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Since we do not have a meeting in December, I want to take the 
opportunity to recap the November shareholder activism panel discussion 
and update you on Chapter news. All of our fall speakers were excellent; I 
only single out the November meeting because it was the most recent and 
because it contained valuable take-away messages on good governance 
practices applicable to private as well as public companies. I hope after 

reading it, you are encouraged to attend our exceptional winter and spring programs. 
Upcoming program dates are shown at the bottom of this newsletter and are available on our 
website at www.feihouston.org. 

Summary of the November Panel Discussion on Shareholder Activism

Our November dinner meeting featured a panel discussion on shareholder activism and the 
governance practices to avoid being a target. This was highly informative and relevant to 
all executive officers and board directors. The panel consisted of four people, including two 
highly accomplished FEI members, Stephen Grace and Jeff Curtiss. Dr. Grace is the President 
of H.S. Grace & Company, a firm which advises on issues of corporate governance, oversight 
and control. Jeff Curtiss practiced law in a Midwest law firm and worked for Peat Marwick early 
in his career. He held CFO positions with several major companies, and is currently a member 
of the Board of Directors and Chair of the Audit Committee of KBR. Gwen Le Berre, Director 
of Proxy & Governance, leads the corporate governance research efforts of Charles Schwab 
Investment Management and traveled from San Francisco to participate on the panel. She 
is responsible for the development of Schwab’s corporate governance policy and provides 
oversight for the implementation of its proxy voting guidelines. Dr. Kai Liekefett is a Vinson & 
Elkins partner and the head of V&E’s Shareholder Activism Response Team, one of the leading 
such teams in the country.  He has practiced law for international law firms in Houston, New 
York, London, in his native country of Germany, Hong Kong and Tokyo.  

Shareholder activism has been generally rising over the past 10-15 years and is becoming 
more successful because ISS has encouraged boards to remove many of its previous corporate 
defense mechanisms, both ISS and institutional investors have increasingly supported the 
agendas of activists, and capital available to activists has been growing. Most campaigns 
are aimed at small-cap and mid-cap public companies. Activists are typically interested in 
pressuring management teams to sell non-core or under-performing businesses, spin off 
non-complementary businesses, buy back shares or increase dividends, simplify the corporate 
structure and cut costs, replace entrenched CEOs and directors, separate the chairman 
and CEO roles, or change the capital structure. Prime targets are companies with under-
performing stock prices, excess cash, low leverage, low dividends, inactive share buyback 
programs, weak managements, governance failures, major operational issues, low insider and 
retail shareholder bases, or deteriorating industry conditions leading to consolidation. So what 
should companies do to prepare themselves? They should: 

• Avoid the foregoing shortcomings 

• Be prepared for an activist solicitation and possible proxy fight by having an identified 
investment bank, law firm, PR firm and proxy solicitor available to react quickly

• Regularly check changes in the shareholder base by engaging a stock watch service to 
monitor trading activity

A Letter from the President

FEI Houston Chapter Directors
Bob Baumgartner
Jeff Curtiss, KBR
Phil Denning, Shell Oil Company 
M. Colleen Estes, Sirius Solutions, LLLP 
Chuck Fischer
Eric Khan, Mercantil Commercebank 
Bruce Misamore, Yukos Oil Company
Ernie Pekmezaris, Pappas Restaurants 
Michael J. Vitek, 212 Resources
Terry Sanford, Director Emeritus

FEI Houston Officers and 
Committee Chairs
President
Joe Abell, Entropy Modulation

President-Elect
Frances Hawes

Programs Chairs
Rob Schmitz, Flotek Industries 

Membership Chair
Mike Kinney, ERS of Greater Houston 

Sponsorship Chair
Tony Maresca, BullseyeEngagement  LLC 

Academic Relations Chair
Vance Tillman, Tideland Signal Corporation

Professional Development Chair
Alan Gahm, Universal Weather & Aviation, Inc. 

Secretary
David Boersma, Foro Energy 

Treasurer
Marcus Jonesi, WG Consulting, LLC

Immediate Past President
Chris Matlock, Lookout Capital Management

Member Career Services Chair
Bob Baumgartner

FEI Liaison Chair
Stephen Grace, H.S. Grace & Company, Inc.
 

