Pointe Coupee Electric holds 70th Annual Membership Meeting


Nearly 500 people, including 364 registered Pointe Coupee Electric Membership Corporation (PCEMC) members, filled the Scott Civic Center in New Roads on Jan. 28 for the Co-op’s 70th annual membership meeting where they heard District 2 Louisiana Public Service Commissioner Jimmy Field praise the Co-op employees and board for its recovery across a tri-parish area after Hurricane Gustav.


“We get very few complaints about PCEMC service,” Field stated, who congratulated the consumer-owned electric Co-op on its 70th anniversary and commented its elected board of directors as well as it management and employees for outstanding performance. The Public Service commissioner also said that consumers needed to make their voices heard on energy matters that affected the cost of power that was beyond the control of local utilities.


Billy Gibson, Director of Communications with the Association of Louisiana Electric Co-ops, opened this year’s PCEMC annual meeting by describing a national grass-roots effort called “Our Energy, Our Future—A Dialogue With America” being promoted by over 900 consumer-owned electric utilities across the nation to alert Congress about the need to balance climate change legislation against the need for an affordable supply of reliable electric power.


Consumers attending this year’s PCEMC annual meeting found prepared letters addressed to Senator Mary Landrieu, Senator David Vitter, Congressman Rodney Alexander and Congressman Bill Cassidy which they were asked to sign that posed three questions to policy makers in Washington: 1) What is your plan to make sure we have the energy we need as we reduce emissions in the future? 2) What are you doing to fully fund research required to make emissions-free electric plants an affordable reality? 3) Balancing electricity needs and environmental goals will be difficult. How much is all this going to increase my electric bill and what will you do to make it affordable?


“The North American Electric Reliable Council is warning demand in some areas of the nation will exceed supply by 2011, but financial instability and concerns over environmental regulations has prevented new power generation. Congress will determine where that new generation comes from—solar, wind, clean coal, etc.,” Gibson noted, adding this would be one of the many factors involved in solving America’s current economic and job problems.


It was announced that since 387 members were needed to conduct official business and only 364 members had braved cold winds and steady rains to attend the 2009 PCEMC meeting, no business session could be conducted. 


Directors Al Ewing of Batchelor, District 1, and Irvin E. Settoon Sr. of Bayou Pigeon, District 7, were re-elected without opposition. Also serving on the PCEMC board are directors Jimmy Ewing Jr. of Morganza, president; Ralph B. Chustz Sr. of New Roads, secretary-treasurer; Peter Rumfola Jr. of Port Allen, George G. LaCour Jr. of Morganza and Alton B. Smith Jr., Maringouin.


Board President Jimmy Ewing welcomed members and their families, noting “pending regulations could be devastating on electric bills as some industry experts warn wholesale power costs could double or triple. The goal of all electric Co-ops is to hold down bills, but the cost of doing business and meeting regulations isn’t always something we can control. We need your help in making our voices heard in Washington.”


He announced PCEMC is returning to a normal cycle of tree-trimming after enduring four hurricanes in three years. “PCEMC suffered between $3 and $4 million in damage from Hurricane Gustav and while we expect to get 90 percent of that back from FEMA, what isn’t covered will have to be recovered in rates. We’re still cleaning up after Gustav, which cost us more than all the other storms we’ve weathered in the past.”


Ewing also warned that unless consumers get involved in a grass-roots effort to make Congress aware of concerns about higher electric bills, climate activists would control the dialogue. “Some believe the best way to deal with climate change is to make electricity so expensive that no one can afford it.”


Manager Joseph H. Cotten Jr. noted that in the 24 years he has served at PCEMC, the Co-op has never faced as many dramatic economic changes as now. He stressed that the Co-op’s greatest assets are its employees and the board of directors. He then presented an award to PCEMC board president Jimmy Ewing for 20 years of service (Acct. No. 1085200). 


Cotten alerted the membership that PCEMC electric bills will soon have a modern, new look as the cooperative upgrades its billing system. The new letter format bill will provide more information on energy use and programs available to consumers from the Co-op. An envelope is also provided along with the statement, which consumers should use to return their payment and stub to the Co-op by the due date. Members will start receiving the new bills around Feb. 19th. 


