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Thirty years ago, in the summer of 1996, two back-to-back storms left their 
mark on Eastern North Carolina, securing their place in local history. 

Late on July 12, 1996, early in the Atlantic storm season, Category 1 Hurri-
cane Bertha made landfall just south of Topsail Beach, with winds reaching 
105 mph. In Onslow County and surrounding areas, the storm destroyed more 
than 200 structures and left thousands without power for days. 

Bertha was the strongest storm of its kind to directly impact the area in more 
than a decade, catching many locals off-guard as they weathered the storm 
and protected their homes and families. Just two months later, as the area 
continued to recover from the effects of Bertha, another, much stronger storm 
approached the coast of North Carolina. 

On September 5, 1996, Hurricane Fran made landfall near Cape Fear as a 
Category 3 storm, with devastating winds nearing 120 mph. Across the state, 
the storm caused 14 fatalities and more than $1 billion in damage. Locally, in 
addition to high winds, Fran brought 12-foot storm surge and heavy rainfall, 
resulting in damage to thousands of homes and businesses, including 90 
percent of structures at North Topsail Beach; the destruction of fishing piers; 
and widespread power outages. 

At the time, Jones-Onslow EMC had not experienced a storm of this magni-
tude in years, if ever. One longtime co-op employee said he had never seen 
devastation like he did in 1996, and that he hasn’t seen anything quite like it 

30 Years Later: Reflecting on Bertha and Fran

since. He recalled line crews work-
ing to restore power in floods with 
snakes and ant rafts floating by; 
he remembered crews working for 
hours on end to serve members 
to the best of their ability; and he 
looked back, remembering some of 
the roads the co-op used to service 
on Topsail Island being completely 
destroyed.

These storms presented unprece-
dented challenges for JOEMC as 
crews restored power to thousands 
of affected members, across our 
entire service area. Some of these 
challenges included limited access to 
bucket trucks and vehicles with four-
wheel-drive and weight capacities 
that could handle heavy transformers; 
limited communication abilities be-
yond two-way radios; and a dispatch 
system that largely relied on issues 
being called in by members. 

Today, advancements in technology 
and lessons learned have made your 
co-op much more prepared to handle 
widespread outages. JOEMC now 
employs a large fleet of vehicles pre-
pared to perform in harsh conditions, 
cellular communication devices and 
advanced software for tracking res-
toration progress, and advanced me-
tering infrastructure (AMI) technolo-
gy that allows our operations center 
to quickly recognize and address 
outages and system damage. 

JOEMC is proud to serve our mem-
bers, and we will always work to 
improve our ability to provide safe, 
reliable, and affordable electric ser-
vice for years to come. 
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Develop an Evacuation Plan
Be sure your family is ready to evacuate if needed by know-
ing your evacuation routes, where you will go, and how you 
will get there. You do not need to travel hundreds of miles. 
Your destination could be a friend or relative who lives in 
an area that will experience lesser impacts of the storm. 
When making evacuation arrangements, remember to 
account for your pets!

Assemble an Emergency Kit
Build an emergency kit that includes first aid supplies, 
bottled water, non-perishable food, flashlights, batteries, 
medications, extra cash, and other important supplies you 
may need. Make sure to keep your personal, financial, and 
medical records in a safe and accessible place in case you 
need them. 

Make Sure You’re Insured
Before a storm hits, give your insurance company a call 

to make sure your policy will cover you and your home in 
case of extensive damage or loss. Remember, flood insur-
ance is often sold separately from renters and homeown-
ers’ insurance. Make sure you have the coverage you need! 
It may also be helpful to document your belongings in case 
you need to file a claim for damages. Document serial 
numbers, take photos, and gather any other information 
you may need to provide.

Prepare Your Home
Before the storm is the time to improve your home’s ability 
to withstand hurricane impacts. Installing storm shutters, 
checking seals and weather stripping, trimming trees, and 
ensuring you have supplies on hand to board up windows 
and doors can make a big difference in how your home 
weathers the storm. 

Your family’s safety is important, and these small steps 
can make a big difference in being prepared.

NATIONAL PREPAREDNESS MONTH
September is National Preparedness Month, and now is a great time to assess your family’s emergen-
cy plan in the event of a hurricane or other natural disaster. Taking a few proactive steps now can help 
keep your family safe in the event of a major storm.
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Small Animals, Big Outages

September kicks off the fall 
shoulder season, when cooler 
mornings and milder evenings 
often mean you can give your 
heating/cooling system a break. 
Open windows, use ceiling fans, 
and enjoy the fresh air whenev-
er temperatures allow. It’s also 
the perfect time to schedule 
annual HVAC maintenance 
before colder weather arrives. 
Because demand is typically 
lower during the fall, heating 
and cooling professionals often 
have greater availability, making 
it easier to book an appoint-
ment. Regular maintenance can 
improve your system’s efficiency, 
help prevent unexpected break-
downs and keep your home 
comfortable all year long. 

Source: Dept. of Energy

That’s right. Small animals can cause big outages, and are, in fact, one of 
the leading causes of power outages across the country. A 2023 study by 
the American Public Power Association found that squirrels are the third 
most common reason for power outages nationwide, causing more than 
7,000 outages annually. Across the country, squirrels rank behind only 
trees and equipment failure. In some regions, such as the Midwest, they 
are actually the leading cause of outages.  

