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MINUTES

Groton Electric Light Department




           August 7, 2007

Present:  Commissioners Bruner, Hersh, and Lindemer, Manager Chojnowski, and Assistant Manager Kelly. 

The meeting was called to order at 7:30 p.m.
    

MINUTES

Mr. Lindemer MOVED:

TO ACCEPT THE MINUTES OF JULY 9, 2007.

The motion was seconded and ALL VOTED IN FAVOR.

MANAGER’S REPORT

Mrs. Chojnowski updated the Board on tasks and projects since the last meeting.

At the Academy Hills subdivision in W. Groton we have pulled in the three-phase cables to feed the booster pump station and the single phase cable to feed the new cul-de-sac.

The work at the Town Forest Well Site has been completed.

Tree trimming has been moved up on the priority list with trimming taking place in the Longley Road area in addition to spot trimming and tree removal around town.

Tree frogs are a new addition to the list of problem creatures that can damage the electrical system as they have recently caused two or three outages.

There will be a meeting with the Foreman on Friday to discuss the strategy for tree trimming and new vehicle needs.

We are trying out a man-made composite pole; it has been set in W. Groton.               Mrs. Chojnowski will get the specific location to the Board in case they would like to see it.

The Board was informed by Mrs. Chojnowski that our cash on hand position is solid.  

Mrs. Chojnowski distributed a statement of revenues and expenses to the Board.  One of the numbers that stands out is that this year we have $100,000 less in forfeited discounts.  This can be attributed to a combination of our low aged arrears and the number of customers that now take advantage of our Direct Payment program.

The recent rate comparison was distributed to the Board and it was noted that for our customers who use 500 kWh’s per month, we have the seventh lowest rates in all of Massachusetts, with the top rates being 87% higher than Groton’s.

Through July 31, kWh sales were down 1.0% compared to 2006 and the peak demand is down about 13% compared to 2006.

AMR UPDATE

Mr. Kelly updated the Board on the automated meter reading deployment.  Now that all of the manufacturing challenges have been overcome, we are scheduling deployment of the meters.  Meters and collectors for the northeast third of Groton are scheduled to be completely deployed by the end of the year.  Deployment will begin in mid-September and cover an area bound by Route 119 on the West and Lowell Road on the South.  Recently the data collectors have been upgraded so that the battery back-up lasts three hours.  This will enable communications to operate much more efficiently during outage restoration.  

One of the benefits of this meter reading system is the ability to use the two-way communications to develop a demand response program.  Groton Electric Light has recently been awarded a Demonstration of Energy-Efficient Developments (DEED) Grant from the American Public Power Association for a project to test residential demand response triggered by the wholesale price.  This grant will be used to pay for smart thermostats that can communicate with our meter reading system and will target homes with central air-conditioning.  This winter we will be working out the details of the system with a couple of homes that use electric heat.  The goal of this voluntary program will be to reduce our peak load at specific times by changing the thermostat settings in a number of houses.

BLUE RIBBON GOVERNANCE CHARTER

Mrs. Chojnowski updated the Board on Attorney Scobbo’s comments regarding the Town Charter that will be voted on at the fall Town Meeting.  Attorney Scobbo’s opinion is that the Light Department’s interests are protected as long as the language in the Charter makes it clear that Chapter 164 of the Massachusetts General Laws prevails.

The Board was asked by Mrs. Chojnowski whether or not they would like to take an official position regarding the Town Charter.  The Board saw no reason to do so.

MMWEC MANAGEMENT

Mrs. Chojnowski updated the Board on the results of the inquiry regarding the hedging strategy implemented at the Imperial Irrigation District (IID), which is the former employer of Glen Steiger and Kevin Wright.  IID hired a consultant (Baker Street Group) to review the program because of a negative financial impact.  Specifically, the consultant was tasked to identify incidences of fraud, waste, or abuse.  The findings of the inquiry could have repercussions for MMWEC, so Nick Scobbo as General Counsel and Brad White as President, conducted an independent review.

There were no findings of fraud, waste, or abuse.  There were findings of lax management overview, lack of communication, and flawed execution of the hedging strategy.  The report pointed out that there were many factors that contributed to this situation, including the impact of Katrina on the natural gas market within months of implementing the strategy and a significant personnel turnover (including Steiger and Wright).

The MMWEC Board of Directors stayed the implementation of MMWEC’s Energy Price Risk Management program until it is satisfied that all safeguards are in place.

Mrs. Chojnowski also noted that initially MMWEC’s program would be managed by The Energy Authority, an energy trading and risk management company servicing public power nation-wide. 

Mr. Lindemer indicated that he has had doubts about the MMWEC hedging program from the beginning.

STATION AVENUE REDEVELOPMENT UPDATE

Mrs. Chojnowski updated the Board on discussions that have been going on during the Station Avenue Redevelopment Committee meetings regarding 43D permitting.  If the Town elects to make the Station Avenue area a priority development and follow Chapter 43D, the Town could qualify for a state grant of $150,000.  This option would put the Town first in line for additional state benefits, but the downside is that the Town would have to follow state rules that override local zoning.  In essence, 43D is an expedited permitting process that would require all final decisions regarding the development to be made within 180 days.  One of the concerns about this process is that if the permitting process is compressed, then some of the details will fail to be addressed.  The minimum size of the total building footprints must reach 50,000 square feet to be eligible for 43D. 

Capstone Properties is in favor of electing the 43D process.  To do this, we must have the zoning in place first, then land owners in the designated area that elect to have their parcels participate would be permitted to enter the process.  Mr. Lindemer stated that encouraging the 43D process was the right thing for the Light Board to do.  

Mrs. Chojnowski stated that she does not want the Light Department to have to come under the new zoning that will be voted on at the fall Town Meeting and that we need to protect our interests in case we decide to stay at our present location.  An inexpensive way to be grandfathered under the old zoning is to file a preliminary subdivision plan before the new zoning is voted on.  Then we would have seven months to file a definitive plan and the zoning would be locked in as currently written for eight years.

There are two other ways to avoid the new zoning:

· a municipal exemption can be added to the new zoning by-law 

· the Department of Public Utilities has the authority to override local zoning 

SUCCESSION PLANNING

The Board was informed by Mrs. Chojnowski that she will be announcing her retirement to the employees within the next day or two.  She stated that she was looking at February 2 as a retirement date, but was thinking of January 4 if everything is in order at the Light Department.

Mr. Lindemer recommended that due to holidays and year end projects that it would be preferable if she waited until February 2 to retire.  He also stated that the Board should have a formal session with the staff at the next meeting.  He thought it would be a good idea to talk to all of the stakeholders and get a feeling for the chemistry of the staff as well as their opinions regarding this rare occurrence.  He stated that, if there is going to be a search outside the Light Department for a new manager, the decision needs to be made by the end of October.

Mrs. Chojnowski stated that Mr. Kelly is a very strong candidate for the manager position and she expects that he will do a fine job if given the opportunity.

Because of the Board’s interest in the staff’s input, it was agreed that there would be a 30-45 minute conversation with the staff beginning at 8:00 pm at the next Board meeting.

OTHER BUSINESS

Mrs. Chojnowski informed the Board that the NEPPA annual conference will be taking place August 20-22 near Rockport Maine and that she will be attending.

NEXT MEETING NIGHT:

It was agreed that the next meeting would be September 10, 2007, at 7:30 p.m. 

Agenda items having been concluded, the meeting adjourned at 9:20 p.m.









Respectfully submitted,









Kevin P. Kelly









      Assistant Manager

