


First off, thank you
for participating in a Washington program unlike any 

other. The Electric Cooperative Youth Tour is organized

around a central purpose: giving the future leaders in 

co-op communities a front-row seat to American

government. I am so happy you are taking part in this

unique, challenging opportunity.

I was first introduced to the Electric Cooperative Youth

Tour during my previous job as a congresswoman from

Missouri. I listened with great pride to the inspirational

ideas of bright students. My visits always made me

think about the future of rural southern Missouri, 

and I called those same conversations to mind when 

I cast votes in Congress. 

I am honored to continue to promote this essential

conversation between elected officials and our young

leaders as CEO of the National Rural Electric

Cooperative Association.

This program will serve you well, as you form lasting

bonds with other young leaders just like you, learn

about advocating on behalf of your community, and

engage in an unmatched learning experience on the 

cooperative business model, electricity, and American 

government.

Electric cooperatives are more than just poles and wires—they’re about people. Our mission at

NRECA is to improve the lives of the consumer-members we serve—people like you—and Youth

Tour is just one way we do this.

Make the most of this opportunity.

Have fun. And most of all: make a difference.

Jo Ann Emerson, Chief Executive Officer, NRECA

A Letter from theCEO
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www.nreca.coop/youthtour

What is Youth Tour?
The Electric Cooperative Youth Tour involves more than 1,600 high 

school students—selected by their local electric cooperatives—who visit

Washington, D.C. every June from across America. Students not only learn

about electric cooperatives, but also about American history and the 

U.S. government, and experience history up close by visiting national

monuments, the Smithsonian Museums, and various historic sites. 

More important, students have the opportunity to meet and interact with

their congressmen, senators, and legislative staff. Being able to 

ask questions and have a conversation with elected officials is 

an important part of being an engaged citizen.

SECTION 1
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About Electric 
Cooperatives

A cooperative (“co-op”), is an autonomous association of persons
who voluntarily cooperate for their mutual, social, economic, and
cultural benefit.

If you are participating in the Electric Cooperative Youth 

Tour, you are certainly familiar with electric cooperatives.

However, do you know that America’s
electric cooperatives are:

Private, independent electric utility businesses;

Owned by the consumers they serve;

Incorporated under the laws of the states in which

they operate;

Established to provide at-cost electric service;

Governed by a board of directors elected from the

membership, which sets policies and procedures that

are implemented by the cooperative’s professional staff?

You probably know that distribution cooperatives deliver

electricity to the consumer and that generation and

transmission cooperatives (G&T) generate and transmit

electricity to distribution co-ops.

In addition to electric service, many electric co-ops are

involved in community development and revitalization

projects, such as small business development and job

creation, improvement of water and sewer systems, and

assistance in delivery of health care and educational services.
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The 7 Cooperative 
Principles

VOLUNTARY, OPEN MEMBERSHIP

Open to all without gender, social, racial, political,
or religious discrimination.

DEMOCRATIC MEMBER CONTROL

One member, one vote.

MEMBERS’ ECONOMIC PARTICIPATION

Members contribute equitably to, and democratically control,
the capital of the cooperative. The economic benefits of a
cooperative operation are returned to the members,
reinvested in the co-op, or used to provide member services.

AUTONOMY AND INDEPENDENCE

Cooperatives are autonomous, self-help organizations
controlled by their members.

EDUCATION, TRAINING AND INFORMATION

Cooperatives provide education and training for members
so they can contribute effectively to the development of
their cooperatives. They inform the general public about
the nature and benefits of cooperation.

COOPERATION AMONG COOPERATIVES

Cooperatives serve their members most effectively and
strengthen the cooperative movement by working together
through local, regional, national and international structures.

CONCERN FOR COMMUNITY

While focusing on member needs, cooperatives work for
the sustainable development of their communities through
policies accepted by their members.

11
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66
77
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WhyYouthTour?

Youth Tour Goals
The Youth Tour provides the opportunity
for young people to:

Increase their understanding of the value of rural
electrification;

Gain a better understanding of the historical and
political environment of the nation’s capital;

Learn the value of becoming an engaged participant
in the political process;

Visit elected officials in order to increase their
knowledge of how the federal government works;

Expand their understanding of the cooperatives
business model; Improve leadership skills.

If one thing goes out of this meeting, it will
be sending youngsters to the national capital
where they can actually see what the flag
stands for and represents.     — Lyndon B. Johnson

Electric cooperatives believe education is important.

NRECA hopes to promote and inspire participation 

in the democratic process by teaching its youngest

members about co-ops and their country.

U.S. Senator Lyndon Johnson (D-Texas) inspired the

Youth Tour when he addressed the NRECA Annual

Meeting in Chicago in 1957. Consequently, some

Texas electric cooperatives sent groups of young

people to Washington, D.C. to work during the

summer in his office. 

In 1958, rural electric cooperatives in Iowa sponsored

the first group of 34 young people on a weeklong

study tour of the nation’s capital. The idea grew 

and other states sent busloads of young people

throughout the summer. By 1959, the Youth Tour 

had grown to 130 youths.

In 1964, the NRECA began to coordinate the program

and suggested that co-op representatives from each

state arrange to be in Washington, D.C. during Youth

Tour week. The first year of the coordinated tour

included approximately 400 young people from 12

states. The idea has continued to grow, and today,

more than 1,600 students and 300 chaperones

participate in Youth Tour every year.
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Youth Leadership
Council 

In 1976, the NRECA Board of Directors created

the Youth Consulting Board (YCB). In 1998, the

structure of the Youth Consulting Board was

redesigned and became known as the NRECA

Youth Leadership Council.

During Youth Tour, you can have the chance 

to be selected to represent your state on the

NRECA Youth Leadership Council (YLC). One student

from each state is selected and they will come back to Washington, D.C.,

in July for a leadership workshop which will focus on the electric

cooperative industry. 

The purpose of the YLC conference is to build leadership and public

speaking skills, and to enhance the delegates’ knowledge of the energy

industry and the cooperative form of business.

A Day in the Life of a Youth
Tour Participant (SAMPLE ITINERARY)

7 a.m. Meet in hotel lobby for breakfast
8:30 a.m. Tour Pentagon and Air Force memorials
10 a.m. Tour National Archives
11:30 a.m. Visit Lafayette Park. Photo outside the White House.
12 p.m. Lunch
1:30 p.m. Tour Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum
3 p.m. Tour Ford’s Theater and Peterson House
4:30 p.m. Depart for J.F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts
5 p.m. Supper at Kennedy Center
6 p.m. Attend play
8:30 p.m. Tour Jefferson and Martin Luther King, Jr. memorials
10 p.m. All individuals in rooms. Room checks by chaperones.
10:30 p.m. Lights out
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Each student will prepare a 5–7 minute speech about what inspired them during their Youth

Tour trip. Also, the YLC National Spokesperson will be selected to address the membership at

the NRECA Annual Meeting and to address the Youth Tour delegates the following year. These

students will also give their speech at their statewide and local cooperative annual meetings.

Members of the YLC play an important role during NRECA’s Annual Meeting the following

spring. Not only are the YLC members recognized on stage, they have a hands-on experience

with virtually every facet of the meeting including the resolutions process and helping our

members communicate with their legislators. 

Youth Leadership council members leave more poised, confident and a better developed

leader with a strong determination to improve your community and make their country a

better place. Further, they leave having built life-long friendships with other student leaders

from across the country.

How to Participate
If you want to join this Washington tradition, contact your local electric cooperative, public

power district, or public utility district for more information. The tour is coordinated by NRECA

and is sponsored jointly by NRECA, electric cooperatives in 47 states, and by statewide

associations of electric cooperative systems in each of those states.



Cooperative consumer-members share equally in the control of their

cooperative. They meet at regular intervals, review detailed reports,

and elect directors/trustees who are fellow members to guide the

business. The directors/trustees in turn hire general managers/CEOs 

to manage the daily affairs of the cooperative in a way that

serves the members’ interests.

Members furnish capital for strong and efficient

operations. After the co-op’s bills are paid and money 

is set aside for operations and improvements, all net

savings remaining are allocated to co-op members and

returned as the cooperative’s financial status permits.

This money is known as capital credits or patronage

capital.

Cooperative members organize to provide themselves

with goods and services in nearly every sector of our

economy. Cooperatives may be organized in a number 

of ways and for many purposes.

What is a Cooperative?
In its simplest form, cooperatives are not-for-profit businesses owned and
governed by members who use their services. Democratically controlled
and operated on an at-cost, basis, a cooperative allocates any excess
revenue, called margins, to members based on their patronage, or purchase,
of its services. Cooperatives operate for the benefit of their members.

Cooperatives & 
Your Community

7

SECTION 2
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Categories of Cooperatives
Producer cooperatives are generally owned by farmers or small businesses

to process and market their goods and to provide themselves with credit,

equipment, and materials. Similarly, retail stores or small businesses

organize cooperatives to provide supplies or common services.

Consumer-owned cooperatives enable consumers to secure a wide

array of goods and services. For example, they may offer health care,

utilities, insurance, or housing; buy and sell food, heating fuel, hardware,

and other goods; and operate banking institutions (credit unions), child

care facilities, and even funeral and memorial societies. Almost all

consumer needs can be met by a cooperative.

Worker cooperatives are businesses owned and controlled by their

employees. Worker cooperatives may be found in almost any industry.

Examples include employee-owned food stores, processing firms,

restaurants, taxicabs, and timber processors.

Cooperative Business Fact s

More than 29,000 cooperatives operate in every sector of the U.S. economy and in every congressional district.

American cooperatives generate 2 million jobs and make a substantial contribution to the nation’s economy 
with annual sales of $652 billion and possessing assets of $3 trillion.

The majority of our country’s 2 million farmers are members of the nearly 3,000 farmer-owned
cooperatives. They provide more than 250,000 jobs and annual wages of over $8 billion.

More than 7,500 credit unions offer financial services to 91 million U.S. consumers.

More than 900 electric co-ops deliver electricity to more than 42 million people in 47 states. 
They own and maintain 42 percent of our nation’s electric distribution lines, spanning 75 percent 
of the country’s land mass.

Approximately 233 million people are served by insurance companies owned by or closely affiliated with co-ops.

Food co-ops have been innovators in the areas of unit pricing, consumer protection, organic and bulk foods, 
and nutritional labeling.

More than 50,000 families in the U.S. use cooperative day-care centers, giving co-ops a crucial role 
in the care of our children.

About 1.2 million rural Americans in 31 states are served by the 260 telephone cooperatives.

In the U.S., more than 1.2 million families of all income levels live in homes owned and operated through
cooperative associations.

Statistics gathered from the National Cooperative Business Association.

Land O’Lakes

Ocean Spray

Ace Hardware

Florida’s Natural Growers

REI

Cabot Creamery

Associated Press

Principles
Cooperatives worldwide operate using the same principles as adopted in 1995 by the International Cooperative Alliance.

Well-Known
Cooperatives
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The Cooperative Concept
The Soda Pop Co-op—A true story
Cooperatives actively serve their consumers, their communities and their countries. One important

example of cooperatives’ community involvement comes from NRECA’s Electric Cooperative Youth Tour. 

One year, a group of students confronted and solved a problem using the cooperative concept. The price

for soft drinks available from hotel vending machines was four times what it cost at a grocery store. The

machines were unreliable and some of the group’s favorite kinds of soda were not offered. 

