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ROUNDTABLE #2
Share come success stories of member engagement…
Moderator: Denise Meyers

Nolin RECC has had much success in engaging their members to participate in the Our Energy Our Future Campaign. They are updating their members by various methods. They include involving the media, promotion at annual meeting, participating in local radio talk shows and using bill inserts. The bill inserts contain the same information as the dialogue cards and the member can send a completed/signed copy back with their bill payment.


Nolin has also just implemented a TSE/Nolin RECC student of the month program. This has brought a substantial amount of positive attention to the co-op.


Northern Neck Electric Cooperative in Virginia met with their congressman. He wrote an article for their monthly magazine.


Another co-op is placing emphasis on bringing in younger members. They are having a youth corner with inflatables and face painting. They feel by offering more children’s activities, they will be able to draw younger families.


They also partnered with the local school system in orchestrating a food drive. The schools did a lot of the work advertising and they had a lot of participation from students.


They had a calendar art contest for all grades. Kindergarten was January, 1st Grade was February, etc.  They received a lot of positive attention and many request for the calendar.


Many co-ops present have Facebook pages. This is a good way to go to our members instead of trying to drive our members to our web pages.


Licking Valley RECC organized a field trip to a lineman school in Kentucky. They had 15 young people along with several adults attend. It was a very eye-opening experience for all who participated.


Broad River offers the use of part of their facilities. This is a tool to get community involvement. 


A co-op in Tennessee has implemented a pre-paid metering program. A survey of 400 members enrolled in the program generated no negative comments. 

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

Moderator: Priscilla Knight

(Disclaimer:  I was leading the discussion and trying to take notes at the same time.  I may not have everything correct, because ideas and comments were coming rapidly.  Priscilla Knight, NOVEC)

Question: Does your co-op have a member advisory or grass roots group, or a foundation board?

Answers:  No co-op had such a member group.

Question: Does your co-op hold district meetings?

Answers:  Mark from South Carolina said his co-op holds district meetings.  He estimates that about 2,000 members attend each meeting.  His co-op has 44,000 meters.  To encourage participation, the co-op gives attendees a $20 credit on their bills.

Joy in Kentucky said her co-op has Christmas/holiday parties for members by inviting them into their offices for punch and cookies.  In the town’s Christmas parade, the co-op gives Santa Claus a ride in a bucket truck.  She said the townspeople appreciate the co-op for doing that. 

A gentleman said his co-op holds a customer appreciation day in the spring with an energy fair.  A couple other people said their co-ops hold energy fairs.

Penni Curtis said Rappahannock Electric Cooperative in Virginia has applied to the State Corporation Commission to acquire about 50,000 customers from Potomac Edison.   Therefore, REC has been holding meeting with PE customers anywhere and anytime they can to discuss the acquisition.  

Christy said most of the members of her co-op are poor and are having difficulty paying their bills.  She said they hold “Lunch and Learn” programs for their members.  She said about 150 members attend. 

Question:  What is your co-op doing to attract members to the annual meeting?

Anwers:  Everyone agreed good entertainment brings in customers.  Most of them have some sort of musical group: gospel, country-western, high school performers or a string quartet.

Joy in Kentucky said they had a popular country-western singer at one annual meeting and approximately 22,000 members attended.  They hold their annual meetings outdoors with tents.  She said vendors sell food.  Most members love the concerts, but some members don’t approve of spending a lot of money to hire big-name bands. 

A co-op in Georgia has a catered lunch at their annual meeting, held during the week.  About 1,500 members attend.

Annual meetings are held during work week days and evenings, and on Saturdays.  Penni said the proceeds from the meal they provide go to REC’s community service outreach program

Farmers’ Co-op holds a beauty pageant.  Several co-ops said they used to hold pageants. 

Another co-op holds health fairs at their annual meetings.  A lot of their customers are low-income and can’t afford much health care.  Therefore, they appreciate the blood pressure tests, etc. 

Several co-ops give away an old company car or truck.  The contests bring in a lot of members. 

Everyone said his or her co-op has lots of give-aways at their meetings.  Everyone agreed that some members will grab and hoard items.  Therefore, co-ops have to monitor them.  

To get younger members engaged, some co-ops have children’s programs.  The programs include moon bounces, magicians, and face painting.  One co-op is selecting musicians that appeal to younger audiences.  They hired Ronnie Milsap to perform.

