
It’s 57 degrees at the height of 
summer in Old Harbor on Alaska’s 
Kodiak Island. 

Fewer than 200 residents, mostly Native Alaskans 
of the Alutiiq tribe, live in this fishing village 
nestled along the sheltered waters of Sitkalidak 
Strait. This is the lifelong home of teacher Phyl-
lis Clough, who was five years old when Alaska 
Village Electric Cooperative (AVEC) introduced 
power there in 1968.

More than 4,000 miles southeast is the Atlantic 
coast home of Sharon Laney. The Summerville, 

South Carolina, business owner can’t remember 
the last time it snowed there nor has she ever lived 
a day without electricity. As the July temperature 
spikes near 90 degrees, she enjoys air-conditioned 
comfort powered by Berkeley Electric Cooperative. 

Despite differences defined by distance and 
environment, these women share the kinship of 
being customer-owners of a rural electric coopera-
tive. Theirs is a big club; an estimated 39 million 
Americans get their electricity through a co-op.

Powering the Last Frontier
There are more than 900 rural electric cooper-
atives in the U.S. providing power to about 75 

power to the people
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Attired in ceremonial dress, members of the Alutiiq tribe memorialize a community leader who 

helped bring electricity via Alaska Village Electric Cooperative to their Kodiak Island village.



percent of the nation’s land mass. This includes the 
far-flung AVEC, which serves villages with pop-
ulations ranging from 88 to slightly more than 
1,000. These 52 geographically diverse and remote 
villages throughout interior and western Alaska 
represent a service area about the size of Texas, 
Oklahoma, Kansas and Nebraska combined. It is 
larger geographically than any electric cooperative 
in the world. 

Establishing and maintaining power to improve 
life in Alaska’s tiny communities is difficult. Only 
one of the villages AVEC serves is accessible by road, 
meaning diesel fuel and power system equipment 
arrives by barge or airplane. 

Keeping Up With Growth
With 75,000 current customer-owners and about 
3,000 new members joining annually, Berkeley’s 
membership ranks among the country’s largest. 
The annual membership meeting attracts more 
than 30,000 attendees—the nation’s highest for a 
rural electric cooperative.

The co-op’s service area includes three coun-
ties surrounding tourism-charged Charleston. 
Affordable, reliable electricity is one of the attrac-
tions transforming this once-rural area into suburbs 
packed with new residential neighborhoods, new 
infrastructure such as schools and hospitals, and 
retail centers. Standing at the front door of her 
commercial printing business, Laney can see the 
growth with which her cooperative is working to 
keep pace. A Super Wal-Mart, Lowe’s and Home 
Depot are among the big-box businesses that are 
her new neighbors on Highway 17A.

From the Deep South to north of the Arctic 
Circle, from remote villages to burgeoning suburbs, 
cooperatives are bringing power to the people and 
enhancing the quality of life in the communities 
where they live.

Waste into watts
Across the nation, electric cooperatives are a 
leading force in developing renewable energy 
technologies. Sources from wastes to wind 
are fueling green power initiatives to produce 
environmentally conscious, affordable energy.

Many co-ops are turning waste into watts. 
Wisconsin’s Dairyland Power Cooperative is tapping 
“cow power” with farm-based facilities converting 
manure into energy. Wyoming co-ops are generating 
bio-power from hog farm manure. In Georgia where 
the $13.5 billion poultry industry creates waste 
disposal challenges, co-ops are supporting a poultry 
litter-to-energy plant. It produces enough power for 
15,000 homes.

East Kentucky Power Cooperative is digging into 
landfills for environmentally friendly electricity. It 
converts methane from decaying matter in landfills to 
electricity for 12,500 homes.

South Dakota’s East River Electric Power Cooperative 
is diversifying their energy portfolio with waste-heat 
recovery. Hot, pressurized exhaust from the 1,200-
mile Northern Border natural gas pipeline is tapped 
as low-cost energy with zero emissions.

Western Farmers Electric Cooperative is harnessing 
one of Oklahoma’s most abundant natural resources 
for energy. The co-op powers more than 20,000 
homes with wind energy harvested from the 
45-turbine Blue Canyon Wind Farm.

Many electric cooperatives’ 
“green” portfolios include 
solar and hydroelectric projects. Others are 
experimenting with various biomass materials in the 
continuing quest for clean electricity.
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Co-ops are harnessing wind 

energy to power homes.



Karen Schwarz describes her 
children’s school as being much  
like a comfortable old shoe:  
It fits just right. 

