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Staying in touch
through technology
AS AN ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE,

we pride ourselves on being
active in the community and
accessible to our members.
If you read last month’s column, I
mentioned how the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic has made those efforts more
challenging, especially as we make
efforts to safeguard the health of both
our members and employees. Combine
the realities of the pandemic with the
pace of modern life and our fast-growing
service territory and you can see how it
is increasingly difficult to provide our
members with the level of service that
they deserve.
A large part of the responsibility of
helping our members falls to our call
center on a daily basis. Actually, I should
say “contact center” as we have recently
renamed the department in recognition of
how their role has changed. I don’t mean
to imply that they no longer take calls. In
fact, the contact center handles roughly
10,500 calls each month. However, in
addition to that, it also processes about
1,300 online residential applications and
another 1,700 emails each month.
To manage these challenges and
in recognition of our members’
increasing need for online options, we
have embraced technology to provide
solutions. One of our newest offerings
is a live-chat option on our website
and in our Smarthub payment portal.
This allows members to avoid having
to call in and potentially be placed
on hold. With live chat, members can
interact directly with a cooperative
representative to assist them.
We have also created a virtual
help center that can be found on the
homepage of our website. This help
center has a continually expanding
library of topics that can guide members
through many of our most frequently
asked questions.
Much of this new functionality

SOUTH CAROLINA LIVING | MARCH 2022 | SCLIVING.COOP

M E A DE AG ENCY

SC

Berkeley Electric's newly renamed Contact Center
is using technology to serve over 13,000 members
each month.

comes from behind-the-scenes changes
to a more advanced software suite. As
the Lowcountry continues to become
more diverse, this new software will
also help us serve members who are
non-English speakers. The live-chat
functionality has built-in language
translation that has already allowed
contact center representatives to help
someone in Portuguese and Chinese.
Just as importantly, the new software
allows us to make data-driven decisions
as the cooperative continues to grow. It
also gives us the ability to get feedback
after every member interaction through
surveys. That feedback has been
invaluable as we’ve already been able to
improve several internal processes based
on feedback from members.
Life continues to be at somewhat of a
standstill due to the pandemic. However,
we will not let that hold back our efforts
to serve our members and even have
plans to expand our contact center hours
for those who cannot easily reach us
during regular working hours.
Sincerely,

MIKE FULLER

President & CEO

M IC A H PO N CE

BRIGHT IDEAS 5K
RUN & WALK
Helping to keep history alive
of a cooperative is a strong
commitment to the communities it serves. That is why Berkeley
Electric was proud to donate to the preservation of the 1904
Long Point Schoolhouse through the Berkeley Trust Board.
The historic building is one of the last segregation-era
schoolhouses in the Charleston area and preservation plans
are already underway. The one-room schoolhouse served
the African American students in the community from
1904 to 1953 and was recently moved to a new location in
the Snowden community of Mt. Pleasant. Snowden is one
of several communities where slaves freed after the Civil
War bought land, farmed and raised families. Many of their
descendants still live there, not far from Boone Hall Plantation.
Current plans are to convert the schoolhouse into a cultural
and educational center and possibly partner with Boone Hall
Plantation and the Charles Pinkney National Historic Site.

ONE OF THE CHARACTERISTICS

$5,000 scholarships available
THE BERKELEY ELECTRIC TRUST BOARD is now accepting

scholarship applications for high school seniors whose parents
are cooperative members. Up to ten $5,000 scholarships are
available with one being awarded
to each high school served by the
co-op, including several at-large
scholarships.
"The Trust Board recognizes that
college tuitions are continuing to
rise," Board Chairman Alton Hood
says. "To help keep the college dream alive for our students, the
board has chosen to increase the scholarship amount to $5,000."
The previous amount offered was $1,000.
The scholarships are funded by the Operation Round Up
program. Participating members agree to have their electric
bill rounded up to the next highest dollar amount. Those funds
are then used for scholarships, to support local non-profits and
provide critical home repairs for fellow members.
Students may apply online at berkeleyelectric.coop before
the application deadline of April 8. Grade and income requirements
do apply and the scholarships will be awarded in May.