Some people said they don’t want to have a huge crowd, because it’s expensive to feed and entertain them.  They just need to get a quorum and enough proxy votes.  Having members vote for board directors online is helping them get proxy votes. 

Question:  Does your co-op offer renewable energy programs for members to engage them? 

Answers:  Environwatts is offered by a co-op in Kentucky.  Customers can pay extra for “green” energy, but very few people want to pay extra.  Nevertheless, customers say they want wind and solar generated power.

The question brought up a lot of comments about environmental activists demonstrating at annual meetings and utility facilities.

Penni Curtis said the Sierra Club has come to their annual meetings recently to protest coal-powered electricity.  Consequently, REC has beefed up police security.

Priscilla Knight said Northern Virginia Electric Cooperative also has security for years, but NOVEC has not had to deal with protestors…yet.  Other people said their co-ops also have security at their meetings. 

Question:  How does your co-op encourage members to participate in Operation Round-up?

Answers:  Priscilla said NOVEC has asked Virginia’s State Corporation Commission to allow new customers to opt-out of Operation Round-Up instead of opting in, but the SCC has not agreed.  Most everyone said their state won’t allow it, either. 

Most people said it’s a challenge to get customers to participate in ORU, especially when so many of them are having trouble just paying their bills. 

Question:  How do you get your members to participate in your load management program?

Answers:  One man said his co-op customers get a rebate on their bill.  

Priscilla said NOVEC’s load management customers don’t get a rebate, but a participant may have a free diagnostic service call if his or her air conditioner is not functioning properly.  NOVEC will service electric water heaters and pay for some parts if they need to be replaced, but the co-op will not pay to replace the water heater.  NOVEC uses a heating and cooling contractor to install switches on participants’ water heaters and/or air conditioner compressors. 

Question:  Do you have any other successful ways of engaging your members?

Answers:  
· Free energy audits

· Information in bill stuffers

· E-mails containing bill stuffer information 

· Social media: Twitter and Face Book, especially during outages
Magazine 

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

Moderator: Jeb Hockman


Discussion within our session centered on how various cooperatives were engaging members through advisory groups and committees, annual meetings, energy expos and events, and other methods.  


The session leader mentioned that one of the member co-ops of his statewide association (Southside Electric Cooperative in Virginia) utilizes four or five regional member committees called the A.W.A.R.E. group. The groups are made up of 10-15 members who are not board members. They meet two or three times each year to be briefed about the co-op and issues they face.  The group members then act as community leaders and information resources for their fellow members. Mid-Carolina noted that it also had four similar groups which meet four times a year. Groups are also composed of members that are not serving on the co-op board. Members of this group also answer questions posed by other members in their geographic areas and meals are served when these groups meet.


Numerous members of the roundtable group then discussed their Operation: Roundup and other community resource charitable efforts. Some members noted that their co-ops have established independent member committees that determine how the funds collected will be spend and allocated.


Nolin Electric Cooperative in Kentucky noted that the co-op has a member council composed of around 125 co-op members. Members are recruited through articles in the co-op’s magazine. This group is responsible for selecting members as candidates to serve on the co-op board of directors.


Another topic discussed was ways to boost attendance at co-op annual meetings. Jackson Purchase E.C. noted they hold their meetings on Tuesday evenings. No meals or served –only soft drinks and snacks. However, the co-op gives every member who attends a $10 bill in cash for attending which is very popular.


North Arkansas Electric Cooperative does a traditional annual meeting on a Thursday evening with food served, live entertainment, and many door prizes including a used co-op truck or other vehicle. The co-op noted the attendance usually numbers around 1,200 members and guests. Mid-Carolina EMC offers members bill credits of $15-20 each for attending as well as door prizes.


It was the consensus of the discussion group that it was important to find ways to attract more than the usual “white haired audience” to annual meetings. Some of the co-ops have combined an energy efficiency expo with their annual meetings that seems to boost attendance among members and especially younger members with families. A Georgia EMC actually holds a family fun day prior to the business meeting on a Saturday. The co-op sets up a carnival-style midway with actual rides, cotton candy vendors, clowns and more. The activities begin at 9 a.m. with the meeting at 11 a.m. Older members can play bingo. This has boosted attendance for young families with children.


