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01 The Generation & Transmission
Cooperative Model

During the Industrial Revolution, electric utilities began
growing in urban areas across the United States to meet
a burgeoning demand for electricity. However, investor
owned utilities refused to expand their services to rural
areas, due to the high cost of building infrastructure
in isolated areas, leaving rural Americans dependent
on kerosene lanterns to light their homes. At last, the
New Deal and the Rural Electrification Act of 1936
administered federal funds to spark the creation of
distribution electric cooperatives (DEC) and provide
electricity to rural areas.
DECs are member-owned non-profit organizations
that are responsible for distributing reliable and
affordable electricity to their individual memberowners. The electricity system encompasses three
phases: power generation, high voltage transmission,
and final distribution to individual consumers. While
DECs are responsible for distribution, most purchase
generation and transmission services from Generation
& Transmission Cooperatives (G&Ts) through long-term
power procurement contracts. A G&T is made up of DEC
member-owners that collectively invest in generation and
transmission infrastructure.

Generation & Transmission Co-ops
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02 Co-ops in a Glance
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03 A Shifting Paradigm

04 Purpose of the Project

An increasing number of DECs
have begun to
re-think the G&T model.

The guiding objective of this project is to
accelarate a national-scale, clean energy
transition with the target of limiting global climate
change to 1.5 C. This project will develop a
white paper focused on a narrow and impactful
goal within the overall objective: analyzing how
DEC needs, the G&T model, and cooperative
exits impact the adoption rate of clean energy
in rural communities. This analysis will take
place through the lens of the following research
questions:

For just under a century, the partnership between
G&Ts and DECs has adequately served the
needs of rural Americans, largely due to the
historically low cost of electricity generated
from centrally-located, coal-fired power plants.
However, as the costs of clean energy continue
to fall, some contracts between DECs and G&Ts
are resulting in higher rates for DEC members,
restrictions on self-generation, and undesirable
“dirty” energy mixes. For these reasons, the G&T
model has prevented some DECs from meeting
their needs and has left them dissatisfied with
their partnership, leading them to seek the
establishment of standards and pathways to
exit their G&T contracts. These exits could have
major effects on G&Ts and other DECs as they
pursure their own clean energy goals.
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How does the current G&T
model meet DECs’ needs?
What are the challenges and
opportunities of co-op exits?
What role do co-ops play in
the clean energy transition?
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05 Methodology

Interviewee Locations
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Qualitative Coding
Synthesis / Writing
To begin, the team performed
an in-depth literature and
policy review to identify relevant
sources and compile existing
research and regulations. The
team then conducted research
interviews with industry experts,
non-governmental organizations

(NGOs), and executives from
co-ops around the country. The
interview scripts were designed
to eliminate bias and procure
both quantifiable and rich
responses. The team sought
diversity in culture, geography,
demographics, and co-op size

in their interviewees. Next, the
interviews will be analyzed with
qualitative coding to identify
core trends and relations in the
data. Finally, the findings will be
synthesized in a white paper that
will aid leaders and inform policy
in co-op decision making.
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06 Preliminary
Results

Several trends have emerged
through the process of
completing the methodology.
These results will be more
fully developed and detailed
in the final white paper, to be
published in December with the
Getches-Wilkinson Center. The
following are some preliminary
takeaways from the research:
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» Almost all co-ops have
unique members and needs.
» Almost all co-ops are
reporting changing needs from
their members.
» Not all co-ops that have
exited or are seeking exits have
the same reasons for doing so.
» G&Ts may not look the same
in the near future.
» Doubts about co-op exits
accelerating the clean energy
transition pervade in G&T
member co-ops.
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