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Never a 
Moment  
to Waste

Members Leading Our 
Communities

by Laura Emery, Staff Writer

Jeff Francisco, a Halifax County entrepreneur and community leader, takes a moment out  
of his busy day to check on the farm and visit with his favorite heifer, PJ.

Jeff Francisco loves to work.
“It’s strange to hear someone say 
that, I know,” he says, laughing. 

“But I really do like to stay busy.”
Whether it’s feeding the cows, dropping 
his four children off at school, selling 
timber or homes, reviewing meeting 
notes as a county supervisor, working on 
the family’s microbrewery, or conducting 
fire inspections for the volunteer fire 
department, there is always something 
for Francisco to do.

And “rest” is a word that is clearly 
not in his vocabulary, nor in his day 
planner. “I have a lot of energy and I just 
don’t sleep much,” he says. “My family 
is the reason I work so hard. I spend a 
lot of time on the phone, too. My life is 
primarily kids, kids, phones, kids.” 

Maybe that’s why the Halifax County, 
Va., farmer is referred to as the Energizer 
Bunny. If something is happening in the 
Southside Virginia county, the 46-year-old 
Francisco is likely to be a part of it.

Francisco and his wife, Lisa, live 
with their four young children on a 
120-acre farm in Halifax County. The 
farm, purchased by his grandparents 
in 1960, is home to a slew of animals, 
including chickens, rabbits, cows, 
horses and pigs. 

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative 
serves the family’s property. “They’re 
awesome and do a great job. I always 
brag on our co-op. During the recent 

ice storm, we had a transformer go bad 
around 7 p.m., the MEC crew came out 
by 9 p.m., and we had our power back 
on by 10 p.m. Boots on the ground, 
gettin’ it done … that’s MEC.”

As the co-op is committed to its 
Members, Francisco was committed 
early on to a life of working outdoors 
and, in particular, with trees. “From a 
very young age, I knew what I wanted to 
do. I loved trees, and I loved wildlife and 
being outdoors. I enjoyed cutting trees 
for firewood, and I just always wanted to 
be outside, no matter the temperature,” 
he says. Majoring in forestry at Virginia 
Tech was the obvious path for him. 

After graduating in 1997, Francisco 
began working for timber companies. “I 
really loved what I was doing,” he says. 

Then, in October 2009, Francisco found 
his better half. “I thought I would be a 
bachelor forever and then Lisa came along 
and swept me off my feet. It hit me like a 
sack of rocks,” he says of falling in love. 

In June 2014, he started his own 
business, Francisco Forestry Service. 

“I’m a consulting forester, which 
means I sell timber for people and get a 
commission,” he explains. 

When he’s not building fences or 
feeding cows on the farm, he’s attending 
meetings as a member of the Halifax 
County Board of Supervisors, or 
acting as assistant chief of the Triangle 
Volunteer Fire Department. 

“I get along with most people, and 
I love everyone. What you see is what 
you get with me. I speak my mind,” he 
says, laughing.

As he networked with more and 
more people, his reputation began to 
spread throughout the community. In 
2016, someone from the local Long & 
Foster Real Estate office reached out to 
Francisco. “They wanted to know if I 
was interested in selling land for them, 
and, of course, I couldn’t say no,” he 
explains. Francisco was awarded the 2020 
Realtor of the Year award from Southern 
Piedmont Association of Realtors.

He also couldn’t say no when his wife 
asked to open a microbrewery in South 
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Please note, MEC will hold an 
abbreviated Annual Meeting of the 
Membership again this year due to both the 
uncertainty of future COVID-19 restrictions 
at the time of planning, as well as for the 
continued health and safety of our Members 
and our employees. 

While we have encouraged our 
Members not to attend, those who choose to 
do so must follow these guidelines for entry:

• Only one representative for each MEC 
electric account will be admitted. 

• All Members in attendance must bring 
and wear protective masks. 

• Each Member in attendance will be 
directed to a seat that is socially distanced 
from others.

It should also be noted that: 
• No food or drinks will be served. 
• There will be no registration gifts and 

no drawing for door prizes. 
• Registration will be closed, and no one 

else will be admitted once current gathering 
restrictions, if any, are met. 