Roanoke EMC in North Carolina also holds its annual meeting on a Saturday and offers craft vendors and seminars on subjects such as financial planning. The co-op also gives out “Roanoke bucks” which are coupons that include the CEO’s photo and look like actual currency that can be redeemed for partial payment of electric bills by members.


A number of co-ops also noted that they have employees available to discuss energy efficiency and sign up members to have energy audits conducted. One said they set up a booth that takes a photo of a member which produces a photo of the member dressed in full lineman regalia – including hardhat.


Pee Dee E.C. in South Carolina used its annual meeting to increase participation in the “Our Energy, Our Future” campaign by having members sign-up to receive OEOF information when they fill out the registration cards for the meeting.


The group participants also discussed their increased use of email and their web sites to reach and involve members and most noted their co-ops were working on ways to capture the email addresses of as many of their members as possible.

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

Moderator: Jane Forehand

Member Groups

· Member Task Force: once a year 75 members representing 38,000 members meet to discuss what’s happening at the co-op

Comments:  An established group like this  helps when times really get tough—rate hikes, budget cuts for instance

· Volunteer Action Committee

Each board member assigns two members.  This group helps with many outreach  programs and ongoing member relations.

Annual Meetings

· Scholarships

· Prizes

· Free stuff

· Scheduling option such as drive–in annual meeting.  This option was designed to accommodate younger members’ schedules.  Morning and afternoon activities were planned so working moms and dads juggling kids’ schedules could drop in during the day for some of the fun activities.

· Move annual meetings to various service delivery sites each year.  

Key Accounts

· Regular involvement with chambers of commerce, manufacturers’ roundtable, business, civic organizations.

· Prepare for the future: rates, demand, and change.

Special Events

· Member Appreciation

· Elementary School Art Contests, calendar development for members

· Holiday Programs

· Energy Seminars held both day and evening

· Newsletter(print) some co-ops have 86% readership

· Use data from the member satisfaction indicators for programs

· Energy Audits: one-to-one service 

· Faulty appliance repair and energy savings report

· Senior Expo including: health screenings, energy info, networking

AMR

· CSRs can give an instant read for meter verification

· Less face-to-face with co-op members with new technology

Economic Development

· Frontier Housing (people self-help) working in Kentucky getting people into more energy efficient mobile homes.  Addresses the fundamental problem of sub-standard housing and energy efficiency issues. 

· Community Action Agency working with folks unable to pay bills.

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

Moderator: Vanessa Clayborn

Habersham EMC – Georgia (Susan Baker):  Advisory board meets quarterly and has a per diem. Members rotate off after one year. First meeting they get a tour of the building, background on the cooperative. The group took ownership of an “Our Energy Our Future” campaign, and the co-op had to order more cards. Group is chosen by the President and CEO and a great way to get feedback.

Habersham does the annual Touchstone Energy survey to get feedback from their members. Some of the responses have resulted in change of policies. They also participate in Special Olympics.
Cumberland EMC – Tennessee (Barbara Harper): They hold member appreciation days to engage their members. They serve hotdogs and information about the co-op. The vice presidents and staff are there to cook and serve. They give away prizes, etc. These were started because the board wanted another way other than the annual meeting to interact with the members. There actually haven’t been any negatives. Even the employees get involved and have informal competitions between the offices to see who can get the largest crowd. The event is held during the week and workday (11 a.m. – 1:30 p.m.). Typically have these in the spring because bills are down, and in general, members are happier.

CEMC decorates Christmas trees in their offices with mittens, scarves, etc. donated by membership. They also do a food drive in the elementary. Then items collected are given to those in need in the community. The winning class in each grade wins popcorn and a movie from the co-op in their class.

Fayetteville Public Utilities – Tennessee (Gina Warren): They have developed a Student Utility Board comprised of seven seniors. The group chosen is not your “typical straight-A, all involved” student but aimed more that at those who might choose a technical school because they are likely to stay in the community. They meet once a month during the school year and are allowed to leave during the day. They are served lunch during their meeting. They also help represent the utility at community events. For each event or activity, they receive points. At the end of the year, the a $500 scholarship winner is chosen based on points earned and financial need.

Pickwick Electric – Tennessee (Beverly Lambert):  They invite a local school choir to entertain at their annual meeting and make a donation to the school. This encourages friends and families of those involved to participate in the meeting.