Animals aren’t trying to interfere with the electric system – they're sim-
ply looking for a place to perch, somewhere to nest, or a quick way to 
travel. Problems occur when an animal chews through wires, comes into 
contact with two energized parts of electrical equipment, or comes into 
contact with an energized part and a grounded surface at the same time. 
This creates a short circuit, causing protective devices to operate and 
interrupt power to prevent damage to the system.  

Protecting the electrical system from small animals and keeping the 
lights on for our members starts with prevention. Jones-Onslow EMC 
uses special devices called wildlife guards, often referred to as squirrel 
guards. These devices help protect the parts of the electrical system that 
are most vulnerable to animal contact, such as transformer connections. 
These guards also protect animals by reducing the risk of contact with 
energized equipment. At substations, preventive measures include fenc-
ing and protective barriers designed to keep snakes and other wildlife 
away from critical equipment.  

In addition to wildlife guards installed on transformers and other equip-
ment, Jones-Onslow EMC uses protective devices throughout the electric 
system that help isolate faults when animal contact occurs. These de-
vices can quickly disconnect affected equipment, reducing damage and 
limiting the extent of outages. 

While these measures reduce the number and extent of critter-caused 
outages, wildlife can still find its way into the electrical system. Where 
there’s a will, there’s a way, and even the best prevention efforts cannot 

eliminate every encounter between 
animals and electrical equipment.   

So, when squirrels hop on trans-
formers, snakes find their way into 
substations, and birds make contact 
with power lines, your co-op is ready 
to respond. Jones-Onslow EMC  
crews work around the clock to 
restore power as quickly and safe-
ly as possible, helping ensure that 
even the smallest troublemakers 
don’t keep the lights out for long.  

Read more about power surges and 
blinks on our website joemc.com.

When you think of what causes power outages, what comes to mind? Storms, fallen trees, wind? 
How about...squirrels?  

In 2025, JOEMC had 243 outages attributed to wildlife that 
affected 4,483 members.
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ARNOLD PALMER 
GRILLED WINGS
Arnold Palmers are a refreshing treat 
on a hot summer’s day. The lemon and 
tea pairs so well, we created a version 
for our wings. It’s tailgate friendly, too!

Source: www.carolinacountry.com

INGREDIENTS
2 dozen chicken wings
2 tablespoons salt
1 quart sweet tea
2 �(12-ounce) cans frozen lemonade 

concentrate
¼ cup coarse ground mustard
3–4 lemons
1 teaspoon crushed red pepper
2 teaspoons dried rosemary
1 tablespoon salt

DIRECTIONS
1.	 Put wings into a container with lid. 

Sprinkle salt over wings and add the 
tea. Cover and shake to mix in the 
salt. Refrigerate up to one hour, but 
best if brined overnight.

2.	 In a small saucepan, combine 
lemonade concentrate, mustard, 
zest and juice of one lemon, red 
pepper and rosemary. Bring to a low 
boil and simmer until sauce reduces 
and thickens, about 25 minutes.

3.	 Grill wings as usual. Thinly slice 
and seed remaining lemons, dip in 
sauce and grill alongside the wings.

4.	 Toss cooked wings with sauce, dust 
with salt and garnish with grilled 
lemons.

A Message from the CEO
Small Things Make a Big Difference

Ricky Maready, CEO

As we move into September, we are right in the middle 
of hurricane season. Here in eastern North Carolina, we 
know all too well that a storm can change our plans in a 
matter of hours. While we cannot control when or where a 
storm will make landfall, there are small things each of us 
can do to be better prepared.

At Jones-Onslow Electric Membership Corporation, our members are at the heart 
of everything we do. That means being here not only when the lights go out, but 
also helping you prepare before a storm ever arrives.

A few simple steps can make a big difference. Keep an eye on the forecast when 
a storm is approaching, make sure you know how to report an outage, and have 
flashlights, batteries and other emergency supplies ready. If you have a generator, 
make sure it is properly installed and operated safely. Taking a few minutes now 
can save a lot of frustration later.

The same idea applies to the energy we use every day.

Small changes around your home can add up to meaningful savings. Adjusting 
your thermostat a few degrees, turning off lights when you leave a room, using 
energy-efficient bulbs and appliances, and being mindful of when and how you 
use your largest energy-consuming appliances are all simple things that can 
make a difference on your monthly bill.

None of these things, by themselves, may seem like much. But when small 
actions become habits, they add up.

That is also true of the work we do at your cooperative. Every phone call an-
swered, every outage reported, every line inspected, every pole set, and every 
member helped is one small part of a much bigger effort to provide safe, reliable 
and affordable electricity to the communities we serve.

Hurricane season is a good reminder that we are all better prepared when we take 
the time to do the little things. So as we head into the heart of the season, take a 
few minutes to prepare your home, pay attention to changing weather conditions 
and look for those small opportunities to use energy wisely.

At JOEMC, we will continue doing our part to be prepared and to be there for our 
members when they need us. Because in the end, it is the small things we do 
every day that add up to something much bigger.

 When small actions become 
habits, they add up.“ ”