Regardless of the pandemic or meeting 
restrictions, the business of the cooperative 
and its commitment to the Membership 
must continue; so, we’ll conduct an 
abbreviated meeting again this year … and 
be hopeful that 2022 will be free of COVID 
concerns. The Annual Membership Meeting 
is a valued practice here at MEC, and we are 
optimistic that next year we’ll return to that 
special tradition, and we look forward to 
seeing each of you next year!

Please see the enclosed copy of 
your 2020 Annual Report for a 
look back at last year as well as 
consolidated reporting of your 
cooperative’s financials.

Annual Meeting 
Reminder

Boston, Va. “We’re in it together, of course. 
But it’s her baby,” he says of Factory Street 
Brewing Company. “I’m taking every 
spare minute I have to get that going.”

Factory Street Brewing Company is 
located within a historic tobacco prizery 
building. A prizery is where tobacco was 
pressed layer by layer into hogshead 
barrels. The barrels were then taken to 
the river or the railroad for shipping. 
The building is listed on the National 

Do you know an MEC Member 
that goes above and beyond for 
his/her community? 

Help us identify those truly selfless 
individuals who deserve to be recognized 
for all they do.

Simply email your recommendation  
to info@meckelec.org with the subject: 
Members Leading Our Communities.  
Tell us a little about the Member and 
we’ll do the rest!

Register of Historic Places as part of 
the South Boston Historic Tobacco 
Warehouse District and is considered to 
be the most architecturally prominent of 
the 15 buildings in the 20-acre district.
“We were so excited to have been able 
to acquire the property,” says Francisco. 
A question Francisco gets a lot: “How 
do you do it all?” To which he laughs 
and says, “I never stop. And it all just 
works.”

In addition to being a father and husband, selling timber, consulting, serving on the Halifax 
County Board of Supervisors, or farming, Jeff Francisco volunteers his spare time as 
assistant chief at Triangle Volunteer Fire and Rescue.

All MEC offices will be closed Monday, July 5,  
in celebration of Independence Day. 

For emergency service, call 1-877-MECKOUT.
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EMPOWER Broadband, the 
internet and telecommunications 
subsidiary of Mecklenburg Electric 

Cooperative, has reached a significant 
milestone as it installed high-speed 
broadband service utilizing fiber-optic 
technology to its 1,000th subscriber.  

Fountain Creek Baptist Church, in 
the Brink Community of Greensville 
County, is the 1,000th recipient of this 
new service. Access to EMPOWER 
Broadband’s high-speed internet brings 
enhanced opportunities for the church’s 
ministry and its congregation. 

Fountain Creek’s pastor, Bobby 
Griles, speaks excitedly when 
considering the opportunities for 
their ministry provided by high-speed 
access to the internet. Pastor Griles 

indicates, “Our mission is sharing the 
good news of Jesus Christ, who He is 
and what He has done for everyone. 
Having broadband available allows us to 
share God’s grace and love throughout 
the world. EMPOWER also provides 
the people of Fountain Creek Baptist 
Church access to resources and tools as 
we grow in God’s grace together. We are 
blessed to be able to have this valuable 
technology. We are very pleased that our 
cooperative stepped up to provide this 
critical service to our church and our 
community.”

The availability of high-speed 
broadband has been a rare commodity 
in Southside Virginia’s rural 
communities as construction costs 
for deployment are high because of 

the region’s lower population density. 
Accordingly, traditional internet 
providers have veered away from 
connected high-speed deployment 
in rural areas; so once again, rural 
residents are meeting their own needs 
through the locally owned, led and 
operated EMPOWER Broadband, which 
is a subsidiary of Mecklenburg Electric 
Cooperative. 

EMPOWER Broadband President 
and CEO, John C. Lee, Jr. states, “The 
communities served by EMPOWER 
Broadband consist of homes, businesses 
and organizations … all of which 
need the access and opportunities 
afforded by high-speed internet. When 
EMPOWER Broadband was established, 
we emphasized that the only business 

EMPOWER Broadband is on the move… 
1,000th high-speed subscriber connected
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plan that would allow us to successfully 
bring this much needed service to 
our sparsely populated region, would 
require a highly disciplined and 
structured approach. 

