that the surge did NOT come through the meter so the plan did not pay for damages.  One suggestion was that the coop have a small SURGE fund to go ahead and pay consumers  for their damaged appliances, etc. just for the good will.  

Other opt-in programs mentioned: 

· Paperless Billing

GA Magazine
-------------------------------------------------------------------

END

