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Spokane, WA - One of the reasons I visited Spokane recently was to attend the last annual meeting of shareholders of Avista Corporation, a large utility company providing electricity to much of the inland Pacific Northwest.  Although I do not currently own shares of Avista (stock symbol AVA), I have had quite a few shares in the recent past.  I was fortunate to sell those shares at a nice profit when Avista announced nine months ago their proposed merger with Hydro One of Ontario, Canada.   Actually, it is not exactly a merger.....Hydro One is buying all the shares of Avista.   Assuming that the merger happens, Avista will no longer exist, so, hence, this is probably the last annual meeting.  The price for each share shot up nearly $13 over the prior stock market price immediately following the announcement, so many of us sold our shares for a sweet gain knowing that if the merger was not approved by the various governmental agencies involved, the price of the stock would immediately tank.
My interest in attending the meeting was to hear the up-to-the-minute status of the proposed merger, along with the inevitable “spin” by Scott L. Morris, the Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of Avista.  Also, a close friend in Spokane who still owns quite a few shares of AVA and who has attended several previous annual stockholder meetings assured me that there would be plenty of free coffee and pastries.  (He was correct!)
The meeting began precisely at the advertised time of 8:15 A.M. on a week day.  Both of us suspected that the timing was designed to discourage the vast majority of stockholders from attending.   This strategy was apparently successful, as there were less than 50 of us in attendance.   The other 10 members of the Avista Board of Directors (Morris is the other member) sat in the front row and were introduced by the CEO.  He then gave, without using notes or a script, a predictably glowing report of the company’s performance followed by a slick video showing how the company works “24/7/365” to provide reliable energy to customers while also doing great civic work in the community.  He also assured everyone that the merger was “on track” and that all regulatory agencies had given approval, except for one state (Montana).  He then announced that all the incumbent directors had been re-elected - no surprise....it is an extreme rarity when the directors in any publicly traded company are not essentially automatically re-elected.  
Morris then took questions from the floor.  Only three attendees came forward to the microphone to ask questions, each of which Morris breezily answered. My buddy and I agreed that they were probably “plants” whose questions were softballs to make Morris look good.  I decided to try to liven things up with two of my own questions.  Once at the mike I stated my name and that I was from Virginia.  The CEO expressed surprise that someone would travel so far to attend this meeting.   When I asked him if Washington was a net metering state, Morris stumbled in response, and for the first time somewhat lost composure.  However, with the assistance from one of his buddies in the front row,  he answered, “Well, we have sort of a net metering situation.”  The intent of my question was to determine how home owners with solar systems installed to produce electricity are compensated when they produce more electricity than they use and those electrons flow back onto the electrical grid normally supplied by Avista.  In other words, when electricity flows into your house, you pay.  If you send electricity back onto the grid, do they (Avista) pay you or at least give you credit?   This is a key issue in regions where an increased number of homes are installing solar panels.  The bottom line after hearing the CEO’s answer was that I still do not know the situation in his region.  
My second question was whether it was in Avista’s financial interest to take the lead in installing far more charging stations for use by electric cars in the area.   Again Morris was vague in response.  I added that he could begin by having more than one charging station in front of corporate headquarters.   He assured me that “there are far more in back.”   I did not go there following the meeting, but suspect that he was not exactly being straightforward.
It was not clear from this meeting exactly how homeowners in the Avista service area will be better off when the Canadian conglomerate owns the only producer of electricity. for the region.  Avista has considerable debt (nearly a billion dollars) and may be looking for increased financial stability with the deep pocket Canadians.  What is certain is that Morris and several other Board members with large amounts of stock are going to gain big time when the deal closes.
I gained little new information from attending the Avista meeting.  But the coffee and pastries were excellent, and I had the opportunity to see Bill Gates’s sister, Kristianne Blake, one of the Board members, up close and personal.   In case you might be interested, she looks remarkably like Bill.
I thought you might like to know.
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