
 Women across the nation were instrumental in the 
founding of electric cooperatives, driven by their desire to have the 
conveniences of electric service in their homes. Cooking, washing, 
ironing and sewing would all be made easier by electricity. They 
traveled up and down country roads enlisting members and collecting 
a $5 member sign-up fee. They were a group of devoted volunteers, 
inspired by the dream of seeing the magical glow of one bare light 
bulb for the very first time.
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hours, and electric bills naturally 
are higher. Even though the spring 
months were relatively mild, a number 
of factors are continuing to push 
wholesale electricity prices up. And 
when the price the Cooperative pays 
for wholesale electricity rises, those 
costs have nowhere to go but to our 
consumer-members.

The main driver of higher wholesale 
electricity costs in recent months has been 
spikes in the price of natural gas, especially 
during the periods of extreme cold.

A perfect storm of sorts has occurred 
in the first months of 2014, with 
frigid temperatures, low natural 
gas inventories, and equipment 
malfunctions in April and May at 
coal and hydroelectric generating 
facilities that provide electricity 
for the Cooperative to deliver to its 
consumer-members.

Polar Vortex Still 
PuShing Power PriceS uP

Summer heat has arrived, but the Polar 
Vortex of this past winter is still putting 
price pressures on electric bills.

The winter of 2014 brought the coldest 
temperatures seen in decades, and along 
with the frigid weather came record 
consumer demand for electricity. 

Electricity demand by Sam Houston 
Electric Cooperative’s 52,000 members 
set an all-time high in January and then 
again in early March.

When the weather turns extremely 
cold or hot for a prolonged period of 
time, consumers use more kilowatt 
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To compound matters, when demand 
for electricity is high, coupled with the 
repair downtime at generating facilities, 
more power must be moved along 
the high-voltage transmission lines 
from Arkansas, through Louisiana and 
into Texas. This creates transmission 
congestion, which causes spikes in 
electricity prices as well. 

Some relief is anticipated soon, but 
wholesale prices are still expected to 
be higher than normal through the 
summer. We want our members to know 
that the Cooperative Board of Directors 
and management are spending 
countless hours working to mitigate the 
effects of all these factors.

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
is a not-for-profit, member-owned 
organization. We understand the 
impact that higher prices have on 
family budgets, so our first priority 
is to look out for our members. And 
please keep in mind that energy 
conservation is one of the most 
effective ways we can all reduce our 
electric bills. 

Over the coming weeks, we will 
continue providing information to our 
members, letting them know what we 
are doing on their behalf to keep costs, 
and electric bills, down.

 
[Photo] Sam houston electric cooperative 
ceo Kyle J. Kuntz, P.e.

[Photo] natural gas fired power generating 
facilities, similar to this one near marshall, 
texas, provide a significant portion of co-
op members’ electricity demands. we’re 
working to develop ways to keep electricity 
costs low in spite of volatile natural gas 
prices and other factors. 
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Replacing your 
conventional 
power strips with 
advanced power 
strips (APS) can 
help reduce the 
electricity wasted 
when electronic 
devices are idle. 

These power strips are a convenient and 
low-cost way to save.

For more tips on improving the 
energy efficiency of your home, visit 
TogetherWeSave.com.
Source: Department of energy

co-oP connectionS

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
recently received recognition in 
the 2014 “Spotlight on Excellence” 
national awards program, sponsored 
by the Council of Rural Electric 
Communicators and the National Rural 
Electric Cooperative Association.  

Sam Houston EC received Gold Awards 
in the categories of Best Feature Story 
(“Hog Wild”), Best Individual Print Ad, 
Best Website (www.samhouston.net) 
and Best Special Publication – Small 
(Board of Directors Election Ballot). 
The Co-op also received Silver Awards 
for Best Internal News Publication (The 
Wire), Best Special Publication – Large 
(2014 Calendar & Member Handbook), 
Best E-Newsletter (The Current), Best 
Use of Digital Communication and two 
awards for Best Individual Print Ad.
 
