
10 RURAL MONTANA

Question: Since 1962, the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association, whose
membership includes Montana’s electric cooperatives, has sent more than 400 rural
electrification advisors, including several Montanans, to assignments in 65 countries in
partnership with U.S. foreign aid programs. Co-ops have also donated used electrical
equipment and supplies to that effort. Today, more than 75 million people around the
world have lights in their homes and access to electricity as a result of electric coopera-
tive efforts. Legislation to increase funding for that effort has been introduced. The
money would go into the Millennium Challenge Account to help developing countries as
part of the President’s Anti-Terrorism Initiative. Should the U.S. foreign aid program
support rural electrification in general, and specifically, use of the cooperative model to
bring reliable and cost-effective power to rural areas of the world?

Electric cooperatives energize
developing countries

By Representative Denny Rehberg

By Senator Max Baucus

After visiting the likes of
         Kazakhstan and Cuba in
         recent months, I’m more

convinced than ever of the impor-
tance of electrification to expanding
economic development and opportu-
nities for the rural poor abroad.  As
we have learned in the United
States, particularly in Montana,

electrification is essential to improving the standard of living
in rural communities.

In the past, I have voted for, and the House has ap-
proved, measures encouraging the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development (AID) to replicate in other countries the
success of its electric cooperative program in impoverished
countries like Bangladesh. One of the poorest countries in
the world, millions of rural poor in Bangladesh today have
access to reliable electrical service as a direct result of AID
funding.

In the same way, rural electrification can and should

play a key role in fostering economic freedom, political fair
play, and social liberty in the 16 developing countries that
are now eligible to apply for Millennium Change Account
(MCA) assistance.

Under the President’s program, our partnership with
newly-eligible MCA nations – such as Armenia, Madagascar,
Nicaragua, and Vanuatu – must include a strong advocacy for
rural electrification and the tremendous economic benefits
that come with cost-effective power.  Efforts to build a better
future for these and other developing countries cannot
succeed apart from providing hospitals, schools and commu-
nities with reliable power, both in rural and urban centers.

Our own state, with its sparsely-populated communities
served by more than two dozen rural electric cooperatives,
stands as a model of success for other nations.  That’s why I
will continue to support efforts to incorporate Montana’s co-
op model into the rural electrification programs under the
Millennium Challenge Account and other worthy interna-
tional programs for eligible developing countries.

Y es, rural electrification has
          always been and continues
          to be critically important to

rural economic development.  It
helps provide a higher standard of
living for Montanans and all
Americans living in rural areas.
Helping to electrify rural areas in

other countries has benefits that pay dividends two-fold.  By

electrifying other countries, the U.S. is helping to reduce
poverty and that will help create economic stability in those
areas.  These stronger economies will then be new markets
for Montana and the rest of the country to export our high-
quality products and boost our economy.

The rural electric cooperative model should be followed
as much as possible in other countries around the world.  The
cooperative model has been key to providing electricity in
rural areas in the United States.  Rural electric cooperatives
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By Senator Max Baucus (cont’d)
provide service in areas that many other companies will not.
If it weren’t for rural electric cooperatives, people who live
in very remote or sparsely populated areas likely would not
have access to reliable, affordable energy.   Having access to
reliable, affordable energy is important in developing
communities and growing economies – it is vital to every
aspect of life.

Growing up and living in a rural state, I know firsthand
the tremendous benefits provided by rural electric coopera-

tives to our rural communities. Co-ops are the backbone of
our rural economies, and because they’re member-owned
and accountable to their local communities, co-ops first and
foremost provide excellent service, at a low cost.   Co-ops
provide reliable, affordable energy to all Montanans and
Americans that live in rural areas around the country.
Because rural electric cooperatives have been so successful
at electrifying rural America, the same model should benefit
other countries around the world.

Senator Conrad Burns did not reply this month.

and responsibility for the community’s welfare takes root.
Marian Wright Edelman has said, “Service is the rent we pay
for living. It is the very purpose of life and not something
you do in your spare time.” Expecting meaningful contribu-
tions from every young adult in our community would go a
long way towards teaching them this critical component of a
well-lived life.

Due to the close proximity of our
community to Billings, the town of Shepherd
lacks the traditional slow pace and connect-
edness of a small town. In many areas,
narrow roads teeming with commuting
traffic prohibit a casual walk or bike ride.
What if we found a way to link areas of our
community while providing safe recreational
opportunities for all? Creating a system of
bike paths in our community would do just
that. Skateboarders, joggers, bikers, and
walkers could enjoy a network of trails
connecting places in our community and the
people who use them. Young and old,
families, kids, sports groups, birders and dog
walkers could more fully enjoy and appreci-
ate the delights of our community’s rural
setting-safely.

Most of us who live in rural Montana do
so — at least in part — because of the clean, healthy
environment we enjoy here. I would like to see our commu-
nity make more solid connections between the way of life we
treasure and the actions that impact upon it daily. Creating
awareness and developing an extensive recycling program
could make these connections a reality. Not only could
recycling bins be set beside pop machines, office copiers,
and every printer in the school, it could involve the entire
community and many of the classes: Family Consumer
Science classes could sew and sell canvas shopping bags and
cloth napkins; art classes could focus on creating sculptures
out of discarded items; English and computer classes could
generate pamphlets highlighting the specific drop off points
and simple ways community members might participate; the
school Science Fair could focus on new ways to reduce or
reuse waste. As well, civic groups like Key Club, the Lions
Club and the Kiwanis could become involved-organizing
drives, receptacles, pick up areas, or delivering used maga-
zines and books to the school library, church camps, or
daycare centers. Every day there are countless ways our

community could reduce the waste it creates. Making this
recycling project a cooperative effort would make our
community cleaner, healthier and stronger.

In the past two years, our town has seen two teenage
deaths due to vehicular collisions. I believe it is critical for
our community to make the connection between these tragic
losses and our responsibility to make our roads safer.
Seatbelt use is a simple, yet effective place to start. Statistics
show that buckling up prevents over 50 percent of vehicular
deaths of children. Creating a community awareness cam-

paign that targets young children in our
community, as well as young drivers, on the
critical importance of wearing seatbelts
could make a real difference. As well, shop
classes could design and create signs raising
safety awareness on our community’s
roadways. Slogans such as “School Bus
Route-Give Our Kids a Brake,” ‘Entering
the Shepherd Community-Buckle Up, Slow
Down, Drive Safe,” or simply, “Seatbelts
Save Lives” could remind area drivers that a
conscientious attention to safety is a priority
in our community.

While there are residents of all ages in the
Shepherd community, too often the capabili-
ties or needs of many can be overlooked. It
is amazing to think how much an elderly
couple may have to offer an adolescent and
vice versa, and yet, how rarely this gleaming

opportunity is discovered or explored. I believe we could see
great rewards in our community from a program designed to
match untapped resources with unmet needs. For instance,
say “Billy” still needed to complete his community service
and found himself especially skillful in yard work, yet, he
was struggling with academics. On the other hand, “Ilene,”
an elderly lady, badly in need of someone to help keep her
yard, felt that she could offer effective academic assistance
to struggling students. By creating an inclusive network that
identifies and matches these individuals, and others like
them, our community could tap into such a wealth of skills
and interests while addressing a broad range of needs. This
system of mutual exchange would enliven our community
with hope and purpose as members recognize the talents and
challenges each of us possess and the untold connections that
can enrich and empower us all.

In planning or enacting any of these projects, we must
not only look at the end result, but at the ever-important
process-building connections-and realize it is that which
makes a community vibrant, healthy and strong.

Molly Rose Fehringer

Winning essayist
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