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Exeter-Hampton Cooperative
Project engineers Joseph Ducharme and Jodie Strickland found electrical connections that
violated code at more than half of the co-op’s homes.

By Cindy Kibbe
An infrastructure upgrade is a complicated endeavor for any
cooperative. Site surveys, financing options and contractors must be
considered thoughtfully, all while preparing for the unexpected. Co-ops
that evaluate all of their infrastructure needs, costs and alternatives while
designing large-scale projects may save money and aggravation.
The current water-sewer-electrical upgrade at the 52-lot Exeter-Hampton
Cooperative wasn’t without challenges, but should result in safe, modern
services in the community. Exeter-Hamption’s experience also provides
lessons for other co-ops considering work of this scale.
Exeter-Hampton Co-op obtained a property inspection study shortly
after its incorporation in 1999. The study pinpointed problems with several
infrastructure systems. Specific to the electrical system were several
(continued on page 6)

Co-op combined projects to maximize return on investment
changes along with them. The original estimate for fixing
the electrical system was based on the 10-year-old
survey. Upgrading just the electrical system now cost
more than $370,000, and bumped the total project cost
to $1.2 million.
The community reworked the terms of its loan with its
lender to cover the additional expenses. “Thankfully, the
bank said, ‘Yes,’” Wright said.

Continued from the cover
rotting backboards (wooden panels on which electrical
meters are mounted) and a dozen homes whose
breakers needed replacement.
Some minor fixes were made to the electrical system in
the following years, said Jeanee Wright, Exeter-Hampton
resident and its infrastructure project liaison (and a ROCNH organizational development specialist). “Then it got
lost as a focus as the co-op board changed hands.”
As the co-op began to prepare for its 2011 budget,
Wright recalls budgeting nearly $30,000 for water. “It
just didn’t seem right, as each home was individually
metered. I wasn’t the only one who thought it was a bit
off.” They soon discovered the co-op was paying for
water that was literally leaking into the ground.
As if the news of major water leaks wasn’t bad enough,
sewage began backing up into people’s bathtubs,
washer machines, and toilets.
That fall, Wright said, “To help our operating budget, we
began looking into upgrading, rather than fixing, these
systems,” beginning with the water and sewer. It took
well over a year to obtain all pieces of the financing
puzzle, Wright said, but funds from the co-op’s capital
reserves, lot rent increases, a bank loan and a $500,000
Community Development Block Grant helped cover the
$1-million estimate.
Once they had the project’s engineers involved,
however, the community chose to also tackle the
electrical, telephone and cable systems.
“We already had all the people in place, so it was a
great opportunity,” Wright said. “We also wanted to
look at placing the conduits underground. Wires were
hanging low all over the co-op and could become
safety issues, if they weren’t already.”
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(Left) Exeter-Hampton resident and infrastructure project liaison Jeanee
Wright, also works for ROC-NH as an organizational development specialist.
(Above) Workers from Longchamps Electric made numerous residential
repairs prior to upgrading Exeter Hampton's system.

Exeter-Hampton Co-op tapped CMA Engineers, of
Manchester and Portsmouth, and Longchamps Electric
Inc., also of Manchester, for the three-system project.
Crews broke ground in October 2012.
Soon after the project began, engineers found
additional issues with the electrical system; much of it
wasn’t compliant with state electrical codes. That’s not
unusual, said Joseph Ducharme, engineer and principal
for CMA Engineers. “Often, communities won’t know
about code updates until work needs to done.”
“For example, the electrical shut-off must be visible from
the unit it serves and be located not more than 30 feet
from the unit,” he said. “It’s very common for mobile
homes constructed prior to 1980 to have clustered
shut-offs for units located elsewhere in the community.”
The engineers found electrical connections that violated
code at 26 of Exeter-Hampton Co-op’s 51 homes.
Many involved exposed wiring that was not encased in
conduit, or wires connected to the wrong power feed.
The co-op called in an electrician who specializes in
residential work to make the repairs so the community’s
electrical upgrade could proceed.
The community learned some difficult lessons: Electrical
codes change frequently, and the cost of compliance

Wright said other co-ops could learn from ExeterHampton’s experience. Among the most important
lessons, she said, was the cost-effectiveness of
completing the entire project rather than working in
phases. Doing it all at once saved the co-op the expense
of rehiring engineers and designers, as well as additional
mobilization and set-up costs.
“Engineers were already in place for our sewer and
water projects, so it just made sense to work on the
electrical while we already had all our resources,”
she said.
An even-more-important lesson, Wright and Ducharme
agree, was not to rely on old engineering studies. ExeterHampton’s decade-old study didn’t identify violations of
more-recent codes.
“Electrical codes are changing frequently. It may be wise
to do a re-evaluation of your community’s needs since
your last assessment was done,” Wright recommended.
While the project has taken two years and caused
significant disruption, Exeter-Hampton Co-op residents
said they feel confident that their new infrastructure is
safe and will meet their needs for many years to come.
“As with any upgrade, progress builds excitement
among the members, and makes the homes and the
community more valuable in every sense,” said Wright.

Cindy Kibbe, an award-winning journalist and former
editor, has been writing about New Hampshire for
more than 10 years. She can be reached at
cindy@kibbecreative.com.

For electrical system projects,
ROC-NH recommends that
co-ops first determine where
the electrical lines are located
(on utility poles or buried
underground), as well as the
location of meters. Underground
electrical lines must be in
conduit — a protective tube
encasing the wires — to comply
with code.
Verify who is responsible for the
various parts of the electrical
system — the utility or the co-op
itself. For example, the electric
company is likely responsible for
overhead wires and meters, but
the cooperative is responsible
for the underground wires from
the meter station to a
member’s home.
Mobile homes built before
1976 often have a plug-in (a
heavy-duty outlet plug at the
disconnect site providing power
to the home from the electrical
panel) that is the homeowner’s
responsibility. Homeowners are
also responsible for wiring the
electrical panel in the home
to the co-op's electric system.
Both should be updated to meet
current code.
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