“In evaluating our ability to build 
a fiber network and offer broadband 
service to our region, we worked 
diligently to put together a plan 
that would allow us to step in and 
successfully get it done … recognizing 
that no one else would. We built a 
plan that would avoid substantially 
leveraging our electric cooperative’s 
financial assets, one that would initially 
allow us to save significant dollars 
by utilizing our electric 
cooperative staff to get 
the broadband project off 
the ground and underway. 
Lastly, it had to be a 
plan that resulted in a 
service offering Southside 
Virginians an affordable 
option. Ultimately, there 
was only one plan that 
would give us the opportunity to 
provide the service and meet those 
critical requirements.

“This plan requires us to initially 
take full advantage of any grants we can 
secure to build a strong foundation of 
subscribers and then take the revenues, 
generated by the areas for which we 
received financial assistance, to build 
out to other more remote areas that 
will likely be ineligible for grants, and 
will be far more expensive to serve. 
It also requires us to complete the 
deployment of our 142-mile fiber ring, 
which connects most of our substations 
and district offices, and by month’s end, 
we’re very pleased to announce that 
entire project will be complete. That 
backbone will allow us to extend service 
into additional areas and we’ll soon be 
marketing broadband availability to 
every home or business located along 
that primary fiber route.  

“The downside of that plan is that 
it took some time for the organization 
to get well-grounded, and, of course, 
everyone is eager to receive the service 
right away. The upside is that the plan 
has unfolded in exactly the manner 

we had hoped and now EMPOWER is 
poised to make substantial headway 
in fiber-to-the-premise connections 
moving forward. 

“In fact, EMPOWER is growing not 
only in the number of subscribers but 
also in the resources used to deploy and 
maintain those services. EMPOWER 
has hired additional service technicians, 
is adding customer service agents, 
and is hiring both construction and 
splicing managers. We’ve been prudent 
in managing the increasing demands 
placed on our MEC team with a 
systematic approach that will keep the 
cost of broadband service affordable.”  

EMPOWER has also ramped up the 
number of employees and contractors 
building main lines, installing drops 
to homes and businesses, and adding 
to the number of those completing 
premises installations. EMPOWER 
currently serves subscribers in Halifax, 
Charlotte, Mecklenburg, Brunswick, 
and Greensville counties. Multiple  
project areas across MEC’s service 
territory are currently under 
construction and work to expand 
services to additional homes  
and businesses across southern  
Virginia and northern North  

Carolina is well underway.  
Lee added, “While we recognize that 

we still have a great deal of work to do, 
we are very pleased with our current 
position, especially given the challenges 
presented by the pandemic, which 
most definitely impacted our progress, 
and the fact that we have been refining 
processes to maximize the efficiency 
of this massive and capital intensive 
project. And while our prudent and 
methodical approach to this effort has 
taken time, it is the same approach 
that we have used at our cooperative 
for 80-plus years to offer excellent 
electric service, maintain a strong fiscal 

position and keep our rates 
affordable.

Please know we fully 
recognize the business, 
educational and social 
opportunities opened up 
by broadband service and 
we are fully committed to 
providing access to all those 
we serve … and will not 

rest until that is the case. We ask only 
that people remember we have stepped 
up to do what no one else would, 
and while it is taking time, with each 
passing day since we undertook this 
project, those we serve are one  
day closer to receiving this much 
needed benefit. We continue to learn 
about this industry, and we’re getting 
better every day at building our fiber 
system, connecting new subscribers  
and providing great customer service.”

Lee continued, “EMPOWER’s team 
is successfully hitting our established 
milestones and continues to grow, 
as does the demand for our services.  
We’re proud to be making progress 
and proud to deliver this much needed 
service. We recognize there is much 
work left to do and that those we serve 
are eagerly anticipating broadband 
service. Accordingly, we’re methodically 
building EMPOWER’s organizational 
structure to meet the broadband and 
communications needs of the families, 
farms and businesses we proudly serve.” 