Her children, Jack, 14, and Barbara, 10, began 
attending the K-8 Burgundy Farm Country Day 
School in Alexandria, Va., as kindergarten stu-
dents. Burgundy Farm is one of the nation’s coop-
erative schools, educational institutions owned and 
governed by parents who share their resources to 
enrich students’ learning experiences. 

By enrolling their children in cooperatively 
structured schools such as Maryland’s Greenbelt 
Nursery School and Atlanta’s Oakhurst Cooperative 
Preschool, parents become members of the co-op. 
This membership sends parents like Karen and 
husband Jeffrey back to school. 

The Co-op Difference
Cooperative school parent-members are expected 
to participate in every part of the school’s opera-
tion: governance, finance, curriculum, administra-
tion, assisting in classrooms, publicity, fundrais-
ing, maintenance and housekeeping. At Burgundy 
Farm, Jeffrey is a member of the board of directors 

back to school
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Students from preschool to middle school attend the nation's cooperative schools—educational institutions 

owned and governed by parents with the common goal of enriching the learning experience.



while Karen serves on fundraising and scholar-
ship committees. Other co-op members handle 
tasks such as facility repairs and school grounds 
maintenance. 

“Sweat equity” enables many co-op schools to 
provide high-quality education at modest cost. 
Perhaps more importantly, it provides a sense of 
ownership for both students and parents, which is 
truly the cooperative difference, Karen says. 

Parents also opt for the cooperative concept 
because it provides some things mainstream schools 
do not. First, co-op schools are, by their very nature, 
a close-knit community. By taking an active role at 
the school, parent-members are intimately involved 
with their children’s educations and get to know 
their friends, their friends’ parents and teachers.

Most co-op preschools also educate parents on 
early childhood development, another key differ-
ence from standard preschools. At California’s 
Cotati-Rohnert Park Co-op Nursery School, parents 
meet monthly in the evening to share in manage-
ment decisions and learn positive parenting skills.

Though educating children ages three to five 
is predominantly the focus of parent-owned co-
ops in the U.S., there are some elementary and 
middle co-op schools. Burgundy Farm and Stevens 
Cooperative School in New Jersey are examples of 
schools providing instruction through eighth grade. 

Fulfilling Needs
Cooperatives are also providing an answer to the 
nation’s shortage of quality child care for work-
ing parents. Member-owned child care businesses 
provide a quality environment for infants as well 
as before- and after-school care. A joint survey by 
Parent Cooperative Preschools International and 
the National Cooperative Business Association esti-
mates there are about 1,000 cooperative preschool 
and child care agencies in the U.S.

From coast to coast, the cooperative model is 
being applied to child care, preschool, elementary 
and middle schools. For parents seeking quality care 
and education options for their children, coopera-
tive membership is a good fit.

A+ advantage
From preschools to universities, cooperatives are 
improving classroom experiences and helping 
administrators better manage budgets.

Public school systems across the nation have 
established education service cooperatives to 
maximize the use of taxpayer dollars. In Arkansas, 
there are 15 of these purchasing and shared-service 
cooperatives providing support to member school 
districts. The co-ops provide professional development 
opportunities for teachers and administrators and act 
as a consortium for purchasing services and supplies. 
The cooperatives also provide technical computer 
support services to schools.

The cooperative model is also helping schools 
meet federal “No Child Left Behind” guidelines. 
The RISE Special Services Cooperative in Indiana 
serves special education students in 41 member 
schools in four school districts. The co-op provides 
programming and related services for more than 
4,500 students with disabilities. 

More than 1,500 
tax-exempt colleges, 
universities, prep schools 
and similar institutions are customer-owners of 
Educational & Institutional Cooperative Service, Inc. 
Members get lower prices on furniture, computers 
and electronics, maintenance, food service, office 
products, as well as transportation and delivery 
service via their buying co-op.

Members of fraternities and sororities at places like 
Penn State University and University of Minnesota are 
also embracing cooperative purchasing. The Fraternity 
Purchasing Association (FPA) negotiates vendor 
volume pricing on food, supplies, equipment and 
services for member organizations. 
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Cooperatives are helping public 

and private schools better meet 

educational goals.



Rick Jarrett is no high-tech nerd. He’s 
a fifth-generation Montana rancher. 

But he uses the latest technology, provided by his 
local telecommunications co-op, to bring in addi-
tional income and share his way of life. 

Rick is a founding member of Montana 
Bunkhouses Working Ranch Vacations. A few weeks 
each year, he welcomes guests to his 4,500-acre 
Crazy Mountain Cattle Company near Big Timber 
where they participate in chores such as working 
cattle by horseback. The guest program gives Jarrett 
a chance to communicate with non-rural consum-

ers, who often find they share more in common 
with ranchers than they might think. 

