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A quick resume……
• Senior Consultant with Leading Resources, Inc. Practice areas are 

strategic planning, leadership coaching, board governance, 
organizational development, and process improvement.

• 16 years as an elected board member of SMUD, 3 terms as board 
president. 

• 7 years as a gubernatorial appointee on the California Public 
Employees Board of Admin (CalPERS). Chair of the Investment and 
Governance Committees.

• Former board member of two NASDAQ listed commercial banks 
• 9 years on board of Sacramento Public TV station, 2 terms as board 

chair. 
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What we want to accomplish
• 1. Identify problem areas that indicate the need to 

clarify governance roles and responsibilities. 
• 2. Identify five habits that support an effective 

relationship between and among management and 
the board.

• 3. Articulate a framework for a governance model.
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We all play or watch games…..
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But if there are no rules......there is no game!



Utilities have lots of rules…..
How the governing board is selected

Who hires management

To whom does the General manager report

Who approves the agency budget

How rates are approved

Safety rules, payment rules, purchasing rules

Robert’s Rules of Order
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All utilities have governing 
rules…. 
• How is the governing board selected
• How is management hired?  
• To whom does the GM report? 
• Who approves the budget? 
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Do they have Governance Rules? 
• How the game is played between the body 

that is in charge of the utility and those 
charged with running it. 
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Let’s consider some scenarios 
where the rules for governance 
may have room for improvement…..
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• Each table discusses a scenario.
• One person reports out.
• What is the problem and the consequences?



1. Jack, a utility board member for the past 4 years, 
decides that the utility needs to up its renewable 
portfolio substantially. Without telling Lisa, the 
GM, he calls Sally, the new head of energy 
resources, and demands that she present a plan 
to the board next month. Sally asks Lisa what she 
should do.
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2. Joyce, a long time board member, does not like 
Steve, one of the senior managers. Whenever he 
makes a presentation, she is quick to criticize 
including implying that Steve does not know what 
he is talking about. Jimmy, the CEO, knows that 
Steve, who is being groomed to succeed him, is 
actively looking at another utility.
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3. Dave, a board member in his 3rd term, 
dominates the board meetings while Susan, a 2nd

year board member, does not talk at all. 
Meanwhile, the meetings consistently run late into 
the evenings and Charles, the GM, is getting 
complaints from senior staff who are required to 
attend.
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4. Greg, the utility GM, knows exactly 
where he is taking the organization. He 
has an ok relationship with the board 
president but not with the rest of the 
board members. Now the utility is facing 
a big rate increase and board 
members are getting lots of 
angry calls from customers. 
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5. Sandy, a new board member with long-
standing connections in the community, 
regularly recommends people to be hired by 
the utility. She calls deep in the organization to 
make these “suggestions”. George, the GM, is 
upset but not sure what to do.
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6. Albert is facing his first contract renewal as 
GM. A majority of the board members appear 
to like him but he has never had a 
performance plan nor has he been evaluated 
since arriving 3 years ago.

@PublicPowerOrg #PublicPower
1
6



7. Frank, the GM, sees that his board can’t 
reach a decision about a new power 
project that has been on the table for 6 
months. It is a major investment that Frank 
believes will have long-term benefits to the 
ratepayers. But the more time passes, the 
higher the cost.
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8. James, the GM, has been in confidential discussions 
with a landowner who may sell a large parcel to the 
utility for a solar field. James and his staff counsel are 
working on a contract to bring to the board next 
month. Earl, a longtime board member, gets wind of 
this and because he is not in favor of it, Earl calls a 
reporter. The reporter is about to run with the story but 
is waiting on the line to get James to weigh in on this 
“controversy”.
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Organizational Effectiveness
How can the board and management avoid situations that 
are not productive and add the most value?



Habit 1:  Board members cultivate 
the Board as a distinct entity.
• Board members recognize the Board as a distinct entity that 

governs the organization.
• The Board directs the organization via the chief executive.
• Individual Board members do not direct staff, except when 

authorized to do so.
• Board members offer suggestions and ask for information from 

staff.
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Habit 2: The Board focuses on results 
– and on monitoring results.
• The Board’s job is to define the results that the organization 

is to achieve.
• The Board expresses its goals through a written plan or 

policies.
• The Board regularly monitors the goals, via measures of 

success.
• The feedback loop established through the monitoring 

process creates strong levels of performance.
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Habit 3: The Board ensures sufficient 
resources are on hand and that those 
resources are managed effectively.

• The Board regularly reviews the finances of the 
organization. 

• The Board helps develop and approves the 
organization’s budget. 

• The Board assures an audit is conducted of the 
organization’s finances.
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Habit 4: The Board develops itself 
so that it can effectively serve the 
organization’s needs.
• The Board regularly monitors its effectiveness and structure.
• The Board regularly clarifies the roles of the Board, Board 

members, and staff. 
• The Board assures an orderly succession of Board 

leadership.
• The Board orients new Board members to be effective as 

Board members.
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Habit 5: The Board provides 
feedback and support to the 
chief executive.
• The Board regularly evaluates the  chief executive on the 

basis of the organization’s success in achieving the goals. 
• The Board assures the chief executive receives the 

coaching, mentoring, and training support that he or she 
needs.

• When a vacancy occurs, the Board selects a new chief 
executive based on his or her ability to achieve the Board’s 
goals. 
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Governance 
Process

Responsibilities
of  the Board of 

Directors and
Board members

Board-Staff 
Linkage

Delegations 
to the chief 

executive

Strategic 
Direction

Mission, vision, 
values, 

Board expectations
and performance 

measures

Strategic Policy Governance



Can you identify policies 
that could address some 
of the scenarios we saw 
here today?
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Thank you for spending the time!

Bill Slaton
Senior Consultant
Leading Resources, Inc
W: 916-325-1190
C: 916-715-3675
bslaton@leadingresources.co
m

https://www.smud.org/en/Cor
porate/About-us/Company-
Information/Strategic-Direction

https://www.oppd.com/about/
governance/

mailto:bslaton@leadingresources.com
https://www.smud.org/en/Corporate/About-us/Company-Information/Strategic-Direction
https://www.oppd.com/about/governance/
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