“The judges noted that electric 
cooperatives are being challenged 
to communicate to the people they 
serve in more ways than ever before,” 
said Carol Crabtree, administrator 
of Spotlight on Excellence. “Printed 
newsletters, news releases, websites, 
social media, videos, and information 
in bills are all more important than 
ever to keep members updated.”
 
A special reception honored the award 
recipients during the CONNECT ‘14 
Conference held in San Antonio, Texas, 
on May 12. Winning entries were 
displayed during the event.

The annual Spotlight awards 
competition recognizes the 
top-rated communication 
and marketing efforts by 
electric cooperatives and 
related organizations. 
Participants in the awards 
competition competed with 
electric cooperatives of 
similar sizes in 18 categories. 

Electric cooperative 
communicators and 

marketing professionals submitted more 
than 680 entries in the Spotlight on 
Excellence program, now in its 26th year. 
Faculty members from the University 
of Missouri – Columbia, University of 
South Carolina and Ohio University 
Scripps-Howard School of Journalism 
judged the entries.

The Council of Rural Electric 
Communicators was organized in 1982, 
and seeks to advance the recognition, 
education, and professionalism of 
electric cooperative communicators 
and their affiliated organizations. It 
is a volunteer association working 
on behalf of more than 4,000 electric 
cooperative communicators across the 
United States. 
 
The National Rural Electric 
Cooperative Association, the service 
organization representing the national 
interests of cooperative electric 
utilities, coordinates the Council’s 
activities. Other national organizations 
supporting the work of the Council 
are the National Rural Utilities 
Cooperative Finance Corporation, 
the National Cooperative Services 
Corporation, and Federated Rural 
Electric Insurance Exchange.

The Co-op 
Connections 
Card is a 
member benefit 
program that 

delivers discounts from participating 
businesses, both local and nationwide. 
Your Co-op Connections Card is full of 
savings! Find out where you can save at 
www.connections.coop/samhoustonec. 
Here are just a couple of our local offers:
 
GuardTech Pest Management 
11528 FM 1484 Road 
Conroe, TX 77303 
936-264-4342
www.guardtechpest.com 
Offer: 10% discount

N&H Materials and Construction
225 Crockett Martin North
Conroe, TX 77303
936-264-3322
www.dirtsandgraveltx.com
Offer: 5% off order total

Pace Portraits
410 Forest Drive, Livingston, TX 77351
936-827-9707
www.paceportraits.net
Offer: 10% discount
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[Photo] Sam houston electric cooperative 
chief communications officer Keith Stapleton 
and communications specialist mary Kate 
Pedigo accept 11 Spotlight on excellence 
awards at the 2014 connect conference in 
San antonio.
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Think
Safety.
Know How to Extinguish 
Electrical Fires.

Take preventive measures and know 
what to do in the event an electrical 
fire occurs. Please remember, never 
put water on an electrical fire; use a 
Class C fire extinguisher or baking soda 
instead. If you can’t control the fire, get 
out and call the fire department. 

Safety DoeSn’t Stop Here.
At Sam Houston Electric Cooperative, 
we believe one of our most important 
roles in the community is to educate our 
members and neighbors about what to 
do in order to stay safe around electric 
power. Visit www.samhouston.net and 
click on “Safety Sense.”

Every July, we 
take time to 
reflect on our 
country’s history 
and remember 
how the actions 
of a few helped 
shape the way we 
live today. This 
is also a time to 

think back on the rich history of the 
electric cooperative movement and how 
a small group of determined individuals 
was able to improve their quality of life 
and the quality of life for all those who 
would come after them. 

Every day, Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative members and employees 

liberty and a better life for all

pay homage to the legacy of our 
Cooperative founders. And, because 
we are a part of an electric cooperative, 
we know we have the power to impact 
our present and shape the future, just 
like those who came before us. We 
understand that the decisions we make 
today could greatly affect how future 
generations live.