The students were stuck with an overpriced, unreliable, and insufficient soft drink source. They wanted

reliable service and selection at affordable prices. So this resourceful group pooled their money

to buy several cases of soda.

They all voted on what kind to

buy, and they paid less than

what it cost at the hotel.

They formed a co-op, a

soda pop co-op. And, like 

co-ops everywhere, this was

a not-for-profit cooperative,

operating on the democratic

principle of one member, one

vote, and open to all members.

From collecting money from the

membership to making the purchase

and delivering the product, there were

varieties of tasks associated with running this

co-op. By working together, the students made

the soda pop co-op quite a success.

Values
Cooperatives are guided by these values:

Self-Help and Self-Responsibility
Members play an active role in meeting their own needs 
and accept responsibility for guiding their cooperative;

Democracy
The co-op is governed through a democratic process that 
gives members ultimate authority over the co-op;

Equality and Equity 
All co-op members have equal rights and responsibilities, and
all members are entitled to be treated impartially and fairly;

Solidarity
Co-op members work together to achieve the greater good for
all the members and for the cooperative enterprise itself.

Americans hold more
than 350 million co-op
memberships
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Co-ops Meet
People’s Needs
The soda pop co-op was created like so many

other cooperatives—out of a need that was best

met the cooperative way. Throughout history,

cooperatives have provided the means to 

supply people and communities with essential

products or services that were otherwise

unavailable. When electricity was not available

in rural areas, people formed co-ops to get the

job done. Cooperatives are the locally based,

member-controlled way to serve the needs of 

a community.

If you are unfamiliar with cooperatives, 

just look around you. You may begin every day

with the products and services of cooperative

businesses. From the morning news to your fruit

juice to the butter on your toast, cooperatives

are everywhere—the news service Associated

Press is a co-op and so are Sunkist Growers,

Ocean Spray, and Land O’Lakes. If your day’s

activities take you to your credit union, you are

doing business with another co-op. Many of 

the dairy products and produce at your grocery

come from co-ops, as might your electric and

telephone service.

Any business can be organized as a

cooperative. Setting up and using co-ops is one

method of meeting basic needs that might not

otherwise be met. Co-ops provide a great way to

have a voice in how people receive services and

products. They are an excellent means for being

involved in building our communities.

Member Benefit: The
Cooperative Difference
The only reason a not-for-profit member-owned

cooperative exists is to provide benefits to its

members. This mission makes the cooperative

different from other forms of business.

In contrast to a cooperative, for-profit,

investor-owned businesses exist to make the

Electric Co-op Facts 
at-a-Glance

18.5 MILLION
BUSINESSES, HOMES, SCHOOLS, 
CHURCHES, FARMS, IRRIGATION SYSTEMS, 
AND OTHER ESTABLISHMENTS
IN 2,500 OF 3,141 COUNTIES IN THE U.S.

42 MILLION
PEOPLE IN 47 STATES

�
�

906 MEMBER SYSTEMS
SPAN 80% OF THE NATION’S LANDMASS

�

840 distribution and 67 G&T cooperatives serve:

OWN AND MAINTAIN 2.5 MILLION MILES, 
OR 42 PERCENT OF THE NATION’S ELECTRIC
DISTRIBUTION LINES, COVERING THREE QUARTERS
OF THE NATION’S LANDMASS

OWN ASSETS
WORTH $140 BILLION

�
�

GENERATE 5 PERCENT
OF THE TOTAL ELECTRICITY PRODUCED
IN THE U.S. EACH YEAR

DELIVER 11 PERCENT
OF THE TOTAL KILOWATT-HOURS SOLD
IN THE U.S. EACH YEAR

�
�

EMPLOY NEARLY 70,000 
PEOPLE IN THE UNITED STATES.

�

To perform their mission, electric cooperatives:

collectively, u.s. electric co-ops pay more than 
 $1.4 billion in state and local taxes each year.
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maximum profit for its stockholders. These

stockholders typically do not represent much, if

any, of the firm’s business volume nor do they

ordinarily have much “stake” in the local

community where the firm conducts business.

Stockholders primarily invest for a profit or return

on their investment. Whether the product or

service is one that should be provided, or

whether it benefits a particular community, is a

secondary consideration. For-profit businesses

are essential components of the U.S. economy

and they make significant contributions to the

American way of life. Many needs, however, 

are often best met through a cooperative.

The cooperative business model brings

people from every walk of life and every

economic condition into the American free

enterprise system.

With electric co-ops, the benefits also extend

into local communities, whether it’s sponsoring a

community health fair, offering Red Cross first-aid

classes, organizing a neighborhood watch,

making meeting space available for community

groups, offering clerical help and other

assistance for community betterment projects,

participating in career days at high schools, or

teaching youngsters about electrical safety.

Electric co-ops are always part of the community

because co-op members are the community.

Member Control
and Involvement
Member control is another distinguishing

characteristic of cooperatives. As democratically

governed organizations, co-ops are led by the

voices of their members.

Co-op members influence the way in which 

a cooperative is governed and operated by

electing a board of directors/trustees to act on

their behalf. Only co-op members are eligible to

serve as co-op directors/trustees, who are

committed to representing the views of all

members.

While a co-op’s board of directors/trustees

sets the overall direction for the cooperative, the

co-op’s CEO and staff are responsible for day-to-

day operations. Views of the membership can be

effectively communicated to co-op staff because

the co-op board supervises the co-op CEO.

Member control also carries responsibilities.

An early newsletter of a Virginia electric co-op

expressed it this way: “If you do your share in

making your cooperative succeed, you will be

part owner of a growing business that will yield

constantly increasing benefits to you and your

neighbors. Attend the annual meeting, help elect

your board of directors, have a voice in the

success of your cooperative.”

Certainly, early electric co-op members 

and boards of directors realized the great

responsibility they had to get their co-ops off 

to promising starts. Today, member involvement

in co-op governance and direction remains just

as important.

Standing Up
For the Co-op
Member involvement also includes speaking 

on behalf of the cooperative regarding public

policy, legislative, and regulatory matters. At 

both the state and federal levels, new laws and

regulations are proposed each year that could

affect the ability of members to run their own 

co-op or the ability of the co-op to provide

beneficial, affordable service.

In the best American tradition of civic duty,

co-op members are sometimes called upon to

write and call their elected representatives and

express their views. The past few years have

brought unprecedented change in the electric

utility industry and electric co-op members have

diligently stood their ground, lest the co-op form

of business be weakened. Those who receive

benefits from the cooperative must stand up for

what is rightfully theirs.
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History of 
Rural Electrification

TURNING ON THE LIGHTS
The story of rural electrification revolves around how hope was
transformed into action, thanks to a unique partnership between
the federal government and rural residents. 

Some start the tale of American farms and

ranches receiving modern electric service with

the executive order President Franklin Delano

Roosevelt signed on May 11, 1935, that created

the federal Rural Electrification Administration

(REA). But the saga actually dates much earlier,

and offers a lesson in the often snail-like pace

of socio-economic change.

It begins with the conservationists who

surrounded President Theodore Roosevelt

(1901–09). Known for defending natural

resources like water and creating national

forests, conservationists were also concerned

about the increasing disparities between rural

and city life. Some of them saw incessant farm

toil as a national disgrace.

Near the end of his administration,

Roosevelt appointed a seven-member Country

Life Commission, which sent out tens of

thousands of questionnaires to rural families

and held 30 hearings across the country 

during November and December 1908. In a

compassionate report issued in February 

1909, the panel recommended creation of

cooperatives for “the securing of telephone

service, the extension of electric lines, the

improvement of highways, and other forms 

of betterment.”

The president, for his part, sent the report to

Congress with a transmittal message that took

a swipe at big power companies who were

eyeing hydroelectric resources to meet growing

SECTION 3
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urban loads. “It is the obvious duty of

government to call the attention of farmers 

to the growing monopolization of water power.

The farmers above all should have that power,

on reasonable terms, for cheap transportation,

for lighting their homes, and for innumerable

uses in the daily tasks on the farm.”

While Congress took no action on the 

report, the Country Life Commission put rural

electrification on the national agenda, where it

remained for decades to come. Rural electric

activists took heart when the municipal utility in

Los Angeles extended lines to fruit growers in

the countryside, and when what was likely the

first American electric cooperative—Stony Run

Light & Power Company (predecessor to

Montevideo, Minn.-headquartered Minnesota

Valley Cooperative Light & Power Association)—

was established in Yellow Medicine County 

of the North Star State in 1914. By 1930, 46

consumer-owned cooperatives had organized 

in 13 states, although most were very small,

serving just 10 to 360 members. 

Power company executives first took notice

of the untapped rural market before World War I.

The National Electric Light Association (NELA),

forerunner to the Edison Electric Institute, the

Washington, D.C.-based service organization 

for investor-owned utilities (IOUs), urged its

members to go after rural business, although

NELA’s Committee on Electricity in Rural Districts

didn’t see a clear path to profit. The committee’s

chairman, in fact, discouraged power managers

from serving individual farmers. The real money,

he advised, was in rural industries such as

quarries and creameries.

Still, the NELA committee recommended a

national education program to acquaint farmers

with profitable uses of electricity. In 1911, the

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) was

urged to publish an electricity uses bulletin 

and the U.S. Census Bureau asked to collect

data on farm electrification. Two years later,

USDA Secretary Agriculture James Wilson, in one

of his last official acts after a record 16 years in

the post, formally urged that a count of farms

using electricity be included in the Census.

‘‘I’ll never forget that day—it was late on a November after-
noon, just before dark. All we had were wires hanging down
from the ceiling in every room, with bare bulbs on the end.
Dad turned on the one in the kitchen first, and he just stood
there, holding on to the pull chain. He said to me, ‘Carl, come
here and hang on to this so I can turn on the light in the 
sitting room.’ I knew he didn’t have to do that and I told him
to stop holding it, that it would stay on. He finally let go, and
then looked kind of foolish.

‘‘
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Despite the rural electric educational

campaign, IOU emphasis remained on selling

appliances and machinery, not building

infrastructure, and nothing much changed. The

roadblock to expansion was price. The power

companies required farmers to pay for line

extensions that could cost as much as $5,000

per mile, as well as a monthly “ready-to-serve”

charge. The actual electric rate, running between

8 cents and 25 cents per kWh, came on top of

that. This was at a time when per capita income

nationally averaged around $1,800 per year.

In many rural areas,

power was not available

at any cost. To get

around the utilities,

enterprising folks

deployed “light plants”

powered by steam

engines and windmills

or complicated battery

systems to provide

themselves with

electricity. However,

these household

generators were not only

bulky, noisy, costly, and

dangerous to maintain,

but they produced very

little electricity—just

enough to “light the

lights (dimly)” or run a

few appliances. The

ideal solution was to extend central station

electric service into unserved regions.

Yet by the early 1920s, only 2.6 percent of

American farms enjoyed central station power.

In 1923, NELA, the American Farm Bureau

Federation, National Grange, American Society

of Agricultural Engineers, U.S. departments of

Agriculture, Commerce, and Interior, and 

various electric equipment manufacturers—in

partnership with participating state land grant

universities and county agents—formed the

Committee on the Relation of Electricity to

Agriculture (CREA) to conduct America’s first

large-scale rural electrification pilot study. IOUs

underwrote CREA’s activities over the next 10

years, contributing an estimated $1.4 million.