Social Event Chairs
Paul Marsh, Dagley Insurance & Financial Services 
Tony O’Dell, Ynot Consulting LLC 

financial executives

SM

i n t e r n a t i o n a l

Houston Chapter Newsletter
www.feihouston.org - September Issue, 2013December Issue, 2015



FEI Houston Chapter Newsletter / December Issue, 2015 Page 2

• Monitor the commentary of sell-side analysts, proxy advisory firms, ISS, the media, and 
internet chat rooms

• Constantly review the company’s strategy and performance with respect to peers and 
competing industries

• Have strong succession planning for the key executive roles and director positions

• Regularly meet with and listen to the major shareholders

• Consider re-instituting a poison pill 

If an activist shareholder does begin agitating, note that (1) dealing with the activist is costly in 
terms of internal and external resources;  (2)  senior management and the Board will have their 
focus diverted from accomplishing strategic or tactical company objectives during the time 
of the activist challenge, and employees may become uncertain about their future with the 
company thereby impacting employee retention and/or recruitment; and (3)  the company 
will be noticeably impacted as a result of the activist challenge even if the activist loses the 
fight.

Other News

The Board has revised our guest policy which Mike Kinney, the Membership Committee Chair, 
discusses in his letter below. The Board has created a Planning & Analysis Committee whose 
mandate is to periodically evaluate revenue enhancement and cost-saving opportunities, 
study the impact of policy changes and make recommendations to the Board, evaluate 
whether the Chapter’s authorized events are meeting the Chapter’s objectives, and 
recommend and help launch new events or other initiatives. One of the first tasks of the new 
committee is the evaluation of a special interest group for energy topics and the merits of 
a day-long CFO University focused on enhancing and broadening the financial skills of the 
conference attendeees. Please let me know what events may especially appeal to you. 

As mentioned in a previous email notice to the membership, the Economist magazine hosts 
economic outlook conferences around the world, including one in Houston on December 
9th. At no cost to the Chapter, the Economist has offered us the opportunity to be an event 
supporter by which the Economist provides advertising for the Chapter at the conference and 
a $45 discount off the standard $195 registration fee to Chapter members in exchange for 
advertising the event to our membership.  We only selectively accept similar such invitations, 
but given the quality of the event and the stature of the Economist, this was one your officers 
felt we should bring to your attention.  

As you consider year-end charitable contributions, please consider the FEI Houston 
Scholarship Foundation, a 501 (c)(3) charitable organization that awards $48,000 of 
scholarships annually to juniors at 12 universities in Southeast Texas. You can make a donation 
online through the website or by delivering a check to Logan.

I look forward to seeing everyone at our January 19th dinner meeting.  Jay Bryson, a nationally 
known economist from Wells Fargo, will provide an economic outlook that evening. Looking 
further ahead, our annual social dinner will be held on Saturday, February 13th at the Hilton 
Americas, and our February dinner meeting will be held on the 16th.

Happy Holidays,

Joe Abell 
President, Houston Chapter of Financial Executives International 
FEI:  The primary resource for financial executive education and leadership development and the 
principal avenue to influence financial matters in Houston.
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The Chapter Board recently revised its guest policy, and I want to highlight the changes relevant to you. As always, members are 
encouraged to bring prospective member guests to dinner and breakfast meetings at the Chapter’s expense. What is different in 
the new policy is the more systematic guest vetting and tracking process we have instituted and clarifying the fees that apply to 
unapproved guests or to registered guests who do not show up for a meeting. We have also changed “Spouses Night” at the May 
dinner meeting to “Guest Night.”