APRIL 30 • CYPRESS GARDENS

Lace up your sneakers
to raise money for teachers!
Join us for the first ever 5K run/walk to be held at beautiful
Cypress Gardens while raising money for local teachers!
This certified 5K is the first ever to be held at Cypress Gardens and organized by veteran-owned Eagle Endurance,
LLC. Be sure to join us for the 1-mile fun run before the race
and top by the race village after the event for food trucks,
vendors and a live DJ!

REGISTER
ONLINE:

[SCAN ME]

$35 PER PERSON
INCLUDES T-SHIRT & MEDAL
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Managing
Mother Nature
I love best about our
community is the natural beauty that surrounds
us. We are fortunate to have so many trees that
offer beauty, shade and a habitat for all sorts of
wildlife. As your friends and neighbors, we know
that you also appreciate the Lowcountry for many
of the same reasons.
At Berkeley Electric, we strive to balance
maintaining beautiful surroundings and ensuring
a reliable power supply by keeping power lines
clear in rights-of-way (ROW). While we recognize
that tree trimming isn’t pretty, there are important
benefits to maintaining our ROW areas. However,
before touching on the main reasons, let me explain
what a “right-of-way” is and how it may impact you.
A right-of-way is the land we use to construct,
maintain, replace or repair underground and
overhead power lines. Rights-of-way enable the
co-op to provide clearance from trees and other
obstructions that could hinder service. Power lines
need to go where the members are so ROW areas
are typically on public lands or located near a
business or home. Regardless, Berkeley Electric
must be able to maintain the power lines above
and below the ROW to provide reliable service and
proactive vegetation management directly benefits
co-op members.

WAYNE DEWITT

Trustee, District3
Board Chairman

Safety
Overgrown vegetation and trees pose a risk to
power lines. For example, if trees are touching
power lines in our members’ yards, they can pose
grave danger to families. If children can access
those trees, they can potentially climb into a danger
zone. Electricity can arc, or jump, from a power
line to a nearby conductor like a tree. A proactive
approach also diminishes the chances of fallen
branches or trees during severe weather events.

BERKELEY AT-A-GLANCE
Total kWh sold
No. meters served

NOVEMBER 2020 NOVEMBER 2021

267,488,896

319,668,531

109,718

115,753

Avg. residential kWh/meter

894

1,065

Avg. residential bill/meter

$122.29

$141.39

5970

6094

Avg. daily high temperature

74

67

Avg. daily low temperature

54

42

Miles of line
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ONE OF THE THINGS

Tree trimming is a vital part of providing reliable electric service to
our members.

Reliability
One of the biggest benefits of a smart vegetation
management program is reliability. Strategic tree
trimming reduces the frequency of downed lines
causing power outages. Generally speaking, healthy
trees don’t fall on power lines, and clear lines don’t
cause problems. Proactive trimming and pruning
keeps lines clear to promote reliability.
We also use data and technology to maximize
the efficiency of our operation. This includes
our vegetation management plan. Our trained
arborists and foresters follow industry guidelines
when trimming to protect tree health and promote
reliability.

Affordability
As you know, Berkeley Electric is a not-for-profit
cooperative, and that means we strive to keep
our costs in check to keep our rates affordable. If
trees grow too close to power lines, the potential
for expensive repairs also increases. Effective tree
trimming and other vegetation management efforts
keep costs down for everyone.
Our community is a special place. We appreciate
the beauty trees bring, but we also know our
community depends on us to provide reliable energy.
Through vegetation management, we are better able
to keep the power lines clear, prepare for future
weather events and secure the reliability of the grid.
Sincerely,
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ARBOR DAY SALE