To check availability in your area, 
and log your interest for future builds, 
visit our website, empowermec.net.

“We are blessed to be 
able to have this valuable 
technology. We are very 
pleased that our cooperative 
stepped up to provide this 
critical service to our church 
and our community.”
- Pastor Bobby Griles
Fountain Creek Baptist Church
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Inspections and Maintenance Play Major 
Role in Reliability, Safety and Margins

Pole inspections are conducted on 
an ongoing basis to determine the 
serviceability of a utility pole, as 

well as to help ensure reliability, and 
the safety of both MEC personnel and 
the general public. MEC has 79,022 
poles across its system, making utility 
poles one of the Cooperative’s largest 
assets. Accordingly, MEC holds the 
maintenance of these assets as one  
of its highest priorities. 
 In the past, MEC utilized a 
more conventional process for pole 
inspections referred to as the “Sound 
and Bore” method, which requires a 
3/8-inch bore into the base of the pole; 
however, over time, these borings result 
in additional deterioration to the pole 
following multiple inspections. This 
method is also more subjectable to 
the inspector’s opinion of the pole’s 
serviceability, and overall, the process is more expensive  
than the method MEC now uses. 
 Three years ago, MEC partnered with MasterTek 
Utility Solutions to implement less subjective resistograph 
technology for its utility pole inspections. This inspection 

uses a much smaller boring to test the 
pole’s durability and the resistograph 
technology is considerably less invasive 
to the pole. Inspection results include 
measures and determinations for decay, 
cracks, voids and deterioration by 
insects. The technology measures the 
pole’s resistance against the device to 
determine if it should remain in service, 
and charts each pole’s data for future 
comparison. Additionally, each pole, 
and the electric distribution equipment 
attached to it, is visually scanned for 
any obvious defects, liability, safety 
and maintenance issues, and photos 
of any issues identified are taken and 
sent in real-time notifying our crews to 
schedule repairs or replace the defective 

pole or equipment. 
 This year, MEC will focus its pole 
inspections along the electric lines fed 

by Belfield, Omega and Hickory Grove substations. Beginning 
in June, we’ll test approximately 11,380 poles in those areas. 
This new process is yet another example of your Cooperative 
seeking out and utilizing stronger and more effective solutions 
to provide you with service that is both reliable AND affordable. 

Please note the following major events: 2012 Derecho, 2013 Hurrricane Isabel and 2018 Hurricane Michael.
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Following a previous inspection, the above 
electric pole was replaced due to bear damage.
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Danielle Potter, Manager 
of Human Resources at 
Mecklenburg Electric 

Cooperative recently graduated from 
Leadership Halifax County, which is 
a program to strengthen individuals 
for personal, organizational and 
community leadership. This 
educational program is designed to 
identify and encourage emerging 
leaders in the community and help 
develop their skillset. 

Through self-awareness, 
skill practice, teambuilding and 
classroom instruction, Danielle, 
along with 20 other graduates, 
attended nine sessions to improve 
upon her leadership skills to foster 
and facilitate positive change in the 
workplace and community. These 
sessions included tourism and 
economic development, local and 
state government, health and human 
services, agriculture, education and 
entrepreneurship. 

Danielle holds a master’s degree 
from East Carolina University in 
Greenville, N.C., and has been in 
the human resources field for over 
eight years. She began her career 
with MEC in October 2020 and is 
currently studying for her Human 
Resources Certification. Danielle 
resides in Halifax County with her 
husband and two daughters. 

Potter Completes 
Leadership Training

MEC Director Recognized 
for Advanced Leadership 
Certification

Peggy Lee, a member of the 
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative 
Board of Directors, recently earned 

and was awarded the Board Leadership 
Certificate (BLC) from the National 
Rural Electric Cooperative Association 
(NRECA). 