Manufacturers donated $1 million worth of

equipment. 

Unfortunately, resulting CREA initiatives with

farming communities in 31 states were doomed

by a lack of affordable rates and a major

agricultural recession. However, CREA programs

did demonstrate that

electricity could

promote economic

development and

improve the rural

quality of life by

reducing drudgery,

improving sanitation

and diet, and

increasing time

available for recreation. 

CREA’s most famous

initiative was the Red

Wing Project. In 1923, 

a dozen dairy farmers

in southeastern

Minnesota were

hooked up to a

distribution line and

equipped with all the

latest home appliances

and electric farm machinery. By the time the

experiment concluded five years later no one

doubted that electrification improved farm

productivity and reduced labor costs. But the

investment in infrastructure (donated) and rates

were largely overlooked. The Red Wing farmers,

who were more prosperous than most, paid 

the same rates as consumers in Minneapolis. 

Around the same time, rural electrification

was making another big splash. In 1922, Gifford
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Pinchot, a progressive Republican who headed

the National Forest Service under President

Roosevelt and had served on the Country Life

Commission, campaigned for governor of

Pennsylvania on a pledge of bringing electric

energy to unserved farms and villages. Soon

after being elected, Pinchot hired Morris L.

Cooke—who nine years earlier had gained fame

for waging a successful rate case against giant

investor-owned utility Philadelphia Electric

Company (now PECO Energy) while serving as

director of public works for the City of Brotherly

Love—to conduct a “Giant Power Survey” of the

Commonwealth. The goal: find “the best ways to

secure an abundant and cheap supply of

electricity for the entire state.” 

Over the next two years, Cooke and his

assistants—most of whom had worked on the

Philadelphia Electric Company litigation—

produced a bold and innovative statewide

energy development plan, based on abundant

supplies of electricity generated from power

plants built at the mouth of coal mines. The

electricity would then be “pooled” and shipped

over massive state-owned transmission lines to

all power companies. Rural residents without

electricity could serve themselves through

public ownership districts or a new type of

distributing entity: electric cooperatives.

The finished report was issued in February

1925. In sending the Giant Power Survey to the

state legislature, Pinchot noted: “As Pennsylvania

and the nation deal with electric power, so shall

we and our descendants be masters of our

destiny, or we shall be the helpless servants 

of the most widespread, far-reaching, and

penetrating monopoly ever known. Either we

must control electric power or its masters and

owners will control us.”

Due to heavy opposition from investor-

owned utilities, the Giant Power concept

languished in the state General Assembly and

legislators adjourned in 1926 without acting on

the proposal. Yet in defeat, the grand scheme

devised by Cooke gained national attention by

proving that government could break through

existing economic and technical barriers to

bring electricity to rural areas.

For example, Cooke had determined that

Pennsylvania power companies could provide

service to 750,000 rural consumers, including

75,000 farms, for under $30 million. In 1925, the

utilities boasted capital expenditures of $100

million. As a result, Cooke found they could,

over a five-year period, make a big dent in

lighting up rural areas by investing only 5

percent more annually than they were 

already doing.

But the Giant Power concept was too

powerful to gather dust on a shelf. It was read

by engineers and rural development experts in

other states, and soon caught the attention of

the new governor of New York, Franklin D.

Roosevelt. Upon creating the Power Authority 

of the State of New York (PASNY) in 1931 to

develop hydropower resources along the St.

Lawrence River, Roosevelt brought in Cooke 

as a consultant. Cooke, in turn, recruited a

number of Giant Power alumni, notably Judson

C. Dickerman, assistant director of the study,

and electrical engineer Otto Rau.

Under Cooke’s guidance, PASNY—today

called the New York Power Authority—produced

the first study on actual costs of distributing

electricity to rural communities. Dickerman and

Rau scrutinized items such as constructing

distribution lines, poles, transmission facilities,

and overhead charges and found that building a

mile of line could be accomplished anywhere

from $300 to $1,500 cheaper than what

investor-owned utilities had claimed. Cooke

would later conclude: “Widespread rural

electrification is . . . financially both sound 

and feasible.”

The IOU response to such pronouncements,

though, was to remind rural leaders that utilities



17

were not charitable organizations. Typical was

this editorial from the May 28, 1932, issue of

Electrical World, the industry trade magazine:

“The primary interest of an electric utility in rural

electrification is revenue. Social responsibility is

a factor, a strong one, but electric utilities are

not eleemosynary institutions and they cannot

undertake to serve any class of customers on

any narrower base than that the revenue will

pay at least the cost. Therefore, conspicuous

advances in farm electrification must wait until

the converging efforts in reduction of cost of

service and in persuading the farmer actually 

to use electricity have met and merged into a

single stream of progress.”

After being elected President in November

1932, Franklin Roosevelt cajoled Cooke to join

his administration a year later as head of the

federal Mississippi Valley Commission, a body

charged with recommending ways to end the

vicious cycles of flood and drought plaguing 

the region. From that position, Cooke soon

urged the President to launch a national rural

electrification program. “Of the returns in terms

of social well-being, national safety, agricultural

and industrial advance, and of individual

happiness and security, there is no yardstick

[other than rural electrification] adequate for 

the measuring,” he insisted in an October 1934

report.

As 1934 came to a close, electrified farms

had surpassed the 740,000 mark—largely

unsatisfying progress because 5 million

operations still remained in the dark. By now,

farmers and rural members of Congress who

had remained loyal to IOUs were becoming

disillusioned. That year, the American Farm

Bureau Federation and the National Grange

pulled out of CREA, followed closely by the

departments of Agriculture, Commerce, and

Interior. 

National farm groups now began pressing 

for federal action on rural electrification. In

December 1934, the

American Farm Bureau

Federation passed a

resolution at its annual

convention recommending,

“electrification of agriculture should be

extended into every possible section of the

country.” Some states announced plans deal

with the issue on their own if Washington did

not take action.

Feeling the pressure, President Roosevelt

signaled his intention to move on the issue a

month later when, in his State of the Union

address, he included rural electrification among

the projects that could be funded as part of a 
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$5 billion public works bill being proposed. 

He later sought and received $100 million 

for the effort.

At the end of April 1935, Cooke—tapped 

as the first administrator for the “Rural

Electrification Unit”—had set up makeshift

operations and was able to tell the White House

on May 3 that “the unit is a going concern.” 

On May 11, 1935, President Roosevelt signed

Executive Order 7037 formally creating REA, 

at first considered a federal relief program.

Cooke, though, insisted that REA offer low-

interest loans and hire skilled labor rather

than—as required by national relief legislation—

simply give jobs to the unemployed. Realizing

construction of distribution lines—as well as

operations, maintenance, and management of

rural electric projects—required specialized

training, the President on August 7 of that year

made REA a lending agency, freeing it from

national relief restrictions.

In assembling his REA team, Cooke brought in

enthusiastic advisers who had worked with him

for the past 20 years. He also recruited the cream

of the nation’s leading engineering schools, gave

these top achievers a full year’s training, and then

assigned them to regular positions.

To finish matters, Cooke sought out volunteer

attorneys to prepare background on state laws

regarding electric utility service. Some were later

hired full-time.

Nine days after REA’s creation, Cooke met

with 15 of the top power company officials from

around the nation and asked for a proposal 

on how they would use agency loans. IOU

representatives were amiable and apparently

receptive, but also noncommittal. They

appointed a committee to discuss how to 

work with REA.

The eventual IOU response left Cooke

disillusioned. In July, the companies returned

with an outrageous plan: they would take the

entire $100 million and hook up only 351,000

prospective rural customers. These were the

“cream” of rural businesses—large and easy-

to-connect users. More than 100,000 of them

weren’t even farmers.

On top of it, the utilities claimed that, “very

few major farm operations are now not served”—

essentially ignoring the nearly 89 percent of

farms across America without central station

electric service. Most of the handful of appli -

cations that did come in from IOUs proposed

rates so high Cooke refused to make the loans.

Cooke then looked to municipal electric

systems. But a

Missouri Supreme

Court ruling in

November made

clear that resulting

legal battles with

power companies

when towns and

cities tried to annex

farms outside

incorporated limits

would slow rural

electrification to a

crawl.

Although private

power suppliers

showed little interest 

in building rural

lines—even with

incentives provided by

2 percent REA loans—

loan applications and inquiries poured in from

farm groups and cooperatives. Cooke responded

to one such letter with a pep talk:

“Find out how many farmers living within, 

say five or 10 miles of your home in any direction

would pay for electricity if they could get it at 

a moderate price,” he wrote. “Ask them how

much they would use—and for what purpose—

grinding feed, heating water, preserving fruit in

an electric refrigerator and, of course, lighting

their houses. When you have the facts send

them in to us.”
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REA staff was divided over whether

inexperienced cooperatives could do the job,

even though the successful January 1934 launch

of Alcorn County Electric Power Association in

Corinth, Miss., to distribute Tennessee Valley

Authority generation had shown that the

cooperative business model was up to the task.

Cooke remained ambivalent at first, but by

December 1935 saw the handwriting on the 

wall. He realized that farmers and their rural

neighbors were willing to take electrification into

their own hands on a cooperative basis and

become REA’s primary borrowers. Seven of the

first 10 REA loans, in fact, were made to co-ops,

and by the end of 1936 nearly 100 co-ops in 26

states had signed loan contracts with the

agency.

Through the Giant Power Survey and PASNY

studies, Cooke and his cutting-edge engineers

had uncovered the “hard numbers” proving that

costs for building rural power lines were too

high. With REA in place, they set out to show

that those costs could be driven down

dramatically.

Using a creative combination of innovations

—high-strength wire (which reduced the number

of poles needed per mile from 30 to 18), 

single-phase lines (poles without crossarms),

equipment standardization, and system-wide

planning (instead of a pole-by-pole approach)—

line construction was placed on an “assembly

line” basis. Contractors followed “REA specs”

and began to erect lines that were not only

cheaper, simpler, and lighter but, also, able to

hold up under severe punishment. By 1939, the

average cost to build a mile of rural line totaled

only $538; with overhead added in, the cost

rose to just $825. Power company prices, in

comparison, ran from $1,800 to $3,000 per mile.

Right from the beginning, the can-do spirit of

rural electrification faced serious pushback from

an array of opponents. Investor-owned utilities

intensified efforts to block what they saw as a

In the earliest days, raising
the lines was sometimes a
primitive affair, but by 1936,
REA developed assembly
line methods for line con-
struction with uniform 
procedures and standard-
ized types of electrical hard-
ware. The results were low-
ered costs, which made
electricity feasible for more
and more people. The num-
ber and rate of REA projects 
accelerated. With loans and
technical assistance from
the REA, rural electrification
was on the move.
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competitive threat, aided by allies scattered

throughout the legal profession, state

bureaucracies and legislatures, and universities. 

In some cases, state utility regulators—

heavily influenced by private interests—threw

out incorporation filings from cooperatives or

suffocated “newborn co-ops” by imposing

crushing conditions, such as blocking them from

building facilities within a mile of established

power company lines. A few legislative

committees crafted similar provisions to be

attached, most times unsuccessfully, to state

electric cooperative enabling acts. And much 

too often, newly enrolled co-op members would

wake up to discover that a local investor-owned

utility had run “spite lines” right through the

heart of a cooperative’s planned service

territory, hooking up easy-to-reach accounts 

in densely settled areas—those the co-op had

counted on make the whole system “pay out.”