This Fourth of July, as we think about 
the future of our nation’s electric 
cooperatives and how we will continue 
to shape our country and our society, 
Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
remembers what it took to bring 
power to our communities and let 
the determination of those who came 
before us, guide us.

Two Sam Houston Electric 
Cooperative engineers recently 
earned their professional engineer 
licenses from the Texas Board of 
Professional Engineers. 

Ryan Brown and Kabe Murphy 
successfully completed a series of 
three exams to earn this professional 
distinction. The first exam covers the 
fundamentals of engineering, which was 
followed by an ethics exam. 

The two engineers also had to submit 
references from three currently licensed 
professional engineers. 

“Earning my professional engineering 
license is a great achievement, which 

brown, murPhy earn P.e. licenSeS

comes with large responsibilities,” 
Brown said. “Many engineers work their 
entire careers in the industry and never 
pursue their license.”  

After meeting education and experience 
requirements, as well as passing the first 
two exams, applicants must get approval 
from the Texas Board of Professional 
Engineers to take the final Principles and 
Practice of Engineering (P.E.) exam. 

“Having my P.E. license will allow me to 
take on greater responsibilities,” Murphy 
said. “You also have the chance to gain 
a better knowledge of the many fields in 
the engineering discipline, which could 
open more doors at the Cooperative in 
the future.”

Brown and Murphy have both been 
with the Cooperative for five years. 
Sam Houston EC engineer Joel Colston 
is also in the process of obtaining his 
P.E. license as well. 

[Photo] Sam houston ec engineers Kabe 
murphy [left] and ryan brown recently 
earned their P.e. licenses.
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on the Co-op’s goals and what 
they can do to help achieve 
those goals. 

For example, one goal might 
look at how we interact with a 
new member coming through 
the door for the first time. 
How do we get their service 
going in a timely manner, but 
also educate them on what we 
are as a Co-op? Or maybe we 
find a way for them to access 
more member services at 
home through the computer. 

For each goal we will have 
a way to measure progress. 
This process never ends, and 
it should generate lots of 
good ideas.

David Bell, chief 
technology officer
How can technology 
address changing industry 
regulations?
We need to make sure our 
technology advances faster 
than the regulations that effect 
what we sell and how we deliver 
it to our members. We’ve got to 
find better and more affordable 
ways to generate electricity that 
won’t have a negative impact 
on the environment, while still 
maintaining a competitive price 
that our members can afford. 

How can metering technology 
play a role?
We are now studying new 
electric meter technologies 

The numbers are fast dwindling of 
aging members who recall when rural 
electrification turned on the first lights in 
the Piney Woods. During the past 75 years Sam Houston 
EC has overcome many challenges to grow from the first handful of 
members to more than 52,000 today. Following is a look at how Co-op 
management views the challenges of the decades ahead.

Part IV

BY RANDY MALLORY

What will the future hold for Sam Houston 
Electric Cooperative?

Kyle Kuntz, CEO 
What challenges and 
opportunities can we expect in 
the future? 
Federal clean-air regulations 
will result in higher 
wholesale power costs in 
coming years, especially 
from coal-fired generation 
plants. We are part of two 
generation and transmission 
(G&T) cooperatives getting 
power from four coal-fired 
plants in Louisiana and 
Arkansas. Even with new 
EPA rules, we still think 
the plants can remain good 
sources of power for us.

What about renewable  
energy sources?
The G&T co-ops are looking 
at power from natural 
gas-fired plants and from 
renewable energy plants 
where it makes sense. We 
already have a biomass 
generation plant in 
Woodville [to be complete 
in 2014] that will burn local 
wood chips. It will bring $15-
20 million a year into our 

communities, so we see it as 
a good option. 