Cotten stressed that much of the debate now going on in Washington would have a dramatic affect on Louisiana Generating’s coal-burning Big Cajun power plant. NRG, which own Louisiana Generating, is one of the largest employers and tax payers in Pointe Coupee Parish and some of the emission regulations being proposed in Congress could increase electric bills anywhere from 30 to 50 percent. 


“Currently PCEMC offers the lowest rates of any utility in the tri-parish area thanks to our wholesale power contract with Louisiana Generating, but regulatory costs to meet emission mandates are passed directly to consumers. That’s why our members have to get involved in the ‘Our Energy, Our Future’ program. You can even go to a website at www.ourenergy.coop for more information or to continue contacting your congressman,” Cotten reported.


For the eighth year, PCEMC presented a scholarship to a graduating senior from a parish the Co-op serves in a random drawing. Winning the Pointe Coupee Parish scholarship was Ryan Joseph Frey, the son of Mark and Melinda Frey of Morganza who attends Catholic of Pointe Coupee. The Iberville Parish scholarship was won by Delky Ladreka Arbuckle, the daughter of Linwood and Joyce Arbuckle of Rosedale of who attends Port Allen High. The West Baton Rouge Parish scholarship was won by Deyonna LaShae Lockett, daughter of Patricia Marcelin of Port Allen, who attends Port Allen High.

     PCEMC presented $500 4-H endowments to the organization in each of the three parishes it serves. Receiving the checks were Iberville Parish Associate County Agent Shannon Dietz, Pointe Coupee Parish Associate County Agent Steve Borel and West Baton Rouge Parish Assistant Extension Agent Kirsten Johnson. 

      Among the guests were 2008 Youth Tour winners Valerie Perrault and Claire Chenevert. Perrault addressed the members, describing the “life-changing experiences during the tour that allowed me to meet public officials and see our government in action while making great new friends.” She thanked the board and members for making the trip possible. It was noted that Emily Allen of Pointe Coupee Parish who represented 4-H on last year’s tour was selected as the 2008 Louisiana Youth Council Delegate.


Also addressing members were candidates for the District 4 La. Public Service Commission seat held by Dale Sittig. They included former U.S. Congressman Clyde Holloway, La. Senator Joe McPherson and a representative for Gil Pinac of Crowley who are announced for the April 4th LPSC District 4 election. 


In his report to the members, Secretary-treasurer Ralph B. Chustz Sr. noted that every member attending the meeting received the Co-op’s financial statement and balance sheet. He noted Pointe Coupee Electric had over $25 million in total assets serving 10,100 accounts along 1,000 miles of distribution and 50 miles of transmission line. Chustz noted Gustav had a major impact on PCEMC revenues and expenses, forcing the Co-op to borrow $3 million to make repairs pending recovery of FEMA funds. 


Pointe Coupee Parish County Agent Miles Brashier reported agriculture took a beating in 2008, first from a drought, then from Hurricane Gustav, yet agriculture continues to remain a key economic force throughout the region. 


He added that while most people noticed when soybeans hit $14, they overlooked diesel hitting $5 a gallon or Round Up jumping from $16 to $70 a gallon and fertilizer skyrocketing in price. Brashier also noted that pecan farmers “lost an entire generation” to Gustav with as much as half of the trees 45 to 60 years old either destroyed or seriously damaged by the storm.


Before the meeting, consumers took advantage of free health screenings offered by Pointe Coupee Homebound Health Services, Better Access for Community Health (BACH) and Pointe Coupee General Hospital.


PCEMC along with the La. Cooperative Extension Services, the Association of La. Electric Cooperatives, Inc., Acadian Ambulance, Mary Bird Perkins Cancer Center, H.O.P.E. Ministries of Pointe Coupee, Pointe Coupee Council on Aging, LTC-Jumonville Memorial Campus and the Pointe Coupee Parish Health Unit had special exhibits and displays.


The event opened with an invocation by Rev. Marvin Dixon. and closed with the awarding of over 60 door prizes. A lunch of soft drinks and po-boys was provided.

Cutlines:

4-H agents receiving checks (from left) were Steve Borel, Kirsten Johnson and  Shannon Deitz. Board members re-elected without opposition were Irvin Settoon and Al Ewing.  General Manager J.H. "Jodie" Cotten Jr. presents a plaque to Board President Jimmy Ewing commemorating 20 years of service and to Joe Langlois in recognition of the cooperative's outstanding safety record.