An REA report documented 200 cases of

such “cream-skimming” activities in 38 states

over the previous four years. Eight newly

organized cooperatives were wiped out entirely

as a result; others considerably weakened. As

REA Cooperative Specialist Udo Rall recounted

in 1953: “In Virginia, a co-op engineered a line

north through the wilderness, ending in a

prosperous section near Chancellorsville. When

construction was about to start, the power

company built a short line out of Chancellorsville

to serve a handful of large dairies the co-op had

counted on to make its 40 miles of line feasible.

Of two loans on which REA has taken a loss, one

was to a co-op in New York that was spite-lined

to death. And some [co-ops] died aborning.”

Even more troubling, big utility cherry-picking

was at times aided by rogue Cooperative

Extension Service agents. While most county

agents worked hard to organize cooperatives, 

a few teamed with college professors to warn

farmers against the electric cooperative model,

claiming that they would be exposed to lawsuits

and shoddy service by signing up for member -

ship. A few even pilfered planning documents

from co-op organizational meetings and 

handed them over to local power companies

for constructing spite lines. Cooke, exasperated

at such reports, once characterized academics

as “undercover operatives” for the power

companies.

Harassment flowed from state offices of rural

electrification as well. Ostensibly set up to assist

REA, these agencies were many times hijacked

by investor-owned utility interests and actively

undermined the national effort. REA responded

by avoiding these entities.

By the time the United States entered 

WWII in December 1941, REA had approved a

total of $434 million in loans to 775 electric

cooperatives nationwide. Unfortunately, 

most electric distribution cooperatives were

individually buying wholesale power from

neighboring investor-owned utilities at

exorbitant prices—and often with crippling 

and restrictive conditions. 

The solution many electric co-ops soon

fashioned was in keeping with the Sixth

Cooperative Principle, “Cooperation Among

Cooperatives.” Across the nation, electric

distribution co-ops began forming wholesale

power supply associations, also known as

generation and transmission cooperatives

(G&Ts), to enhance their bargaining clout and

serve as anti-monopoly yardsticks. G&Ts offered

a hammer that profit-driven power giants

understood all too well: competitive pressure. 

Electric cooperatives had an ace in the hole

in their efforts as well: Section 4 of the federal

Rural Electrification Act of 1936, which

empowered the REA administrator “to make

loans. . . for the purpose of financing the

construction and operation of generating

plants.” On December 29 of that year, Cooke—

on his last day in office—signed papers

authorizing the agency’s initial loans to build
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and operate power plants and bulk power

facilities. The funding assisted two Iowa G&Ts

(which later consolidated into Humboldt, Iowa-

based Corn Belt Power Cooperative) that were

experiencing difficulties taking delivery of low-

cost power from investor-owned utilities. 

Sometimes, even the mere suggestion that

REA might make a generation loan produced

favorable outcomes. During fall 1936, REA

Deputy Administrator John Carmody—who within

a few months would succeed Cooke at the REA

helm—was outraged to discover that the first

electric co-op in his home state of Pennsylvania,

Cambridge Springs-headquartered Northwestern

Rural Electric Cooperative Association, had run

into a snag receiving electricity at a reasonable

price from Pennsylvania Electric Company, a

subsidiary of the financially bereft and soon-to-

be discredited holding company Associated Gas

& Electric. In a 1960 interview, he recounted

what happened next: 

“One of my assistants and I went up there 

[to northwestern Pennsylvania] and looked up

some of the people who had started the

cooperative. We slogged through the mud,

talking first with this farmer, then that one, then

a blacksmith, a filling station owner, and others

along the roads. At the end of the first day we

came back to the hotel dog-tired and dirty.

“At the hotel that evening, a young reporter

for a newspaper in the area, a man with

eagerness written all over his face, wanted to

know what I thought REA could do about

bringing rural electrification to that part of the

state. I didn’t know what I was going to say, but 

I knew from my talks with farmers and others

that the reason the co-op was having so much

trouble [getting established] was the high price

it had to pay for wholesale power.

“Then, like a flash, the answer came 

to me. ‘Young man, the Rural Electrification

Administration is going to build a generating

plant right here, and that plant will produce

electricity to take care of all rural needs at a

price far lower than anything the co-op can get

from the power companies.’”

The next day, the headline in the local

morning paper shouted: “REA To Build Big

Generator Here.” The article went on to quote

Carmody, “The construction of lines here has

been held up considerably due to indecision as

to the source of power. This is the first [co-op]

project under construction without definite

power rates. We have ample funds for the

construction of a generating plant, and unless 

a decision is reached soon with electric

companies for suitable rates we will proceed

with construction work.”

Within a week, Pennsylvania Electric

Company slashed its wholesale

rate to Northwestern REC from

3 cents per kWh to 1.3 cents

per kWh.

In 1945, REA

Administrator 

Claude Wickard 

told a congressional

subcommittee about eight

separate cases where the

simple consideration of a

generation loan drove down

wholesale power prices. He

added that in 13 states, as a

result, electric co-ops were shelling

out $2.3 million less annually for

energy than they would have otherwise.

At the end of 1945, about 50 percent of all

U.S. farms remained in the dark. But within 

three years, thanks to greater availability of line

construction materials and continuing REA

financing, 40,000-plus consumers per month

were being connected to co-op lines. From 

1946 to 1950, the number of electrified rural

households (served by either local, consumer-

owned electric co-ops or IOUs responding to 

the competitive pressure of co-ops) shot up 
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25 percent, providing more than 2 million rural

residents with life-changing electric power. 

Of course, co-op growth led to strong

opposition from IOUs, which spent lavishly on

advertising campaigns that decried REA as a

product of subsidies and socialism. The tidal

wave of power company money flowing into

media outlets ensured that an anti-REA/

anti-electric co-op message received lots of

mention—and would do so for decades to come. 

Newspaper columnist M.S. Rukeyser, for one,

regularly took swings at REA. In a 1950 piece he

noted, “It is desirable to reverse the socialistic

trend and throw back to the states, localities,

and private enterprise all those [electric]

services which they are ready, willing, and able

to carry on. Similarly, it would be constructive to

review all of the domestic ‘bread and circus’

giveaway schemes and subsidies.”

However, Rukeyser did touch upon a point

that electric co-op would use in later arguments

to combat IOU propaganda: “Like other New

Deal socialized power experiments, these REA

projects doubtless were designed to become a

‘yardstick’ for measuring the efficiency of

investor-owned, taxpaying, private utilities.”

Despite the assaults, co-ops pressed on.

During 1949 alone, 184,000 miles of co-op

electric lines—enough to circle the globe more

than seven times—were energized. At the end of

1953, nearly 88 percent of American farms were

receiving central station electric service from

some utility—up from just 10 percent two

decades earlier. 
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Soon after light and power came into the home, farmers and

ranchers began to realize the potential for electricity in their

daily work. Electricity could grind feed, shell corn, pump water,

and saw wood. It powered milking machines and lifted hay

into the barn. Electricity furnished the bright lights in the

barnyard, giving precious extra hours to bring in the harvest.

At the heart of all these lightened labors and the increased

productivity was the electric motor—the new “hired hand.”

A new cooperative enterprise soon appeared on Main

Street. The first offices of rural electric systems were most

often humble storefront affairs, but they were welcome

additions to rural communities determined to pull them -

selves out of the throes of the Great Depression. Electric

cooperatives soon found themselves at the forefront 

of community affairs. The directors/trustees that the

cooperative members elected were community members—

farmers and ranchers like themselves. Those directors met

monthly to set policy and give guidance to the cooperative

manager.

Cooperatives are democratic organizations controlled by their members, who actively

participate in setting policies and making decisions. The elected representatives are accountable to

the membership. Members have equal voting rights (one member, one vote) where the members

had the ability and responsibility to demand accountability.

Perhaps the group that rural electrification had the most profound 

impact on was women. With the arrival central station electric 

service, the time spent cooking, fetching water and accomplishing

other household tasks was cut dramatically. Household electri -

fication increased free time and allowed women to pursue other 

endeavors, including education and work outside the home. Access

to technology like radio and television also provided an important

link to the outside world and offered educational tools to learn

about issues like health, child care, housekeeping, etc.

The New Hired Hand



24



25

When electric cooperatives were first organized,

many wondered how consumers could possibly

use the 40 kilowatt-hours (kWh) of electricity per

month the lines were built to carry. 

That apprehension was short-lived, however,

as indicated by a review of national electric

growth rates. In 1948, the astronomical figure 

of 40 kWh, thought to be wildly optimistic, had

tripled to more than 120 kWh. Accelerating

consumption, combined with the millions of

farms that were being electrified for the first

time, made rural electrification the growth

industry for many years—much to the delight 

of appliance and equipment manufacturers and

dealers.

In 1938, the average rural electric system had

built and was operating 250 miles of line with

$230,000 borrowed from REA. It served about

members 800 members. The typical co-op staff

consisted of a manager, a bookkeeper, a line

foreman, and a line crew.

By the outbreak of World War II, there were

nearly 775 rural electric co-ops operating or

under development across rural America. 

The war effort slowed the advance of rural

electrification, and as late as 1947 there were

still 2.5 million farm families without light and

power. However, rural electrification’s greatest

growth was about to begin. By 1948, more 

than 40,000 consumers a month were being

connected to co-op lines. In 1949 alone, 184,000

miles of electric line were energized. By 1953,

close to 5 million farms, or 88 percent, had been

electrified and there were 1.2 million miles of

electric lines stretched along America’s rural

roads and highways.

At REA celebrated its 25th anniversary in 

May 1960, 97 percent of all U.S. farms had been

electrified. But construction of this electric power

delivery system to serve rural America did not

complete the rural electrification program or 

the mission of the electric co-ops and REA. The

growth of electricity consumption was increasing,

with no decrease in sight. To satisfy the growing

demand for electricity, higher capacity substation

equipment and electric lines were required—

large financial investments by co-ops.

Co-ops also needed more power to deliver 

to members through their local systems. At that

time, many local co-ops bought most of their

power individually from two outside sources—

investor-owned utilities and the network of

federal hydroelectric dams. Under an anti -

monopoly measure authorized by Congress

publicly owned municipal electric systems 

(since 1906) and not-for-profit, consumer-owned

electric cooperatives (since creation of the

Tennessee Valley Authority in 1933) were given

first right, or preference, to purchase hydropower

produced at federal or state dams. Preference

provides cooperatives access to wholesale power

at reasonable rates and creates a competitive

yardstick for measuring electricity costs. 

Electric Use Soars

Word from Willie
Did you know that the cooperative
way of sharing resources and risks
is as old as our civilization? The
earliest forms of cooperation
probably occurred during group
animal hunts, in united efforts to
achieve mutual protection, and in
community farming.



26

However, it was clear that these sources were

not enough to meet growing needs. So local

distribution co-ops joined together to build

cooperatively owned and operated power plants

and transmission lines. Today, the generation

and transmission co-ops they formed for that

purpose produce 5 percent of the nation’s

electricity.

The Future of Electric
Cooperatives

Electric cooperatives are vital economic 

and social institutions because they are, and

always will be, inseparable from the people and

communities they serve. Members’ interests,

community interests, and a co-op’s interests 

are one and the same.