Sequachee Valley EC – Tennessee (Joan Davis): They doe member survey cards generated by service orders. Members are mailed the survey with a self-addressed, stamped envelope and asked to rate service, provide comments, etc.

SVEC participates in the annual cornbread festival in their service area. The prepare and give samples of cornbread and information about the cooperative. This is a huge event for their area and gives them an opportunity to have face time with their members. They collect for Relay for Life and have tremendous employee participation. They also give employees a small bonus for community involvement. SVEC also does Operation Round-Up.
Flint Energies – Georgia (Marian Douglas):  They give Bright Ideas grants t the schools. They provide Christmas gifts to those in need with a Linemen for Little Ones donation event and do an online baked goods auction.

Volunteer Energy Cooperative – Tennessee (Tracey Allen): They are active in 4-H Electric Camp and make the most of new home and heat pump program interaction with members.

Our group also discussed what programs our cooperative does that we enjoy. Some of the responses included: School programs, Bright Ideas Prize Patrol, pictures with Santa, new homes and heat pump programs. One roundtable participant commented, “The best part of my job is helping people in the office and every day helping them save energy and money.”
-------------------------------------------------------------------

Moderator Marty Littrel

· I (Marty) started the meeting by discussing that Kenergy Corp, a distribution member of Big Rivers started a Commercial Resource Committee, plus an Industrial Resource Committee to gain a better understanding of their C&I needs.  Kenergy has a large C&I base and these committees have been very instrumental in getting to know the C&I membership.  It’s made business easier to conduct, plus it’s been a great tool in gauging programs that impact the C&I membership.  The group meets three times per year over lunch/breakfast with one of the meetings being a golf outing/presentation.  It’s become a large C&I appreciation event that has over fifty of the largest C&I customers of Kenergy attending.  

· Angela of Raleigh, North Carolina mentioned her organization started a Member Advisory Committee in 2002.  The advisory committee is made up of 100 members and the group is selected by the electric cooperative.  They meet four times per year to discuss energy efficiency techniques, renewable programs, legislation, and other key issues facing their electric cooperative.  All Vice-Presidents and other departmental staff are required to attend the meetings to listen to the group discussions.  The meetings are held in various locations within their service territory to accommodate the multiple counties served.  They serve the group dinner which is an attraction to gain participation.

· According to Angela, the meetings have been an effective barometer in the launching of particular programs.  It’s allowed them to figure out what the customers really want versus assuming their needs.  Additionally, it’s allowed the North Carolina Co-op to educate their members on important issues relating to the utility.  

· Marilyn from west Tennessee mentioned her electric cooperative has started a similar member engagement program.  They cover around nine counties and the committee rotates every three years in order to provide new blood to the member engagement program.  They face NO issues in trying to gain new members as the rotation of the group occurs.  They’ve had a very interested group of consumers that desire to be on this advisory board.  

· Marilyn commented that the committee is made up of thirty-five customers.  The CEO conducts the meetings, which are held multiple times per year.  By allowing the CEO to conduct it has provided an opportunity for the CEO to listen to the needs of the customer versus the staff presenting the information.  Also, it’s provided a credibility factor to the member advisory board by having the CEO take charge of the program.  Not to mention, it’s allowed the customer to meet the staff on a personable level.  Marilyn commented the advisory group has been effective at helping the board and staff to determine which programs are effective and desired by the membership.  Furthermore, it’s allowed the co-op to discuss their concerns and correct any myths that may be going around regarding energy efficiency, legislation, billing, etc.  

· The meetings are held on the weekdays at night, which has been a more effective meeting time according to Marilyn.  They serve the group dinner and follow-up with group tours of the office, lineman and other departmental staff while receiving presentations over current events that impact the electric utility industry.  The Member Advisory Committee is selected by the board members.  

· Several other individuals in the group mentioned they have similar programs.  A majority of the electric co-ops discussed their board plus the member engagement committee’s are aging.  They’ve struggled to acquire a younger member audience.  Some of the individuals from around the Atlanta region discussed they have a young membership but they don’t show any interest in participating at any level.  The group felt that today’s busy world has made it difficult to gain young peoples time.  That’s a stumbling block all co-ops will have to find a solution to at some point.  

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

END