We also are building a 
hydroelectric facility [to 
be complete in 2016] at 
Lake Livingston that will 
produce low-cost power. 
We also already own some 
hydro generation capacity at 
Lake Sam Rayburn and are 
looking at upgrading those 
units to get more power 
from them. We are also 
looking at bringing in power 
generated by wind farms in 
West Texas. Wind and hydro 
are economical but are only 
available when the wind 
blows and the water flows.

In the face of rising power 
costs, how can the Cooperative 
work more efficiently?
Last year, our management 
team began a project called 
“Strategy Execution.” We 
have defined our purpose, 
vision and values, and by the 
end of the year will develop a 
new plan from that. The plan 
will help each employee focus 
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that would allow members 
to view their real-time usage 
online and be able to estimate 
their bills ahead of time. It 
would let them form their own 
usage patterns via a computer 
or cellphone from anywhere 
and even pre-pay for power. 

This system would also allow 
the Co-op to see what the 
voltage is at even the last 
meter at the end of the line 
without sending someone out. 
That way, we could control 
system voltage and plan for 
improvements a lot more 
effectively. It would even 
allow us to control peak loads, 
which would reduce our cost 
of power significantly. 

How will technology improve 
field operations?
There are improvements 
underway with our data and 
voice radio communications 
out in the field. Most of our 
data radio upgrade is already 
complete, which allows us 
to dispatch paperless work 
orders more efficiently. 

Our service vehicles drive a 
tremendous number of miles 
each year. So being able to 
order service connects and 
disconnects remotely or send 
work tickets over the air will 
cut vehicle fuel consumption. 
We will soon complete voice 
radio improvements that 
could give field workers 99 

percent coverage on their 
hand-held voice radios. That 
will allow an employee on 
foot away from their vehicle 
to still be in contact to get 
help if they need it. The 
radios are a real safety factor. 

David Babcock, chief 
operations officer 
What does the future hold for 
system reliability?
Our job at Sam Houston EC 
is to make sure power stays 
on 24 hours a day, 7 days a 
week. Cooperative members 
rightfully have come to 
expect that, so much so that 
they don’t call in outages like 
they used to. They expect 
we’ll be there. 

In our beautiful woods of 
East Texas our right-of-
way clearance program will 
continue to keep limbs and 
falling trees from causing 
power outages. 

New metering systems 
would allow us to 
know about outages 
instantaneously or even 
before members know. We 
already know immediately 
when a circuit is out, but 
new technology would get 
it down to each individual 
member’s transformer. 

I think the day is coming 
when there won’t be such 
a thing as a power outage. I 

[Photo, left] the woodville renewable Power 
Project will be complete in late 2014, delivering 
green, renewable power to east texas electric 
cooperative members. 

[Photo, below] Sam houston electric 
cooperative actively maintains more than 
6,000 miles of power line right-of-way.



foresee an electric system 
that is self-correcting. The 
power will just stay on. What 
we’re doing today is working 
toward that.

Are there better ways to 
deal with outages caused by 
extreme weather?
We recently signed a contract 
with Impact Weather, 
a forecasting company 
that monitors weather 
continuously and tells us of 
threats at our 40 substations. 
They give seven days notice 
with accurate data on where 
damage is likely to occur. 

We already used their 
analysis twice [a February 
thunderstorm and a March 
ice storm] to schedule 
crews ahead of time. This 
information should continue 
to improve our ability to get 
crews at the right places to 
get power back on quickly 
and safely.

What about other 
improvements in Co-op 
employee safety?
We have a reasonably good 
safety record, but we haven’t 
really engaged employees 
in their own safety. We are 
working with Caterpillar 
Safety Services to change the 
way we think about safety. 
This 5 to 10-year project will 
focus not so much on lost-
time accidents as on getting 
employees involved in their 
own safety. We are focusing 
less on what went wrong and 
more on what went right 
every day; what the employee 
did right to protect himself. 