Co-ops are also leading the way in using 

a wide range of fuels to generate electricity. 

This diversity helps maintain a reliable and

affordable supply of power, reduce costs, and

keep rates affordable. 

While coal is a significant source of power 

for electric cooperatives, co-ops also support 

the development of and currently utilize many

generation resources, including wind, solar,

biomass, hydro, nuclear and natural gas. 

And of course, cooperatives are investing in

massive energy efficiency—sometimes called

“the fifth fuel”—to curb demand and avoid the

need to build expensive new generation.

The nation’s electric cooperatives have

clearly stated that any change in the electricity

industry must make the interests of consumers

the highest priority. By collectively speaking out
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about their common needs, co-op members 

can influence their state and federal elected

representatives as decisions are made about 

the electric power business. Cooperative

members continually engage in a conversation

with elected officials about how we meet

legislative and environmental goals while

keeping electricity reliable and affordable. You

can join this campaign to make legislators hear

and understand the priorities of America’s

electric cooperatives on the NRECA website.

Electric Cooperatives
Move Forward

Electric cooperatives across the nation have

come together in a new way to respond to

competition in the electric power industry. The

Touchstone Energy brand alliance established 

in 1997 helps electric cooperatives pool their

resources to communicate that cooperatives 

are valuable members of their communities 

and to show consumers the positive differences

between cooperatives and other electricity

providers. Consumer research shows that the

more people know about electric cooperatives,

the more they appreciate what cooperatives

stand for and do in their communities.

Touchstone Energy reaches out to people 

with the message that delivering value to its

members is always the co-op’s highest priority.

Touchstone Energy Cooperatives advertising,

events and projects emphasize the significance

of each electric cooperative’s local presence and

unique service to its community. Touchstone

Energy makes available the resources of a

nationwide electric cooperative network that

brings greater benefits to customers—benefits

than range from energy education programs in

schools to discounts on everyday expenses

through a Co-op Connections card.

Touchstone Energy Cooperatives are local,

active members of their communities and are

dedicated to serving commercial, industrial,

agricultural and residential customers with

integrity, accountability, innovation

and commitment to community. 

More than 750 Touchstone Energy

cooperatives in 46 states are

delivering energy and energy

solutions to more than 30 million

customers every day.
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1942:
Electric co-op leaders organize the
National Rural Electric Cooperative
Association (NRECA) at the Willard
Hotel in Washington, D.C.

1938:
REA Farm Equipment 
Tour begins a four-year
nationwide trek to acquaint
rural residents with uses of
electricity on the farm.

1937:
REA drafts the Electric
Cooperative Corporation 
Act, a model state law for
enabling the formation and
operation of rural electric
cooperatives.

1939:
REA functions are transferred
to the U.S .Department of
Agriculture.

1940:
Electric co-ops have hooked
up 1 million members so far.

1752:
The first successful cooperative
organizes in the United States when
Benjamin Franklin forms the
Philadelphia Contributionship for the
Insurance of Houses from Loss by Fire—
which continues to operate today.

1865:
Michigan passes what is
believed to be the first law
recognizing the cooperative
method of buying and
selling.

1620:
First North American
cooperative is formed 
with the signing of the
Mayflower Compact.

1804:
Dairymen in the Connecticut
River Valley establish the
initial farm marketing
cooperative.

1844:
After being established in Rochdale, England, on
December 21, the Rochdale Society of Equitable
Pioneers writes down a set of principles to
operate their food cooperative. These “Rochdale
Principles,” when introduced the U.S. by the
National Grange in 1874, launch the modern
cooperative movement.

1853:
The first irrigation
cooperative is organized 
in California.

1857:
Ohio and New York adopt
laws enabling the operation
of cooperative (mutual)
insurance companies.

1936:
U.S. Sen. George W. Norris (R-Neb.) and
U.S. Rep. Sam Rayburn (D-Texas)
introduce bills to authorize REA for 10
years as an independent lending agency.

First REA-financed electric cooperative
line is energized in Texas.

REA approves its first generation and
transmission loans to two federated
power co-ops in Iowa.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs 
the Rural Electrification Act of 1936
(Norris-Rayburn bill) on May 21.

1600s 1700s 1800s

EARLY 1900s

Short History of Cooperatives

ROOSEVNORRIS

1600 1700 1800

EARLY 1900s
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1955:
The U.S .Supreme Court
upholds the right of electric
co-ops to borrow money from
REA for generation and
transmission purposes.

1949:
Loan funds advanced by REA
to date top $1 billion.

President Harry Truman signs
amendment to the federal
Rural Electrification Act
providing for the expansion
of modern telephone service
in rural regions.

1944:
President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs the Pace Act, which
extends the life of REA indefinitely beyond its targeted
1946 expiration date on the condition electric
cooperatives adopt area coverage. The measure also
fixes REA loan interest rates at 2 percent (previously
they had been set at variable rates) and lengthens the
loan payback period from 25 years to 35 years.

1946:
Farms electrified in the U.S.
pass the 50 percent mark.

1953:
Henry County Rural Electric
Membership Corporation in
Indiana becomes first co-op
to pay off its initial REA loan
out of earnings.

1914:
The first American electric cooperative is established in Yellow Medicine County,
Minn.—Stony Run Light & Power Company (predecessor to Minnesota Valley
Cooperative Light & Power Association). Also that year, Tunnelville Cooperative Electric
Company in Wisconsin (a forerunner to Vernon Electric Cooperative), energizes an
initial 10 farms, while Parkland Light & Water Company in Washington, oldest of 
the nation’s mutual utilities, a form of cooperative, is also incorporated. By 1930, 
46 consumer-owned electric cooperatives had organized in 13 states. Most of these
early cooperatives were very small, serving from 10 to 360 members.

1922:
Congress passes the Capper-
Volstead Act, allowing
farmers to act together to
market their products
without violating federal
antitrust laws.

1933:
The Tennessee Valley Authority Act becomes law during
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s first 100 days in office,
authorizing construction of transmission lines to serve
“farms and small villages that are not otherwise supplied
with electricity at reasonable rates” and giving preference
in the sale of surplus power to “cooperative organizations
of citizens or farmers” as well as certain public agencies.

1916:
The first national cooperative
association—now known as
the National Cooperative
Business Association—
is formed.

EARLY 1900s

MID 1900s

1935:
The annual agricultural census finds that only
10.9 percent of the 6,812,350 farms in the
United States are receiving central station
electric service.

Executive Order No. 7037, issued on May 11,
creates the federal Rural Electrification
Administration (REA) to make funds available for
rural electric service. REA approves its first
loans to cooperatives borrowers in Indiana,
Georgia, and Tennessee on July 22. First REA-
financed pole is set in Ohio on November 14.

EISENHOWER

ROOSEVELT

VELT

EARLY 1900s

MID 1900s
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1969:
An electric co-op-owned
lender, the National Rural
Utilities Cooperative 
Finance Corporation (CFC), 
is incorporated.

1991:
Rural Electrification and
Telephone Revolving Fund 
is eliminated as part of the
Federal Credit Reform Act of
1990.

1992:
The federal Energy Policy Act
of 1992 signed into law, calls
for competition in wholesale
electricity.

1998:
The Touchstone Energy®

Cooperatives branding
program is officially
launched.

Youth Consulting Board
renamed the Youth
Leadership Council.

1994:
Under the Federal Crop Insurance
Reform and Department of Agriculture
Reorganization Act, REA is abolished
and its duties transferred to a new
Rural Utilities Service (RUS).

1996:
The Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission issues orders
implementing wholesale competition
in the electric utility industry as
provided for under the Energy 
Policy Act of 1992.

1993:
President Clinton signs the Rural
Electrification Loan Restructuring Act,
which replaces 5 percent REA insured
loans with insured loans carrying
interest rates set at the current
market yield on municipal bonds.

1960:
REA begins its 25th year 
with $3.8 billion in loans
approved to 1,030 electric
systems, which are providing
new or improved service to
4.5 million consumers across
1.4 million miles of line.

1961:
REA establishes a Rural Area
Development program to
help electric co-op borrowers
promote economic
development.

1962:
NRECA and the U.S. 
Agency for International
Development (USAID) sign a
contract on November 1 to
help developing nations
provide electric service in
rural areas.

1964:
NRECA, following the lead 
of co-ops in several states,
organizes the first Electric
Cooperative Youth Tour.

KENNEDY

BUSH

JOHNSON

CLINTON

NIXON

MID 1900s

Short History of Cooperatives
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1972:
President Richard Nixon
signs the Rural Development
Act, providing new credit
resources to revitalize rural
America.

The Nixon administration 
on December 29 attempts to
kill electric co-op financing
programs through an
executive order
discontinuing 2 percent 
REA direct loans, effective
New Year’s Day.

1973:
NRECA launches the
Research Fund, renamed in
1997 as the Cooperative
Research Network (CRN).

Electric co-ops rally in
support of REA loan
programs.

Under Rural Electrification
Act amendments, 
Congress creates the Rural
Electrification and Telephone
Revolving Fund that provide
for 5 percent insured loans
as well as 2 percent hardship
insured loans to electric
cooperatives and rural
telephone systems.

1976:
NRECA creates Youth
Consulting Board, pre-cursor
to Youth Leadership Council.

1985:
Study commissioned by
NRECA and CFC recommends
formation of a subsidiary to
offer satellite TV through
electric cooperatives.

The U.S. Postal Service
issues a stamp
commemorating the 50th
anniversary of REA. 

2002:
dotCoop, the only web
domain reserved for
cooperatives and cooperative
organizations, is created.

2005:
The federal Energy Policy Act
of 2005 is signed into law by
President George W. Bush.

2012:
The United Nations declares
2012 as the International
Year of Cooperatives.

NRECA International
Programs celebrates 50 years
of electrifying the world. 2013:

NRECA joins with other
development leaders in a
White House initiative to
bring electricity to Africa.

2014:
Electric Cooperative Youth
Tour celebrates its 50th
anniversary.

CARTER REAGAN

BUSH

FORD

OBAMA

LATE 1900S

2000
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International
Community of Co-ops
Wanting to share the lessons learned in the electrification of rural America with developing

countries around the world, NRECA partnered with the U.S. Agency for International

Development (USAID), signing an inaugural cooperative agreement on Nov. 1, 1962, in 

an Oval Office ceremony witnessed by President John F. Kennedy.

Since then, NRECA International has developed and implemented rural electrification

programs in more than 40 countries with generous funding support from USAID, U.S. Department

of Agriculture, and other bilateral and multilateral

international organizations such as the World Bank,

the U.K. Department for International Development,

Asian Development Bank, and host country

governmental agencies. These projects have

resulted in increased agricultural productivity,

millions of new jobs, as well as an enhanced

quality of life for more than 100 million people. 

NRECA International currently has projects underway in 13 nations —
Bangladesh, Bolivia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Haiti, Pakistan, the Philippines, South Sudan, Tanzania,
Uganda, and Yemen

SECTION 4
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Electricity Comes 
to Bangladesh
One of the first success stories of NRECA

International emerged from Southeast Asia. The

Bangladesh countryside is characterized by rice

paddies, fish ponds and occasional stands of

trees, and busy people—harvesting rice, plowing

with water buffalo, tossing fish nets into ponds.

Thanks to electricity,

there are new jobs—

and some of the old

jobs are a little easier.