A continually evolving energy 
industry places ever-changing demands 
on electric cooperative directors.
Accordingly, serving in those roles 
requires an increasing knowledge 
of ongoing changes in electric 
utility operation and management, 
competent governance skills, and 
a sound knowledge of cooperative 
principles. MEC and its directors have a 
commitment to continue both training 
and education to ensure MEC continues 
to succeed in a changing environment 
and that the organization is well- 
positioned to make the most informed 

and beneficial decisions on behalf of the 
Cooperative’s Membership. Through 
its affiliation with the NRECA, MEC’s 
directors participate in these virtual 
programs and workshops to maintain 
and sharpen their body of knowledge, 
to the benefit of the Cooperative, by 
providing general overall guidance and 
establishing a strong strategic focus. 

The NRECA BLC is part of the 
continuing Director Education 
Certificate Program and recognizes 
individuals who further their 
professional governance development 
beyond the basic requirements of a 
Credentialed Cooperative Director. 
Directors who have attained the BLC 
have completed 10 advanced credits in 
issues-oriented courses.

MEC Board Chairman David Jones 
states, “Each member of our Board of 
Directors recognizes the responsibilities 
conveyed upon them as they represent 
their fellow Cooperative Members and 
their communities. Peggy’s completion 
of this credential program demonstrates 
her strong commitment and ongoing 
preparation to serve the members of 
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative and 
Southside Virginia.” 

Lee has served on the MEC 
board since 2008 and resides in 
Freeman, Va. She also serves on the 
Governance Committees for MEC and 
is a representative of the Cooperative’s 
Emporia District. Lee holds a master’s 
degree in health administration and is a 
retired executive director of the United 
States Department of Agriculture’s 
Brunswick County Farm Service 
Agency. In 2020, Lee was elected to 
the National Society of Leadership and 
Success, Sigma Alpha Pi. 
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LATOYA BROOKS

Job title: Member Services 
Representative
Serving MEC Members: 2 1/2 years
My job involves: Assisting our 
Members with all of their account 
needs
Favorite part of my job: Assisting our 
members and knowing that I was able 
to give them clarity on their issue/
concern
Message I would like to give to the 
Members that we serve: Never feel 

Manager of District Operations Craig Phelps displays a dead-end 
assembly, which includes three components; a dead-end shoe, the 
insulator and the eyebolt that secures it to the pole. 

Inve$ting 
Electric System

IN YOUR

When MEC needs to start or terminate an electric line at a 
pole, we use what is commonly referred to as a dead-end. Your 
Cooperative uses these assemblies when building a tap to your 
home or business off a main line. The line that serves you most 
often begins, and ends, with a dead end. 

What is the cost of one dead-end assembly?

A.  $12.84  B.  $23.40
C.  $47.15  D.  $52.40

*This price includes using a 12-inch eyebolt for the 
assembly. Over the past 12 months, MEC has purchased 
1,760 dead-end shoes at $7.76 each, 1,830 insulators at 
$12.84 each and 2,300 12-inch eyebolts at $2.80 each.

Answer: B.
Meet Your Cooperative Employee

that your voice is not heard. Every 
Member’s situation is heard and 
handled on an individual basis with 
understanding and with sincerity.
Current residence: Charlotte County
Family members and their names: 
Son, Devin; daughter, Kierra; and 
granddaughter, Harlyn
Involvement with volunteer 
organizations: I have been an active 
member for R-HHS Athletic Boosters 
for well over a decade and even held 
several offices, including president.
My hobbies: Spending as much 
time as I can with my children and 
granddaughter
Favorite vacation spot: I enjoy cruises 
to ANYWHERE. 
Favorite movies: “The Pursuit Of 
Happyness” and “Passion of the Christ”
Favorite TV show: “Law & Order: 
SVU” and when I want to laugh, “Two 
and a Half Men”
Favorite genre of music: I enjoy 
smooth R&B, jazz and gospel music.
Favorite food: Chocolate ice cream

Food I would never eat: Caviar
Most useful thing I ever bought:  
My $1 wooden back scratcher
A person I would like to meet: 
I would love to have met my 
grandmother (my mother’s mother). 
I just know she was a fascinating 
woman, because my mother was.
The worst thing I ever did as a child:  
I tried to smoke a cigarette that was 
left unattended by an aunt and let’s 
just say — I am not a smoker.
My fondest memory: Family reunions 
and getting together with my family 
from near and far just enjoying one 
another with food, fun and laughter 
If you had 10 minutes on national 
television, what would your topic be 
and what would you say?
Love yourself. I strongly feel that the 
reason things that we as humans are 
experiencing today are because we 
have forgotten how to self-love. You 
can’t love anyone else until you love 
yourself FIRST.
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MECKLENBURG ELECTRIC 
COOPERATIVE