Get a whole tree for half price!
Choose from four different species of trees including White
Flowering Dogwood, Shoal Creek Vitex, Red Gold Nectarine
and Jane Magnolia!
AT BERKELEY ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE we’re committed to a greener,
healthier world. That’s why we’re once again partnering with the Arbor
Day Foundation to share the cost of these energy-saving trees to offer
them to our members at half-price! Berkeley Electric members can
choose up to two tree species selected to thrive in the Lowcountry.
These trees will be sourced from a reputable regional grower. They will
also arrive potted and already 3-5 feet tall for just $25 each.
In addition to beautifying your home, trees can help lower energy
use, increase your property value, improve air quality and reduce your
carbon footprint as well. Visit arborday.org/bec to reserve your tree. Just
enter your address, select your tree and the interactive planting guide
will show you the best place to plant it on your property for maximum
energy savings.
Trees will be available for pick-up on Saturday, April 23 for one day
only at either our Moncks Corner or Johns Island district office from
9 a.m. to 1 p.m. Order now because supplies are limited!

Step 1 - Visit arborday.org/bec
Step 2 - Reserve (2) energy-saving trees
Step 3 - Use the interactive planting guide
Step 4 - Plant your tree & enjoy!
12B
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Member takes
advantage of
home upgrade
program
PATSY BOWERS IS NO STRANGER to
Berkeley Electric or the cooperative’s
services. She has taken advantage of
some of their programs before. So, when
she discovered her heating and cooling
system needed an overhaul, she knew
just where to turn.
“Berkeley Electric is wonderful,”
says Bowers. “They helped me replace
my HVAC unit in 2004 and later I
was also able to replace my water
heater through their H2O Advantage
program.”
Some recent remodeling of her
35-year-old home in Summerville
revealed the original ductwork and air
handler was in poor condition and the
almost 18-year-old HVAC unit was on its
last leg. The unit broke down in the fall,
but Bowers made it through the mild
winter thanks to her fireplace.
In January, Bowers signed up for
Berkeley Electric’s Home Advantage
program, which assists members with
making long-term energy improvements
to their homes. Bowers replaced her
ductwork, air handler and HVAC unit
and financed the costs of the upgrades
through the cooperative, which offers the
loan at a 5% interest rate. She’ll repay
the loan in installments included in her
monthly bill.
“One of the reasons that I postponed
the work is because of the costs,”
explains Bowers. “Getting the low
interest loan is the absolutely biggest
benefit of the program.”
In addition to the loan, Berkeley also
provides a list of qualified and trusted
contractors to do the work.
“Having that list provided peace of
mind for me,” says Bowers. “I knew that
the contractors were vetted. If they were

JOS H P. CROT ZER

BY JOSH P. CROTZER

Loretta Moore (left), an energy consultant with Berkeley Electric, discusses the results of the blower door
test with member Patsy Bowers. The test is a diagnostic tool to determine how much air is entering or
escaping the home.

okay for Berkeley
Electric, they are ok
for me.”
Another
advantage of the
program is the
support from the
ADVANTAGE cooperative’s energy
consultant and
loan consultant. Before any work was
done, Energy Consultant Loretta Moore
provided a comprehensive review of the
home and developed a recommended
weatherization summary for Bowers and
the bidding contractors. Moore says the
results of her audit confirmed that the
ductwork was leaking.
“Those kinds of issues are common
in older homes,” says Moore. “Her
ductwork is above the ceiling, so with
leaking ducts she was essentially
conditioning her attic space.”
Moore returned for a postinspection audit that confirmed the
upgrades had made Bowers’ home as
efficient as intended. Now that the
work is completed, Bowers says that
she is appreciative of how much more
comfortable her home is. She’s also
appreciative of the people at Berkeley
Electric that helped make it that way.
“They were wonderful,” she says. “I
don’t know how I could have done this
without them.”

HOME

TAKE ADVANTAGE
BERKELEY ELECTRIC’S Home
Advantage program is best suited for
members that are replacing an HVAC
unit that has failed or are making other
energy efficient investments. Applicants
must be a member of Berkeley Electric
for at least 12 months.

The process is simple.
X

 pply for the loan. Applications are
A
available on our website or at one of
our district offices.

X

 fter loan approval, the energy conA
sultant will provide recommendations
and a list of approved contractors.

X

 fter the loan closing, the contractor
A
completes the work and the BEC
energy consultant will conduct a
post-inspection.