The rancher relies on Triangle Telephone 
Cooperative Association, Inc. to help him stay in 
touch with potential guests. The co-op recently 
installed a high-speed Internet connection for him. 

Each of Montana Bunkhouses’ 15 ranches offers 
a different experience. Guests riding the range with 
Kathy and Scott Wiley, who raise beef in the Bull 
Mountains near Musselshell, might spot elk, ante-
lope, deer and wild turkeys. 

Kathy also counts on a telecommunications 
co-op, Mid-Rivers Telephone Cooperative, Inc., to 
make the bunkhouse business work. A year ago, 

keeping america connected
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Montana rancher Rick Jarrett relies on his telecommunications 

cooperative to keep him connected to potential customers.



Mid-Rivers connected the Wileys to the Web via 
WildBlue satellite. The high-speed wireless link 
expedites sending out pictures, directions and other 
information to guests. 

Meeting Customer Needs
Co-ops like Mid-Rivers and Triangle, with 25,000 
and 10,500 members, respectively, continue to 
improve rural communication. Telephone coopera-
tives across the nation are diversifying in order to 
offer their members a wide array of communica-
tion and technology services, including high-speed 
Internet, satellite and cable TV, VoIP (Voice over 
Internet Protocol), cell phone service and long dis-
tance connections. In a 2006 member survey by the 
National Telecommunications Cooperative Asso-
ciation, 100 percent of those responding now offer 
broadband to at least part of their territory.

Many telecommunications cooperatives look to 
another co-op to help them finance the upgrades 
and expansions needed to keep consumers happy. 
The 500-member Rural Telephone Finance 
Cooperative is a borrower-owned cooperative that 
provides financing to rural telephone companies. 
The lender is affiliated with the National Rural 
Utilities Cooperative Finance Corporation, which 
finances construction and upgrade projects for 
many of the country’s rural electric cooperatives.

Local co-ops can’t always shrink the digital 
divide by themselves. Together, 1,400 telephone 
and electric cooperatives and other rural busi-
nesses own the National Rural Telecommunications 
Cooperative, which delivers cable television, 
DIRECTV, WildBlue, and now IPTV, which will 
bring all digital television signals to your computer 
via the Web.

Back at the ranch, Rick is busy welcoming guests 
who first read about his business via the Montana 
Bunkhouses Web page. Long after they’re gone 
he’ll continue to be in touch via e-mail. Thanks 
to his telecommunications co-op, he’s keeping the 
lines of communication wide open between rural 
Americans and their city cousins.

Co-ops add .coop

In 2002, cooperatives got a new way to communicate 
the co-op difference. That’s when the .coop Internet 
address became available, joining .com, .org and 
other domains.  

More than 4,000 U.S. cooperatives have purchased 
the option since it was created, reports the National 
Cooperative Business Association, a reseller of 
.coop domains in the U.S. Since each .coop owner 
is verified as a co-op or co-op organization, using 
the domain is a cost-effective way to promote their 
member-owned identity online. It also reminds 
people that co-ops are businesses you can trust—
down the road and on the Internet.

Savvy users such as the University Student Housing 
Association of the University of California-Berkeley 
promote www.usca.coop to help students find afford-
able housing. The Inter Cooperative Council at the 
University of Michigan uses their www.icc.coop to 
lease housing and manage member communication.   

Organic Valley Cooperative now 
imprints each carton of its dairy 
products with www.organicvalley.
coop. Organic Valley has 
changed all of its packaging, business cards and 
letterhead to include its new .coop address. 

All types of co-ops, from agricultural to worker, now 
wave the .coop flag. About half of U.S. electric  
co-ops, including Powder River Energy Corporation 
in Wyoming, use the domain. U.S. food coopera-
tives, such as Mountain People’s Market Co-op in 
Morgantown, W.Va., count about 75 percent of their 
ranks as having .coop addresses, too.
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Organic Valley Cooperative 

displays its .coop address on 

retail packaging..
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CHAPTER 1—AGRICULTURE
American Crystal Sugar Company, Moorhead, Minnesota

Associated Milk Producers Inc., New Ulm, Minnesota

Blue Diamond Growers, Sacramento, California

Cabot Creamery, Montpelier, Vermont

CHS Inc., Inver Grove Heights, Minnesota

CROPP Cooperative (Organic Valley), LaFarge, Wisconsin

Dairy Farmers of America, Kansas City, Missouri

Florida’s Natural Growers, Lake Wales, Florida

Growmark, Inc., Normal, Illinois

Land O’Lakes, Inc., St. Paul, Minnesota

Blake Meshke, Lake Crystal, Minnesota

Mississippi Center for Cooperative Development,  
Jackson, Mississippi

National Council of Farmer Cooperatives, Washington D.C.