P.O. Box 2451
Chase City, VA 23924-2451

Chase City District 
(434) 372-6200

Emporia District 
(434) 634-6168

Gretna District 
(434) 656-1288

Power Failure & Emergencies 
(877) 632-5688

Office Hours: M-F, 8 a.m.-5 p.m.

Website: meckelec.org

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative is an 
equal opportunity provider and employer.

Social icon

Rounded square
Only use blue and/or white.

For more details check out our
Brand Guidelines.

Summer is in full swing, and if 
you’re like me, you welcome 
the opportunity to be outdoors 

more and enjoy the warmer weather; 
however, warmer weather also brings the 
potential for dangerous storms. June 1 
through Nov. 30 of each year is a time 
of potential, havoc-wreaking weather 
across the East Coast, including the 
territories served by your cooperative. 
Whether classified as a tropical storm 
or a Category 5 hurricane, these storms 
can produce catastrophic amounts of 
damage; including the loss of power 
supply.  
 Fortunately for our Members, 
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative 
is prepared for such occurrences.  
Through strategic planning and tracking 
of storms in advance, our members can 
rest assured that we will work tirelessly 
to restore power as soon as safely 
possible. 
 At MEC, we stay prepared for 
storms in many ways. We have a storm 
trailer filled with materials that are 
commonly needed to restore power after 
a storm. When we learn that a storm is 
threatening our service area, we call our 
crews in to make sure they are ready. 
They fuel up their trucks, sharpen 
their saws and double check all safety 
equipment. MEC also communicates 
with our statewide association to 
discuss mutual aid; whether we need it 
at MEC or to prepare our crews if other 
cooperatives need assistance. I would 
encourage you to also practice safety 
and preparedness to protect your family 
during major storms and outages.
 The Federal Emergency Management 

Agency recommends the items below  
as a starting point for storm and  
disaster preparedness, but you can  
visit ready.gov for additional resources. 

• Stock your pantry with a three-day 
supply of non-perishable food, such 
as canned goods, energy bars, peanut 
butter, powdered milk, instant coffee, 
water and other essentials (i.e., diapers 
and toiletries).

• Confirm that you have adequate 
sanitation and hygiene supplies, 
including towelettes, soap and hand 
sanitizer.

• Ensure your first-aid kit is stocked 
with pain relievers, bandages and other 
medical essentials, and make sure your 
prescriptions are current. 

• Set aside basic household items 
you will need, including flashlights, 
batteries, a manual can opener, and a 
portable, battery-powered radio or TV.

• Organize emergency supplies 
so they are easily accessible in one 
location.
 In the event of a prolonged power 
outage, turn off and, if possible, unplug 
major appliances, TVs, computers and 
other sensitive electronics. This will 
help avert damage from a power surge 
and will also help prevent overloading 
the circuits during power restoration. 
That said, do leave one light on so you 
will know when power is restored. If 
you plan to use a small generator, make 
sure it’s rated to handle the amount of 
power you will need, and always review 
the manufacturer’s instructions to install 
and operate it safely.  
 Listen to local news or a NOAA 
weather radio for storm and emergency 

information, and check MEC’s 
Facebook page or website for power 
restoration updates.
 After the storm, avoid downed 
power lines and walking through 
flooded areas where power lines could 
be submerged. Allow ample room for 
utility crews to safely perform their jobs, 
including on your property.
 Advance planning for severe storms 
or other emergencies can reduce stress 
and anxiety caused by the weather event 
and can lessen the impact of the storm’s 
effects. At MEC, we recommend that 
you act today, because there is power in 
planning. From our Cooperative family 
to yours, we hope you have a safe and 
wonderful summer.

Matt Shaw
Safety & Security Coordinator

We’re Ready 
for Summer 
Storm Season, 
Are You?