In 1962, NRECA

brought rural electric

advisers to

Bangladesh to

introduce a program

of rural electrification,

one modeled after

the network of

cooperatives that

worked so well in the

United States.

Ed Wheeler, who joined

the Bangladesh team after working at Pierce-

Pepin Electric Cooperative in Wisconsin, first

came to Bangladesh as a missionary in 1975. “At

that time, electricity was very exotic,” he says. “It

was only for the wealthier people and the people

in the cities. But it wasn’t just the introduction of

the technology that was a challenge; it was the

introduction of a democratic cooperative. The

ordinary citizen just feels he’s never had a say 

on what happens in his country and that he

never will.”

Since 1978, more than100 rural electric

experts have worked in Bangladesh helping

create a national Rural Electrification Board and

organizing 53 cooperatives serving more than 

6 million people. More than 50,000 miles of line

have been constructed. Factories soon followed,

spawning thousands of jobs. In addition, with

power for irrigation pumps, farmers began

reaping three crops a year instead of one. 

Finally, in addition to the industrial and

agricultural benefits, lights allowed an

educational advantage—school children 

could then study at night.

The Guatemala project
NRECA has continued building upon these

international successes by expanding into new

territories to serve the needs of more people. In

2012, NRECA International partnered with a team

of 32 volunteer lineman and supervisors from 

17 Hoosier State electric co-ops traveled to the

rugged mountains of northern Guatemala. Their

mission was to bring the miracle of power and

light to three remote villages.



35

 The Guatemala project, a partnership

between NRECA International and the Indiana

cooperatives, presented significant logistical

challenges, including designing the project

prior to construction, shipping materials

required for construction, arranging

transportation for a large group of volunteers,

and mobilizing local resources needed to

support the mission. 

For the Indiana co-op lineworkers, this

project was not only their first international

mission, it marked the first time many of them

had been out of the country. 

They faced rugged terrain, primitive

working conditions, and a treacherous

environment—at times, they worked in clouds

covering mountaintops.

However, the Indiana contingent, like their

predecessors who constructed electric lines in

rural areas of the U.S. more than seven

decades ago, met these challenges,

constructing 20 kilometers of power line

across gorges, over mountains, and above the

jungle canopy. In the end, they brought the

miracle of electricity for the first time to more

than 800 men, women, and children.

NRECA International continues to fulfill its

mission by partnering with organizations like

USAID, international utilities, and private

funding sources.

nrecainternational.coop

‘‘ ‘‘

It was very humbling to be with people who 
appreciate the small things in life—they were 
ecstatic to have just a lightbulb and an outlet.
There aren’t too many guys around who can 
say, ‘I remember putting power in for the first
time in someone’s life.’ And now I can.

— Craig Smart, Jasper County 
Rural Electric Membership Corporation,
Indiana.
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Energy and Electricity
Electricity Generation,
Transmission, and
Distribution
Your home is connected to a massive electricity-

producing “machine” that responds to your

demand for power 365 days a year/24 hours 

a day/7 days a week. 

Electricity delivered through electric utility

systems gets created at a power plant. An

electricity generator made up of a magnetized

rotor shaft spins inside a housing of copper wire

coils. The spinning magnets produce electric

currents in each coil that then move onto electric

lines leading out of the power plant.

Making the generator rotor shaft spin is the

job of a turbine. A turbine resembles an old-

fashioned windmill with many blades encased 

in a thick metal housing. High pressure steam

forced through the blades makes the turbine 

spin. The turbine, in turn, is connected to the

generator shaft and makes it spin. 

The generation process converts stored

energy in the fuel used (such as burning coal or

natural gas, a nuclear reaction,) into heat, which

then transforms water into steam. Steam energy

gets converted into mechanical energy when it

forces the turbine and generator to spin. The

generator then converts the spinning mechanical

energy into electrical energy by creating electric

current. The electrical energy is then used in all

things powered by electricity. In hydroelectric

plants, such as those found on lakes and rivers,

the force of rushing water is used instead of

steam to spin the turbine and generator.

While coal, natural gas, hydropower, and

nuclear energy account for more than 95 percent

of our nation’s power supply, increasing amounts

of electricity are being generated by renewable

energy resources such as wind, solar, geothermal,

and animal and landfill waste (biomass).

SECTION 5
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How electricity
travels to your
home

Electricity made at a power plant 

then moves through a system of bulk

transmission lines that carry large 

amounts of electricity over long distances.

To keep electric power flowing efficiently,

transformers increase the voltage, or

electromotive force, in the transmission lines.

As the voltage increases, the force of the electricity

pushing through the lines increases.

To route electricity to an electric cooperative, a town, or factory, a

transmission line interconnects with a substation. At the substation,

transformers reduce the high voltage and send the electricity onto

distribution lines that deliver power to consumers and businesses. 

On the distribution line, the voltage is reduced again by

another transformer (often seen on the power pole outside a

home) to the 120-volt and 240-volt levels required for safe use by

equipment and appliances.

From the distribution transformer, the power channels through a

meter that measures the kilowatt-hours used and then travels to the electric co-op member’s own

distribution panel and home circuit breakers. At this point, the power is divided up into several

circuits that serve different rooms or uses.

Word from Willie
Clean your dryer’s lint filter after
each load to improve air circulation.
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What happens when 
you turn on a light?
When a light switch is turned on, the whole

electric utility system is affected as more

demand for current is placed on a power plant.

Additional power demand tends to slow the

generator, like a car trying to climb a hill. To

maintain a steady flow of electricity, a generator

must keep turning at a constant speed.

Increased demand for electricity means that

more fuel must be burned to create more steam

to keep the turbine and the generator turning at

the proper speed.

The total demand for electricity placed on 

a utility system rises and falls during the day 

and different seasons of the year. If many light

switches or other electrical appliances are turned

on at the same time, “peak demand” results. 

For example, in the evenings when people return

home from work and turn on lights, kitchen

ranges, clothes dryers,

and air conditioners or

heat pumps, peak

demand often occurs.

Electric utilities must

anticipate that peak 

demand and be able to 

supply the necessary power.

Word from Willie
Did you know that the nation’s 67 generation
and transmission cooperatives generate nearly
5 percent of the total electricity produced in
the United States each year? 

Innovation: The Cooperative Research Network
The Cooperative Research Network (CRN)* conducts research to drive technological innovation that

can be applied by electric utilities worldwide.

CRN’s goals are holistic—it espouses an all-of-the above strategy to further the research and

development of technology that could benefit co-ops in the short-term. It specializes in leading

technology, especially in improving already existent processes, which relates to energy efficiency 

and the transmission of that energy.

CRN doesn’t just work in labs; it uses co-ops

nationwide as real-world test sites for emerging

technologies. This allows it to more accurately

address the needs of members. It also collaborates

with other co-ops, national labs, and academic and

industry institutions in order to accomplish its

goals.

Co-ops have been investing in technological

advancements far longer than other utilities, and

the scope of CRNs projects is a testament to that.

Its focuses include electrical grid resiliency, the

computerization of distribution systems and

expanding co-op ownership of renewable 

energy resources.

An Exciting Venture: GridLAB-D

In 2013, CRN obtained GridLAB-D, a
power system simulation and analysis
tool and the world’s second fast
computer, from the Department of
Energy. GridLAB-D provides a virtual
model of the electric grid in order to
improve the reliability of electricity
distribution.

*NRECA’s research arm



Other CRN Projects
BioDigester Technology

Energy Storage Toolkit

Plug-In Electric Vehicles Performance and Preparedness

Cyber Security Training and Outreach

Power Theft Detection
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Since cooperative policies are developed by local

boards of directors/trustees, and because board

members are also members of the communities 

the co-op serves, it is only

natural that co-ops take a

sincere interest in protecting

the environment.

From a power plant to

your home, electric

cooperatives have invested

in systems designed to

meet future energy needs

while still protecting the

environment. That

commitment continues with ongoing research 

and new discoveries in areas of pollution control,

reclamation of fuel wastes, and high-tech electric

appliances.

One early example of electric co-ops’

environmental stewardship efforts involved working

together to form regional power networks. In the

late 1950s, electric cooperatives saw electricity

requirements increasing and

realized they needed to find

additional sources of power.

Rather than building small,

individual power plants,

electric cooperatives in

various states teamed up to

construct large-scale power

plants and transmission

lines that would serve many

distribution cooperatives.

The result was a more efficient generation and

transmission system.

Over the decades, co-ops have invested millions

of dollars in pollution-control equipment and

improving operating efficiencies at their power

Word from Willie
Limit the number of appliances that you plug into an outlet so you do not
overload it, otherwise you could trip the circuit breaker or ruin the appliance
you are trying to run. Also, check all electric plugs for a snug fit. Loose-fitting
plugs can cause overheating.

Environmental Responsibility
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plants. These programs help reduce fuel

consumption and emissions while helping keep

electricity costs stable.

In addition, new appliance and equipment

technologies have reduced the total amount of

energy needed to heat and cool homes and

buildings. Electric appliances require no open

flame, so more energy can be directed to

designed purposes, whether cooking, heating

water, or drying clothes. Most electric coop -

eratives also advise their members about

energy-saving methods, which reduces the 

total amount of energy needed while keeping

electric bills affordable. 
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Many people will ask the question, “Why would

an electric cooperative send students on a trip

to Washington, D.C.? Look no further than the

seventh cooperative principle—Concern for

Community—outlined in Chapter 1.

But it’s not that simple. The mantra among 

co-op leaders is that “electric cooperatives

were born in politics and they will die in

politics.” The success of the electric

cooperatives can be traced to rural 

farmers, out of necessity, rising up to become

advocates for rural electrification. Once President Franklin D. Roosevelt

signed that Executive Order on May 11, 1935 creating the Rural Electrification Administration

(REA), the fight wasn’t over. It had only just begun.

American political history is full of examples of electric cooperative leaders and member-

owners rising up and taking on local, state and federal elected officials, including U.S.

Presidents to protect the electric cooperative program. 

On Friday, December 29, 1972, a press release was sent out by the U.S. Department of

Agriculture under President Richard Nixon, declaring that the REA loan program would 

wipe out all but 90 of the nearly one thousand electric cooperative loans. This action would

basically eliminate the REA program. At this time, REA loans were the main vehicle used by

electric cooperatives to build infrastructure to provide electricity to their rural communities.

Amendment I
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibitingthe free exercise thereof; or abridging thefreedom of speech, or of the press; or theright of the people peaceably to assemble,and to petition the Government for aredress of grievances.

The Power of 
Electric Co-op 
Advocacy

SECTION 6
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How did the co-ops respond? Nearly a month later, almost 1,400 representatives of electric

cooperatives came to Washington to lobby their members of Congress. In February, the

Senate passed a bill reinstating the REA loans. In April, the House of Representatives

followed suit and by May a bill was passed with a veto-proof majority in Congress. President

Nixon signed that bill into law. This fly-in of cooperative members proved successful and it

became the model of the annual legislative conference in Washington, D.C. where nearly 

3,000 co-op leaders come to lobby their Representative and Senators.

The “Fourth Freedom” of the First Amendment—the right to petition government the government

for a redress of grievances—is often forgot. However, it is one of the most important elements of

all Americans and to those who participate in the Youth Tour program.

