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Under the river and thru the swamp

A number of locations in Choptank Electric
Cooperative’s 5,900-plus miles of distribution system
challenge operations crews because of the watery
nature of the Eastern Shore. None have been more
challenging than a forested 30-span stretch south of a
cable crossing under the Pocomoke River.

Choptank’s President and CEO Fred Hubbard
describes it as “the worst right of way in our territory”
and it is pure ‘Shore smelly swamp -- brown water,
muck, cypress knees, snakes, snapping turtles the size
of platters. When a major storms have come through,
it has been all but inaccessible.

During Hurricane Ernesto a crew slogged four and
a half hours each way to pull a tree branch off a line
only four spans in. The crew, including a lineman in
chest waders, alternately floated and drove an all-ter-
rain vehicle to the trouble spot, fending off water crit-
ters along the way.

All that will change by mid to late January, when a

Tom Aydelotte, manager of regional operations for
the Pocomoke District, is shown beside the pipe
bored under the Pocomoke River for electric cable.

bore of 5,200 feet of electric cable under the river and
through the swamp is complete. The new underground
cable is part of a loop circuit feeding southern
Worcester County near Pocomoke.

“When we lost this circuit to a storm as overhead
line, it could be days before repairs were made.
Underground makes it so much more accessible,” says
Tom Aydelotte, manager of regional operations for the
Pocomoke office. “This line desperately needed an
upgrade. Now it will provide much greater reliability
to our members, plus safer working conditions for our
crews.”

Mr. Aydelotte said the area was dry when the 30
spans were built. “You could drive a pick-up from Rt.
113 to the river 20 years ago. That has obviously
changed.”

Prep work for the big bore begin in early
September and it took two weeks to lay 13 tractor
trailerloads of heavy plastic mats through the swamp
to give construction crews access.

Spring and Associates of Easton laid 2,537 feet of
cable from the north side of the river near McMaster
Road and then bored 2,000 feet from Rt. 113 to the
river. The cable rests safely in a 12-inch pipe made of
high density polyethylene, according to Todd
Brandow, foreman for Spring and Associates. A global
positioning system and compass heading were used to
steer the pipe 50 feet below the river bottom where the
older cable rests.

East Coast Underground buried the cable on dry
land on both ends. Mr. Aydelotte said the cable will
run to Rt. 113, then under the road and into a high
voltage switching cabinet. The cabinets on both ends
should be energized by mid to late January, officially
completing the long, wet project.

“It’s a major project and a costly one for
Choptank,” said Aydelotte, “but it’s all about keeping
the power on for our members and this will certainly
make a huge difference.”

Rate increase for members i1s announced

The staff of the Maryland Public Service
Commission (PSC), the Office of Peoples Counsel
(OPC) and Choptank Electric have agreed to a settle-
ment whereby the Cooperative will institute a 5.46
percent rate increase.

The settlement agreement is subject to final
approval by the PSC.

Choptank filed to revise its rates and charges for
electric service in June 2008. The initial proposed rate
increase of 7.92 percent was negotiated with the PSC
and OPC to a final increase of 5.46 percent.

“The cooperative is well aware of current econom-
ic conditions and the impact of a rate increase on our
membership,” said Michael 1. Wheatley, senior vice
president for corporate services. “We have initiated
cost-saving measures and continue to seek other cost
reductions in the way we conduct business to mitigate
rate increases.”

Mr. Wheatley pointed out Choptank has invested a
considerable amount of its budget in infrastructure to
keep the lights on for its members in a reliable and
safe manner. “The increased amount we have spent on
infrastructure in the past four years reflects higher
costs of materials and how much we invested to
increase reliability,” he said.

A residential member with an average bill of $100
will see an increase in their bill to about $105 after
the increase is in effect. All rate classes, including
commercial rates, will experience the increase.
Choptank’s last rate increase of 2.94 percent was filed
in 2006. The last true distribution rate increase prior
to that was in 1991.

A public hearing on the proposed rate hike was
held December 3 at Choptank’s Denton District
office. The new rates were expected to go into effect
Jan. 1, 2009.