X

 lien is recorded on the property as
A
a security for the loan and members
will make payments through their
electric bill.

For more information about Home
Advantage or any of the other Berkeley
Electric energy saving and rebate
programs, call (800) 327-9615 or visit

berkeleyelectric.coop.
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Behind-the-scenes inspections serve members
of Berkeley
Electric’s overhead and underground
systems are among the best kept secrets
for reliability at the cooperative.
Chris Rutledge, supervisor of system
engineering, and Ryan Ford, system
reliability technician, are responsible
for the cooperative’s overhead and
underground inspection programs to
ensure the resiliency of the system.
“They’re proactive programs. Anytime
we have unplanned outages, it’s reactive.
But we catch so many things during
the inspections, which allows our crews
to plan the changeout or repair. This
typically minimizes the number of
members involved and significantly
decreases the outage duration as well,”
Rutledge says.
Aside from replacing worn equipment
on the co-op’s schedule (instead
of Mother Nature’s), the programs
provide valuable information. For
instance, rust is a problem with the old
padmount transformers in our coastal
territory. A change to investing in
hybrid transformers with rust-resistant
components and a high grade steel base
will help extend the equipment’s life and
save members’ money.

ANNUAL INSPECTIONS

In the past, many of the cooperative’s
outages were due to the system’s age. To
resolve this issue, the co-op’s 200 circuits
were outage-prioritized with crews
inspecting the least reliable ones first.
Any hazards discoverd are addressed
immediately. For less critical repairs,
maintenance crews run a couple of
circuits behind the inspections. The first
total system inspection cycle is expected
to finish in the next year or two. Data
shows that underground circuit outage
frequency has dramatically improved
since the program began in 2016.

Overhead efforts
We all know the perks of living in the
Lowcountry—warm weather, beaches
and limitless natural beauty—but those
conditions aren’t so kind to the longevity
12D
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Squeaky wheel gets the grease

Contractors from Osmose Utilities Services are currently inspecting poles across the entire Moncks Corner
district. These behind-the-scenes inspections increase reliablity for members.

of the co-op’s overhead equipment.
Federal standards require most
utilities to inspect and treat overhead
poles every 15 years. Based on the
Lowcountry’s climate, Berkeley has to
conduct inspections every eight years—
almost twice as frequently. This averages
out to 8,000-10,000 pole inspections a
year for the co-op.
During the inspection, the entire pole
is examined but inspectors specifically
look for top-of-pole splits and groundline
decay from termites and wet conditions.
These inspections range from a simple
visual inspection to a full excavation
checking for decay and to tapping it with
a hammer to listen for hollow sounds and
soft spots. Berkeley Electric’s pole-rejection
rate ranges from 1% to 4% each year.
When a pole is rejected, the co-op
reviews the system workplan to see
where it overlaps with the poles that
need to be replaced. This strategic
approach eliminates replacing poles twice
or replacing poles with lines slated to be
converted to underground service.
“We assess the strength of the pole—
can it wait a year? If so, we don’t want
to treat poles that will be replaced or
removed in the near future,” Ford says.
Some poles can be treated with a
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preservative sealant wrap to prolong their
life and save members money. The co-op
also uses split bolts and pole toppers
to help keep poles together and extend
their life. Every mile of overhead line is
patrolled each year. Inspectors look for
structural issues, low lines, right-of-way
concerns and hazards. The cooperative
has recently added use of drone
technology to help speed inspections.

Being proactive pays off
The hard work pays off when a storm
rolls in with high winds or ice. These
proactive measures combined with other
efforts, such as the hard work by the
Vegetation Management Department,
provide year-round preparation.
“It’s been a productive program.
It’s hard to catch every little piece, but
(January’s storms) could have been much
worse,” Ford says.
“There was a time when we would’ve
had more problems on our system,”
says Tim Mobley, vice president of
Engineering and Operations. “All of our
proactive system improvements to be
prepared for peak loads, pole change
outs, conductor change outs, equipment
changeouts, ROW clearing, etc. have
made our system stronger than ever.”