Texas Senator Lyndon Johnson inspired the Youth Tour when he addressed the National

Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) Annual Meeting in Chicago in 1957. The

Senator and future president declared, “If one thing comes out of this meeting, it will be

sending youngsters to the national capital where they can actually see what the flag

stands for and represents.”

Youth Tour is much more than a sightseeing trip. It brings American history up close and

personal. For many students, this is the first time they will meet their representative and

senators. To be able to question your elected officials about matters that are important

to you and being treated as a constituent is invaluable. 

Students will learn that they have a voice in their government and their opinions

matter. It’s not uncommon that they will run into former Youth Tour students, not that

much older than these students, who are working as congressional staff members. 

Word from Willie
Did you know the U.S. Constitution, at only 
4,543 words, is the oldest and shortest written
constitution of any major government in the world?

Nearly 1,400 rural electric leaders gathered in Washington’s Mayflower Hotel
on January 23, 1973, to protest the Nixon Administration’s termination of the
Rural Electrification Administration’s loan program. 
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Legislative Branch
Legislation is defined as the “act of making or

enacting laws.” It also can mean “a law or a

body of laws enacted.”

The chief function of Congress is the making

of laws. In addition, the Senate has the function

of advising and consenting to treaties and to

certain nominations by the President.

The Senate is composed of 100 Members—

two from each state. A Senator must be at least

30 years of age, have been a citizen of the

United States for nine years, and, when elected,

be a resident of the state for which the Senator

is chosen. The term of office is six years and

one-third of the total membership of the Senate

is elected every second year. Each Senator has

one vote.

The House of Representatives is composed

of 435 Members elected every two years from

among the 50 states, in proportion to the total

population in each state. A Representative

must be at least 25 years of age, have been a

citizen of the United States for seven years,

and, when elected, be a resident of the state 

in which the Representative is chosen. Each

Representative has one vote.

Both the Senate and the House of

Representatives have equal legislative

functions and powers, with certain exceptions.

For example, the Constitution provides that

only the House of Representatives may

originate bills that relate to the income to the

government from taxation and other sources.

By tradition, the House also originates

appropriation bills that, by law, authorize the

spending of money by the federal government

for public expenses.
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Forms of Congressional
Action
The legislative work of Congress is initiated 

by the introduction of a proposal in one of 

four forms: the bill, the joint resolution, the

concurrent resolution or the simple resolution.

The most customary form used in both houses

is the bill. Around 10,000 bills and resolutions

are considered by the U.S. Congress in a two-

year session, but only about 4 percent of those

bills and resolutions will become law.

Introduction and
Referral to Committee
Any Member may introduce a bill at any time.

The Member introducing the bill is known as the

sponsor. An unlimited number of Members may

co-sponsor a bill. Bills that have been introduced

are given an identification number and copies

are made for review by Members and their staff.

Printed and electronic versions of the bill are

also made available to the public.

Committees made up of the Members of

Congress in the respective houses do most of

the work related to legislation. Each committee’s

jurisdiction is divided into certain subject

matters under the rules of each House and 

all measures affecting a particular area of the

law are referred to the committee that has

jurisdiction over the particular subject matter.

Consideration 
by Committee
One of the first actions taken by a committee 

is to seek the input of the relevant government

departments and agencies. Frequently, the bill

is also submitted to the General Accounting

Office with a request for an official report of

views on the necessity or desirability of 

enacting the bill into law.

The committee may also conduct public

hearings to hear from people who have a

particular interest in the potential effects the 

bill could have on people’s lives, businesses,

communities and the entire nation. For example,

an electric cooperative member-owner could 

be called by the committee to speak about 

how the bill could affect the ability of electric

cooperatives to serve their members.

When the committee has collected and

considered information and other people’s

opinions about the bill, the committee can

choose, by committee vote, whether or not to

send the bill out of the committee for further

consideration by the full House or Senate. If 

the committee chooses to table the bill, the 

bill does not proceed any further and it “dies” 

in the committee. 

If the committee votes to send the bill on 

to the full House or Senate, the committee

writes a committee report that describes the

purpose and scope of the bill and the reasons

for its recommended approval. Generally, a

section-by-section analysis is set forth

explaining precisely what each section is

intended to accomplish. All changes in existing

law must be indicated in the report and the text

of laws being repealed must be set out.

Consideration 
and Debate
Our democratic tradition demands that bills 

be given consideration by the entire member -

ship of the House and Senate, usually with

adequate opportunity for Members to debate

the merits of the bill and to propose amend -

ments. After general debate, a second reading

of the bill begins. The second reading is a

section-by-section reading during which time

germane amendments may be offered to a

section when it is read.



Voting
A bill that is passed in the House of

Representatives is then sent to the Senate for

consideration, and the reverse is true for a bill

originating in the Senate. Members of the second

body may approve the bill as it stands, reject the

bill or amend the original bill and send it back for

consideration by the originating body. If the bill is

of high importance and the differences between

the House and Senate versions are significant, a

conference committee comprised of Senators and

Representatives can be convened to reconcile the

differences and, hopefully, produce a bill that

both the Senate and House will pass. 

Enrollment
When the bill has been agreed to in identical

form by both bodies, a copy of the bill is

“enrolled” (produced) for presentation to the

President. The preparation of the enrolled bill 

is a painstaking and important task because 

it must reflect precisely the effect of all

amendments agreed to by both bodies.

Presidential Action
If the President approves the bill, he signs it

and usually writes the word “approved”

and the date. The Constitution,

however, requires only that the

President sign it.

The bill may become law without the

President’s signature by virtue of the constitutional

provision that if the President does not return a

bill with objections within 10 days (excluding

Sundays) after it has been presented to the

President, it become law as if the President 

had signed it. If Congress, however, by their

adjournment prevents its return, it does not

become law. This is known as a “pocket veto:”

that is, the bill does not become law even

though the President has not sent his objections

to the Congress.

Notice of the signing of a bill by the President

is sent by message to the house in which it

originated and that house informs the other,

although this action is not necessary for the act

to be valid. The action is also noted in the

Congressional Record. A bill becomes law on the

date of approval or passage over the President’s

veto, unless it expressly provides a different

effective date.

Veto Message
By the terms of the Constitution, if the President

does not approve the bill it is returned to the

House that originated it for reconsideration. 

A two-thirds affirmative vote by both the House

and Senate is necessary to pass the bill over the

President’s objections. If so approved, the bill

becomes the law of the land, notwithstanding

the objections of the President, and it is ready 

for publication as a binding statute.

Publication
One of the important steps in the enactment of a

valid law is the requirement that it shall be made

known to the people who are to be bound by it.

There would be no justice if the people were held

responsible for their conduct before it made

known to them the unlawfulness of such behavior.

In practice, our laws are published immediately

upon their enactment so that the public will be

aware of them.
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Word from Willie
Thomas Jefferson did not
actually sign the Constitution.
He was performing his duties as
Minister of France at the time.
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Preparation and Follow-up
Prior to meeting with your elected officials, you should be prepared. Find out who they are and

what committees they serve on? These questions are answered easily by visiting the U.S.House

of Representatives website (www.house.gov) and the U.S. Senate website (www.senate.gov).

If you have addition questions or you would like to send a thank you note to your legislators, you

can mail it to their local or state office. The letters will arrive sooner than if you mail it to their

Washington, D.C. office.

Electric cooperatives across the country have an E-Advocacy website that allows co-op

member-owners to learn about important issues in Congress and to email their legislators on

these key issues. 

We encourage all members of “Coop Nation” to get involved and make their voice heard on

Capitol Hill. Consider supporting your local electric cooperative in its efforts to help keep electric

bills affordable. Please visit the Action.coop for more information.

Action.coop

HOW DOES A BILL BECOME A LAW?

HOUSE
of Representatives SENATE

START 
HERE

BILL INTRODUCED 
IN HOUSE

BILL INTRODUCED 
IN SENATE

BILL IS REFERRED 
TO HOUSE COMMITTEE 

OR SUBCOMMITTEE

BILL IS REFERRED 
TO SENATE COMMITTEE 

OR SUBCOMMITTEE

COMMITTEE
MARKS UP THE BILL

WITH CHANGES

COMMITTEE
MARKS UP THE BILL

WITH CHANGES

VOTED ON BY 
FULL COMMITTEE

COMMITTEE REPORTS
AND BILL IS PUT ON 
HOUSE CALENDAR

COMMITTEE REPORTS
AND BILL IS PUT ON 
SENATE CALENDAR

HOUSE READING
AND DEBATE.

AMENDMENTS
ARE ADDED

SENATE READING
AND DEBATE.

AMENDMENTS
ARE ADDED

HOUSE 
FULL VOTE

VOTED ON BY 
FULL COMMITTEE

SENATE 
FULL VOTE

If other chamber has
similar bill, a joint

committee resolves
differences.

If other chamber has no
similar bill, then bills 

must pass a vote in the 
other chamber before

going to president.

VETO
Inaction 

GraveYard

Tabled

Inaction 
GraveYard

Tabled

BILL BECOMES LAW



Careers in 
Electric Cooperatives

An Overview
Working for a cooperative or public power

district is a great career opportunity. From

the beginning of the rural electrification

movement, some of the best, brightest, most

creative and dedicated people have chosen

to serve their communities and develop

careers through electric cooperatives.

America’s electric cooperatives employ

approximately 70,000 people nationwide in

a variety of professional, technical and

business positions. Employees at electric

cooperatives and public power districts are

among the highest skilled, best trained,

most productive people in the workforce,

and they receive the satisfaction of knowing

that their work directly improves the lives of

the people they live among.

While working for a cooperative or public

power district requires the same high level

of performance as any of today’s modern

businesses, there is a difference. Co-ops don’t serve customers, they serve member-owners. 

The co-op has only one mission—to provide the co-op member-owners with the best service and 

to serve with accountability, integrity, innovation and commitment to the community. As a result,

co-op employees are able to focus their attention on the mission and achieve higher levels of

professional growth. 

Providing electricity is a primary function of an electric cooperative, but its greater purpose

goes beyond an exchange of money for a service rendered. The work of these systems continues 

to provide all Americans with a choice of where to live, work and raise families.

Another important difference is that electric cooperatives are active at the local, state and

national levels in advocating for an improved quality of life for their members. Cooperative

organizations and leaders give cooperative members a voice in the legislative and regulatory

processes that affects the ability of electric cooperatives to serve their members. Cooperatives are

committed to helping their members—their neighbors—in achieving all the benefits democratic

society can offer.
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As a member of the local community,

cooperatives often take on special projects 

in addition to providing electricity. In the past, 

co-ops have provided their communities with

sewer and water systems, cable television, and

education, health and social services. The local

member-controlled electric cooperative can be

the catalyst or the means for community

development projects, as well.

An Effective Network
The network of electric cooperatives includes

many different organizations. There are

distribution cooperatives that deliver electricity

to homes, businesses, schools, churches and

other places people need electric power.

There are electric generation and trans -

mission cooperatives (G&Ts) that generate

electricity and deliver it through high-voltage

transmission lines to distribution cooperatives.

Statewide associations of electric coop -

eratives that represent the co-ops’ interests

before state legislatures and regulatory

commissions.

There are national organizations that provide

specialized support services for distribution and

G&T cooperatives and statewide associations.

The National Rural Electric Cooperative

Association (NRECA) represents the electric 

co-ops’ interests before the federal government

and provides insurance and employee benefit

programs, education and training opportunities,

programs of research to develop useful

technologies and supports the continuing

development of electric cooperatives in other

nations. 