We have created a Safety 
Steering Committee 
of management and 
employees, as well as 
our first Continuous 
Improvement Team of front-
line employees. This is a 
continuous process with new 
teams forming all the time 

to help address issues and 
develop solutions.

Joe Conner, chief 
financial officer
What challenges lie ahead 
in maintaining the Co-op’s 
financial health?
We are looking at rising 
costs, so we have to 
make sure we set rates 
appropriately to have enough 
revenue to cover the costs 
of wholesale power while 
maintaining our system. 

Cash planning is critical. We 
have to make sure our rates 
reflect what we expect power 
costs to be, but we also must 
prevent up and down spikes 
on member bills. We try to 
provide a rate that will make 
sense as far out as we can 
accurately forecast. 

We buy power with nine other 
electric cooperatives in the 
area, so we are all working 
together to bring down the cost 
of power. 

How are cooperatives 
equipped to handle these 
financial challenges? 
Being a cooperative is a good 
thing. We can do things that for-
profit enterprises couldn’t do, 
as far as helping our consumers. 
For example, we have the 

Helping Hands Fund, which 
helps struggling members 
to pay their power bills. We 
have more flexibility with 
resources like this because we 
are a cooperative. 

Part of being a cooperative 
is building the community. 
Any dollar we bring to the 
bottom line is the member’s 
dollar. We either return it to 
them [in capital credits] or 
invest back into the system. I 
used to work in the for-profit 
sector, where it was, “Cut 
costs to the max and don’t 
spend any money you don’t 
have to.”

The cooperative way is a 
more conservative way of 
making decisions. Here, it’s 
not about bringing dollars 
every quarter to the bottom 
line as profit—it’s a long-
range outlook of keeping 
members’ needs at the front 
of your mind.

Keith Stapleton, chief 
communications officer
What do you expect in future 
Co-op growth?
When I started here in 1983, 
we had about 40,000 meters, 
and now we have 70,000. 
Growth comes in cycles. 
It may go up five percent 
for a time and then level 
out like it is now. But on 
average we’ve added 1,000 
meters a year, so you can 
expect continued growth, 
especially in counties to the 
south and west. 
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[Photo] the lake livingston 
dam will be the site of the r.c. 
thomas hydroelectric Project, a 
24 megawatt facility expected 
to be complete in 2016.

“I foresee an electric system that is self-correcting. 
The power will just stay on. What we’re doing today is 
working toward that.”



To prepare for growth along 
with higher power costs, we 
need to communicate with 
members on how to conserve 
power to control bills. In 
the old days we only had 
newsletters, press releases and 
radio to communicate with. 
Now we have new electronic 
communication tools. 

The younger generation 
connects with us via social 
media, such as Facebook and 
Twitter, but many of their 
parents and even grandparents 
also use or even prefer it. Our 
current electronic newsletter 
and social media accounts 
already reach about one-third 
of our membership. That will 
continue to grow, especially 
with new online applications 
and automated metering. 
 
Are you optimistic about the 
future of Sam Houston EC?
Absolutely! Seventy-five 
years from now the co-op 
model will still operate as it 
always has. Members will still 
own the Cooperative. There 
will be more distance in time 
from the Co-op founders of 
1939, but we need to make 
sure members of today, and in 
the future, understand those 
founding principles. 

By staying true to our original 
purpose we understand 
where we came from 
and where we are going. 
Everything we do, every 
decision we make, should be 
with the member in mind. 
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our job at Sam houston ec is 
to make sure power stays on 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week. 

Sam houston electric 
cooperative exists for a single 
purpose—to serve you. while 
providing reliable electric 
service is certainly our most 
fundamental responsibility, 
we strive to do more than just 
keep the lights on. it’s about 
providing exceptional value 
and service. 

“By staying true to our original purpose we understand 
where we came from and where we are going. Everything 
we do, every decision we make, should be with the 
member in mind.”


