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All about Plan Today. Power Tomorrow.
The growing demand for electricity and the region’s resource gap is the main focus of a new communications effort that’s been underway for the past 18 months, led by PNUCC but shared by representatives of many utilities.  PNUCC’s Communication Initiative has borne fruit with the early summer launch of the Plan Today. Power Tomorrow. project.  The campaign is intended to help policymakers and the general public get a better understanding of the electric system – and the challenges and realities it faces in the Northwest.  

The Gilmore Research Group was retained to investigate consumers’ knowledge and perceptions of issues facing the Northwest utility industry, last fall. Their research focused on the region’s power system and power-related issues in order to provide a foundation for a long-term communication imitative. 

The research results provided a regional data and perceptions baseline. The sample size was 500, with 165 interviews each in Oregon and Washington and 100 interviews in Idaho and 70 interviews in Western Montana. Research results have the potential to inform utilities across the region and help them tailor their messages to fit their target audiences by geography and/or demographics.  

The three key messages for PNUCC’s Plan Today. Power Tomorrow. project are:   

· Our energy needs are growing

· New resources and technologies are the solution

· And it’s going to cost all of us more

Electric utilities that have embraced the messages are customizing plans to meet their own communities' needs and collaborating, comparing and sharing information to find communications solutions to help consumers learn about the Northwest's complex energy challenges.  To learn more about the campaign, or, for the newseletter articles, please visit the PNUCC website, at www.pnucc.org.
Key research findings

After reviewing the research findings, the following observations were made:
􀂃 There is much disagreement among residents over the state of our energy supply and

future demands.

􀂃 There is agreement that it’s better to have clean, renewable energy but disagreement

over whether we’ll ever stop needing fossil fuels.

􀂃 There is even disagreement about whether renewables will (or should) cost more.

􀂃 While some residents are willing to pay more, others are not. Some of that has to do

with shrinking pocketbooks, some on principle.

􀂃 Among those who say they’ll pay more

consumers don’t expect to have to cover all the expense. To them, their fair share

means a portion. Many expect the electricity industry (both utilities and third party

groups), and even government (largely though subsidies and tax breaks) to chip in.

􀂃 General consumer disinterest in the production of electricity may be facing a

perfect storm of converging factors including the recession, a desire to shrink

dependence on foreign energy sources, the President’s National Agenda, attention in

the media and coverage in best selling books like Thomas Friedman’s “Hot, Flat

& Crowded.”

􀂃 This is likely just the right time for the Plan Today. Power Tomorrow campaign. More utility customers may be ready to listen.


Further analysis of the research results led us to the following eight conclusions. These bubbled to the top as the most compelling to influence the Plan Today. Power Tomorrow campaign:
1. Customers take their electricity for granted. 

2. People believe most or even all electricity in the Northwest is already from a
renewable, clean source:  hydropower.

3. Most don’t take the predicted gap between supply and demand seriously. 

4. Most are curious about alternative energy generation solutions, but feel that the

good ideas, like water, wind and solar, have already been developed. They don’t

want their utilities to waste time and money on “unproven” approaches.

5. Since they’ve been taking their electric energy supply for granted, customers

really haven’t explored their own feelings about the idea of an energy gap; no clear attitudinal, geographic or demographic patterns have emerged. 

6. Customers have some concerns about their electric utility. While they feel their

utility is extremely competent in maintaining current systems, they have doubts

about their utility’s ability to innovate. 

7. Nonetheless, when presented with the argument that both existing infrastructure

and alternative energy generation needs require significant investments, most

customers accept that their electricity costs will increase. But they also think that

they shouldn’t be the only ones to shoulder the costs and, furthermore, most

strongly believe that this is a short-term increase and costs should come down

again soon. 

8. Customers want to be in control of their part of the experience. They strongly feel

that combined energy conservation efforts can help offset new infrastructure costs

and even population increases within their community. Many want tangible information about managing their energy use and bringing down their costs.
The campaign and its three bullet-point messages are geared to policymakers and also citizens, whose thoughts influence those who make policy.  As for the specific messages, simplicity and ease of recall were important.  Individual utilities are free to take the three points and modify them to suit their own aims – for example, a strong clean-energy message could involve rewriting the "new resources and technologies" bullet point to incorporate conservation and renewables.  This is not intended as a mass-media campaign, but rather an opportunity for individual utilities to take these messages into their own media activities.

PNUCC is a region-wide utility forum, engaging with Bonneville Power Administration and other regional entities to coordinate resource planning efforts and discuss emerging and evolving electric power industry issues.

PNGC Power is a Portland-based not-for-profit group of 15 rural electric cooperatives with service territory in seven Western states.
