
 
Pointe Coupee Electric Membership Corp. celebrates its 70th anniversary of reliable, affordable service


“The Good Ole Days!”  


We love to talk about them, relate them and remember them, but very few rural Americans are in a hurry to return to those “Good Ole Days” of darkness and drudgery when even the simplest task had to be done manually, without the aid of electricity.


Electricity is a necessity of modern life, but until the Rural Electrification Act in 1936, the majority of America was a dark land beyond the benefits of central station electric service, which served only two percent of the nation’s total area—entirely within large, urban areas. 


The concept of a “utility” didn’t even exist before 1885 and the development of alternating current that allowed the bulk transmission of electricity over long distances. Early “utilities” were a hodgepodge of small, unreliable, unregulated systems, commonly the by-product of making artificial ice. Louisiana’s first electric power appeared in New Orleans on June 11, 1881 to provide streetlights. Other companies followed and by 1925, 43 companies had supplied the New Orleans area at one time or another. 


More than 60 different power companies served the Baton Rouge area until Gulf States Utilities grew out of acquisitions and merges from 1925 through 1938. Despite the rapid expansion of investor-owned utilities (IOUs) in Louisiana, by the 1930s only two percent of the rural areas of the state had electric service. The IOUs considered rural areas unprofitable and were unwilling to extend distribution systems beyond urban areas. 


The lack of electricity made every task a labor-intensive chore. Even a bath was a major operation, requiring water to be hauled in buckets from a well to a tub and used cold, or heated on a stove using wood chopped by hand. 


Seventy years ago electric service was a dream that the “country” folks living in rural areas such as New Roads, Plaquemine, Port Allen and elsewhere were denied by power companies. Even after the Rural Electric Act of 1936 made funds available to power companies to extend existing lines into rural areas, they weren’t interested. But community leaders, county agents, farm bureaus and the average consumer in those areas refused to give up.

Pointe Coupee Electric is born


Since existing power companies wouldn’t build the necessary distribution lines, local consumers set out to create their own member-owned electric Co-op. 


Countless visionary leaders and pioneers joined forces to create Pointe Coupee Electric Membership Corp. (PCEMC) and bring electricity to their families and communities. And long before women were encouraged to hold public office or welcomed on corporate boards elsewhere in America, they were serving on electric Co-op boards, helping organize and charter fledging firms to create a better life for their children. 


There was no lack of critics or skeptics, even after PCEMC was charted in Feb. 1939 and received its first loan from the Rural Electric Administration for $124,000 on Feb. 10, 1939. The loan built the first 125 miles of power line serving 505 members in the communities of Batchelor, Lettsworth, Torras, Jacoby, Coon, LaBarre and Fordoche.
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One of the most historic events in PCEMC’s history was the energizing of its first lines on Oct. 4, 1939. Among those in attendance were Mrs. Ruby Merrick, Ovide B. LaCour, Emile Jewell, J. P. Kemper, Mrs. Vione Rice, Harry Melancon, A. A. Robinson, Louis Lindsly and Leo Miller. A. A. Robinson would serve as manager of PCEMC for 44 years.


Pointe Coupee Electric began operating with only three employees and that first year, Co-op members used an average of only 35 kWh at a cost of 8.3-cents per kWh. In 1940, the board offered the members a resolution changing the utility structure from a corporation to a cooperative, which was unanimously approved. Lines were extended in 1941 to serve rural areas in West Baton Rouge and Iberville parishes in addition to Pointe Coupee Parish.


By 1960, Pointe Coupee Electric had grown to serve 3,700 members along 504 miles of line. Consumer energy use had grown to144 kWh a month. The Co-op continued extending lines into new areas that needed service such as Bayou Sorrel, Bayou Pigeon, Rosedale and elsewhere.


Today, seventy years later, members use an average of 1,200 kWh but still pay an average of 8-cents per Kwh, making rural electric service just about the only thing costing nearly the same today as in 1939.


No other movement better demonstrates American spirit and determination than Rural Electrification. This self-help program improves lives by enabling consumers to achieve their personal goals and dreams for a better future. Cooperatives are democracies in the truest form—each member has one vote, regardless of the number of accounts served or the amount of electricity used—and the Co-op has no purpose other than to serve without profit motive.


The current PCEMC board of directors includes Jimmy Ewing, Jr., Morganza; Irvin E. Settoon, Sr., Plaquemine; Ralph B. Chustz, Sr., New Roads; Al Ewing, Batchelor; George G. LaCour, Jr., Morganza; Peter Rumfola, Jr., Port Allen, and Alton B. Smith, Jr., Maringouin. Joseph H. “Jodie” Cotten, Jr. is the general manager.


Unlike an investor-owned utility, these directors are not “absentee-owners.” The PCEMC directors are selected by their neighbors to represent them on the local consumer-owned Co-op board, so they get the same service and pay the same rates as all other PCEMC members.


Many things have changed over the past seventy years, but PCEMC’s mission remains the same—“to provide reliable, affordable electric service to all at the lowest possible cost consistent with a sound economy and good management.”


Today, PCEMC serves over 7,842 member-owners along 1,050 miles of power in Iberville, Pointe Coupee and West Baton Rouge parishes. And, remarkably, PCEMC is charging less today for a kilowatt-hour of electricity as its first members paid seventy years ago. That’s an achievement few other utilities or commercial operation can claim.


When the PCEMC consumer-members flipped the switch that brought them their first electric power in 1939, it was a life-changing experience, and PCEMC  continues “connecting people…impacting lives!”
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