The Cooperative Finance Corporation (CFC)

provides its cooperative members with a variety

of loan and investment financial services. The

National Rural Telecommunications Cooperative

(NRTC) works to make telecommunications

technologies available for its members.

All these cooperative organizations are

linked by the common bond of the cooperative

principles. Each organization is dedicated to

serving the needs of the cooperative members.

Within this network, there are countless

opportunities for people to begin a career 

and grow in a profession.  
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Electric cooperative organizations are

looking for talented and resourceful people.

They offer competitive salaries and excellent

benefits, and they offer you the opportunity and

flexibility to make the most of your abilities in

some of the best places to call home.

Learning more about co-op career

opportunities is as easy as calling your local

distribution cooperative or the statewide

association of electric co-ops in your state.

Please take a look at the following brief sample

of the types of jobs and experiences electric 

co-ops offer. You might want to join the fun.

The Attributes of a 
Good Co-op Director
Co-op members are asked to vote for a

representative from their communities to serve

on the board of directors of that co-op. If you

are eligible, you may even be asked to serve 

on a board of directors yourself someday. What

does a director do? What makes a good director

of a cooperative? Here are some guidelines,

many of which are suggestions of the Agricultural

Cooperative Service, part of the U.S. Department

of Agriculture.

A good director:

Is a member willing to take the time 

to be on the board of directors.

Listens to members and keeps an open

mind to another’s point of view.

Must watch the co-op but not interfere

with the daily operations.

Needs to practice sound business

principles in his or her own affairs.

Can be trusted.

Takes part in the community.

Voices opinions honestly and has 

good judgment.

Recognizes and assumes legal

responsibility for his or her actions 

as a board member.

Knows that cooperatives are like other

businesses except for the fact that

members control the cooperative with

their votes and the cooperative does not

operate to make a profit. A good director

can explain these differences known as

“the Cooperative Difference.”

Co-op Board Work
In addition to the staff positions available at
cooperatives, the board of directors (also referred 
to as board members or trustees) performs another
important function. Board members set the policy of 
the organization and hire the general manager who
oversees the day-to-day operations and who hires
employees to carry out these operations. Director
positions are not salaried jobs although the co-op
generally compensates directors for the time and
expenses associated with various meetings. It is an
essential job and one that helps shape the cooperative
because the board of directors is elected by the
members of the cooperative to represent their needs
and the needs of their community.
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The National Rural Electric Cooperative

Association (NRECA) is the membership

organization for distribution cooperatives, 

G&Ts and statewide organizations, a total of 

over 900 members. NRECA was founded in 1942

specifically to overcome World War II shortages

of construction materials and to obtain insurance

coverage for newly constructed rural electric

systems. Since those early days, NRECA has been

an advocate of a strong rural electrification

program, as well as a supporter of effective rural

development.

NRECA is a cooperative. Its overall policy

direction is guided by NRECA members through a

set of resolutions that are proposed, considered

and adopted by representatives of NRECA’s

members. These resolutions tell the NRECA

Board of Directors and professional staff which

issues are important and state the members’

positions on those issues. In response, the

NRECA Board and staff develop a work plan and

budget to achieve the members’ goals. NRECA is

a true grassroots organization because it helps

millions of people accomplish together what they

might not be able to do alone.

The NRECA, employees work to provide

services such as legislative representation 

before Congress and the Executive Branch,

representation in regulatory activities affecting

electric service and the environment,

management and skills training and consulting

assistance for cooperative directors and

employees. NRECA employees also provide

publications, public relations, advertising and

other communications services and a wide range

of insurance and employee benefit packages.

NRECA also has an International Programs

Division, assisting in the development of rural

electrification overseas.

In addition, subsidiary groups provide

insurance programs for members of electric co-ops,

handle insurance claims, audit and inspect pole

production companies for quality control, manage

overseas development contracts and provide

marketing services for NRECA members. NRECA

also supports a research program to develop new

techniques to solve problems unique to rural

electric systems and improve production and

delivery of electricity in a cost-effective, safe and

environmentally acceptable manner.

Careers at the 
National Level
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A generation and transmission cooperative (G&T)

or public power agency is primarily involved 

in supplying power to distribution cooperatives

or public power districts. A G&T serves the

distribution cooperative by bringing power to its

doorstep (the substation), ready to be distributed

to homes, businesses and farms. A G&T may play

the role of a broker by purchasing power for its

members from other organizations that generate

electricity. Or, the G&T may generate the power

themselves and transmit it over high voltage

lines. Usually, a G&T does both.

Many of the careers available at a G&T are

similar to those at the distribution co-op. For

example, administrative work and invoicing is still

necessary at the G&T level; the essential difference

in these jobs is that the member of the G&T 

is the distribution co-op and not the individual

consumer. Some of the careers at a G&T, however,

are not found at the distribution cooperative.

These careers have responsibilities specifically

related to generating power or to procuring

wholesale electricity. And while these positions

may use the same skills, require the same

education or even have similar job titles, they are

very different because the G&T is not distributing

electricity directly to consumers; it is generating

and transmitting it to co-ops. The following are

some of the careers available at a G&T.

Director of Environmental Affairs
Often a registered professional engineer (PE), this

employee is concerned with the co-op’s com -

pliance with environmental requirements—at the

federal, state and local level. These include air

quality, water and waste management and

hazardous materials compliance. There are many

potential pollutants at an electric generating

facility and many pollution control devices and

procedures that this individual may oversee. In

addition, he or she is responsible for keeping up

with the changing laws and regulations, obtaining

necessary permits, understanding the impact on

the co-op’s policies, procedures and plant

operations and informing personnel of important

environmental issues that affect the co-op.

Manager of Community and
Economic Development
Attracting industry and promoting job growth is 

a natural responsibility of a G&T and the main re-

sponsibility of this important position. The co-op can

assure a potential commercial enterprise that there

will be abundant power available. And, the G&T it-

self has had essential experience with the area’s

infrastructure—transportation, roads, bridges,

water supply and other needs a business may con-

sider when locating a facility. In addition, the G&T

understands the political environment, the cultural

G&T Careers



and tourist attractions, the school system, the

economy of the area and the attitude of the

community. Economic development covers a lot

of territory including small businesses, home

businesses, tourism and community services.

Moreover, as a part of the larger community, the

G&T can help communities assess their needs

and evaluate what types of businesses, enter-

prises or efforts are likely to succeed in the area.

The G&T and its member co-ops can also assist

in securing financing for a new or relocating en-

terprise. Finally, the G&T’s member co-ops can

benefit from this effort to build electric load and

attract additional consumers since it is these

new businesses that often provide new jobs in

the community.
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Statewide Organization
Careers

In some areas of the country, the functions 

of the statewide and the G&T are combined

under one roof; more often, however, they 

are separate. In both cases, the statewide

organization is an association of cooperatives

formed to represent themselves to legislators

and to the governor’s office. The statewide 

can also provide other services such as

communications and training with more

efficiency than if each co-op member took 

on the job themselves. The following are some

of the careers that provide such services:

Statewide Editor
This position oversees the production of a publi-

cation written for co-op member-consumers.

Throughout the United States, 38 over 30

statewide magazines reach more than 7.6 million

consumer members. Often, the communica-

tions/public information specialist of the mem-

ber distribution cooperatives contributes news

and information about his or her co-op to the

statewide. This information is incorporated into

the statewide magazine and then distributed to

the co-op’s consumer members.

Lobbyist/Senior Legislative
Representative/Director of
Government Relations
This career can be found at the statewide

organization or at the G&T. When the two

organizations are combined, the lobbyist may

work for both the G&T and the statewide. 

The lobbyist is responsible for monitoring and

analyzing state and federal legislation and

regulations, communicating the position of 

the organization to members and lobbying for

passage or defeat of legislation or regulation

on behalf of the co-op. He or she also cultivates

and maintains positive relationships with

elected officials and their staffs and educates

them about the impact of legislation on the

cooperative. In addition, the legislative

representative may help coordinate political

action committees (PACs), host legislative

meetings, maintain a grassroots-lobbying

program and provide assistance to members

with reporting requirements under the law.

Corporate Counsel
Law school and admittance to the bar are the re-

quirements for a career as corporate counsel for

a cooperative or statewide organization. Many

statewide organizations employ an attorney on

staff while distribution cooperatives usually retain

a law firm and use the services of their counsel

on an as-needed basis. An attorney helps the co-

op by performing legal tasks, including reviewing

contracts or bylaw amendments, helping secure

financing and insuring that the co-op is in com-

pliance with the multitude of laws associated

with running a business, especially a utility.
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Accountant/Bookkeeper
Keeps a complete and systematic set of subsidiary

records and ledgers used to record financial

transactions and show the financial state of the

cooperative. Prepares reports and financial

statements. Generally requires a college degree 

in business or accounting and computer literacy.

Consumer Services Representative
Helps members complete applications for new

service. This position’s responsibility often

includes responding to questions regarding

consumer accounts and processing work orders

that initiate the provision of new service.

Marketing and Member Services
Representative
Advises consumers about the efficient use of

electricity. Often, this individual is responsible for

promoting programs designed to use energy more

efficiently. This position may also work with the

community and make presentations on energy

and electricity to groups or schools. It may even

encompass encouraging rural development

(attracting new business to the area). Like many

jobs at the co-op, computer skills are helpful in

this position.

Distribution Co-op/
Public Power District 

Careers
Distribution co-ops supply electricity directly to the consumer. Whether your career choice finds you

working in the co-op office, outdoors with a crew or a combination of both, you will find the work

fulfilling and purposeful. You will also find that the cooperatives spirit is contagious. Here are a

number of career opportunities available at a distribution co-op:



Communications/Public
Information Specialist
Develops written member communications

such as newsletters, brochures and pamphlets

and prepares these materials for publication.

Many distribution co-ops have a web site where

public and member information is posted. 

This specialist may also be responsible for

developing content for the site and keeping it

updated. He or she may be responsible for

conducting member education programs,

writing press releases and articles, publishing 

a regular newsletter for the membership or

being in charge of social media.

Manager/Director/Vice President
of Engineering & Operations
Responsible for the long and short range

system planning and the design and inspection

of distribution substations and other facilities.

He or she may direct the acquisition of right-of-

way and construction sites and has authority

over the design, construction, and maintenance

and service activities of the cooperative.

Line Crew
These careers can be dangerous, requiring

great concentration and strict adherence to

safety procedures. Because of the nature of 

the work, safety issues and ongoing training 

are heavily emphasized.

Dispatcher
Handles radio communications with line crews,

keeping track of routine assignments during

regular working hours and assigning jobs to

crews in the event of an emergency, day or

night. This person often is also responsible for

remote control switches to manage distribution

system load.

Looking for a co-op career?

www.touchstoneenergy.jobs
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Some electric distribution cooperatives have many consumers, more than 100,000. Others have 

as few as 1,000. More typically, distribution co-ops serve about 8,600 consumers. To give you an

idea of how rural electric systems differ from their urban counterparts, a rural electric system has

approximately 5.8 consumers along a mile of power line. In a city, this figure averages from about 

35 to 45 homes or businesses along a mile of line. The difference is also apparent when comparing

the number of employees. The effort needed to serve people with electric service, however, is

essentially the same.