Members bringing their qualified business associates is essential to the long-term sustainability of the Chapter. WE WANT YOU BRING 
QUALIFIED GUESTS TO MEETINGS. Broadly speaking, those executives who perform some or all of the duties of a financial executive 
and who serve companies of a sufficient size generally meet FEI’s membership qualifications. For specific membership criteria, contact 
me at michael.kinney@ers-us.com or look at the membership criteria posted on the National website at http://www.financialexecutives.
org/KenticoCMS/Membership/Why-Join/Membership-Criteria.aspx#axzz3pgtCXRhf. As a host of a guest, you are encouraged to assist 
the Membership Committee in informing your guests of the benefits and cost of membership and in following up with prospects to 
gather feedback and gauge interest in joining FEI. The Membership Committee can provide members with a sample communication 
that highlights the benefits and cost of membership. To assist in the follow-up process, members need to complete and submit to the 
Chair of the Membership Committee (see my email address above) and our Chapter Manager, Logan Beszterda (logan@amchouston.
com), a prospective member profile form by noon at least four business days prior to the meeting (e.g., by noon on the Wednesday 
before a meeting the following Tuesday) which will be reviewed by the Membership Committee to assure that prospects qualify for 
membership. Logan or I can provide you a copy of the form, or you can find it on the Chapter website at www.feihouston.org. The form 
provides us with contact information so that the Membership Committee can greet our guests at the meeting and help you follow up 
afterwards. If a prospect does not qualify, the Membership Committee will notify you soon after you submit the prospective member 
profile form. It is your responsibility to inform your guest. If an unapproved guest shows up at the meeting, the guest will be admitted, 
and the host member will be charged the standard guest fee for the guest, which is currently $90. If a guest is approved and registered 
but is unable to attend and is not cancelled in time, the standard no show fee will be billed to the host, which is currently $50. A 
particular guest may attend only one meeting at the expense of the Chapter, and a member may bring up to two guests to a particular 
dinner or breakfast meeting. 

As mentioned above, “Spouses Night” at the May dinner meeting will be replaced with a “Guest Night” at which each member may 
invite one guest for whom the standard guest fee shall apply. Guests do not have to meet the qualifications for membership and can 
include spouses. 

Our members are our greatest resource for identifying and recruiting exceptional potential new members. The Membership 
Committee is encouraging all members to bring 3 prospective member guests to an upcoming dinner meeting and will award 
restaurant gift certificates worth $100 at the May dinner meeting to the three members who recruit the most new members from 
September through the May meeting. Just as importantly, we want to see you at our upcoming meetings. Finally, we want your 
feedback. Please let me know what the Chapter should be doing differently to improve the value of membership to you personally.

Cordially,

Mike Kinney 
Membership Committee Chair

A Letter from the Membership Committee Chair



FEI Houston Chapter Newsletter / December Issue, 2015 Page 4

Upcoming Events    2015- 2016 Season Meetings

New Member

Jay Krasoff

January 19, 2016 - Monthly Meeting - Jay Bryson, Wells Fargo
February 13, 2016 - Annual Wine Dinner
February 16, 2016 - Monthly Meeting and Academic Honors Day - TBD
March 15, 2016 - Monthly Meeting - Dan Pickering
March  TBD - New and Prospective Member Social
April 12, 2016 - Monthly Meeting - Andy Agosto, Carrizo

April - TBD - Annual Golf Tournament
May 17, 2016 - Monthly Meeting - Sally Sargent
June 21, 2016 - Summer Breakfast Series 1
July 19, 2016 - Summer Breakfast Series 2
August 16, 2016 - Summer Breakfast Series 3

2015 - 2016 FEI Houston Mission Statement and Goals 

MISSION:
Be the premier resource for Houston financial executives by offering high quality educational and leadership development programs and re-
sources to inquisitive leaders that help advance their careers and allow them a voice in financial matters important to Houston businesses.
 
GOALS:  
• Maintain and enhance the value of the FEI brand by focusing on quality – quality members, programs and sponsors
• Be relevant to members 
• Offer high quality programs and resources that help develop current and future financial officers
• Develop high quality and engaged sponsors to assist the Chapter financially, help identify programs and speakers, and help recruit new mem-
bers
• Make FEI relevant and known in the community through involvement in Houston financial matters; be the voice of the financial community 
• Run an effective, professional, and fiscally sound Chapter operation 
• Give back to the community through our own foundation and in other ways in which our members personally choose

Mark Your Calendar
    for our

Annual Social Dinner
Coming February 13, 2016