National Grape Cooperative (Welch’s) Inc, Westfield, New York

Ocean Spray, Lakeville-Middleboro, Massachusetts

Riceland Foods, Stuttgart, Arkansas

Sunkist Growers, Sherman Oaks, California

Sun-Maid, Fresno, California

The Farm Credit Council, Washington, D.C.

Sabra Townsend, Indianapolis, Indiana

West Central Cooperative, Ralston, Iowa

CHAPTER 2—CREDIT UNIONS
ASI Federal Credit Union, Harahan, Louisiana

Pablo DeFilippi, National Federation of Community 
Development Credit Unions, New York, New York

Hawaii Community Federal Credit Union, Kailua-Kona, Hawaii

National Association of Federal Credit Unions,  
Arlington, Virginia

Self-Help, Raleigh, North Carolina

Steve Rick, Credit Union National Association, Inc.,  
Madison, Wisconsin

Jennifer Sadler, Navy Federal Credit Union, Merrifield, Virginia

Marta Trinkl, Credit Union National Association, Inc., 
Washington, D.C.

CHAPTER 3—WORKER
Association of Arizmendi Cooperatives, Inc.,  
Oakland, California

C4 Tech & Design, New Orleans, Louisiana 

Collective Copies, Amherst, Massachusetts

Cooperative Janitorial Services, Cincinnati, Ohio

Equal Exchange—Fairly Traded Gourmet Coffee, West 
Bridgewater, Massachusetts

Isthmus Engineering & Manufacturing Co-op,  
Madison, Wisconsin

Navasew, Montezuma Creek, Utah

New Seattle Massage, Inc., Seattle, Washington

Rainbow Grocery Cooperative, Inc., San Francisco, California

Union Cab of Madison, Madison, Wisconsin

U.S. Federation of Worker Cooperatives,  
San Francisco, California

Randy Zucco, Collective Copies, Amherst, Massachusetts

CHAPTER 4—HEALTH CARE
Cooperative Care, Wautoma, Wisconsin

Cooperative Home Care Associates, Bronx, New York

HealthPartners, Minneapolis, Minnesota

I Am Unique Special Care and Case Management, Inc.,  
Raleigh, North Carolina

Jean Jantzen, Inver Grove Heights, Minnesota

U.S. Census Bureau

VHA Inc., Irving, Texas

Wisconsin Rx, Madison, Wisconsin

CHAPTER 5—HOUSING
Naomi Goldstein, PennSouth Mutual Redevelopment  
Houses, Inc., New York, New York

Homestead Cooperative, Chisago Lakes, Minnesota

Terry McKinley, Senior Cooperative Foundation,  
St. Paul, Minnesota

National Association of Housing Cooperatives,  
Washington, D.C.

Park Forest Cooperative Birch Street Townhomes,  
Park Forest, Illinois

Leslie Patterson, College Houses, Inc., Austin, Texas

Doug Price, Park Forest, Illinois

Tracy Riposo-Cook, New York, New York

Alan Robinson, College Houses, Inc., Austin, Texas

Anne Sackrison, CSI Support and Development Services, 
Warren, Michigan

sources
The writers wish to thank the following organizations and individuals for contributing statistics, provid-
ing interviews and assisting in the collection of other information for this publication.
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CHAPTER 6—FOOD
Associated Grocers of the South, Inc., Birmingham, Alabama

Associated Wholesale Grocers, Inc., Kansas City, Kansas

Hanover Consumer Cooperative Society, Inc.,  
Hanover, New Hampshire

Trudy Bialic, PCC Natural Markets, Seattle, Washington

Nancy Krivanka, West Seattle, Washington

La Montanita Food Co-op, Albuquerque, New Mexico

Moscow Food Co-op, Moscow, Idaho

National Cooperative Grocers Association, Iowa City, Iowa

Sacramento Natural Foods Co-op Inc., Sacramento, California

Unified Western Grocers, Inc., Los Angeles, California

Wedge Community Co-op, Minneapolis, Minnesota

Wakefern Food Corporation, Elizabeth, New Jersey

CHAPTER 7—PURCHASING
Ace Hardware Corporation, Oak Brook, Illinois

Dan Bleier, Able Distributors, Chicago, Illinois

Blue Hawk Cooperative, Phoenix, Arizona

CCA Global Partners, Earth City, Missouri

Do It Best Corp., Fort Wayne, Indiana

Furniture First Cooperative, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania

Rollie Holden, Holden Hardware Co., Murfreesboro, Tennessee 

IMARK Group, Inc., Oxon Hill, Maryland

Insulate America, Shelby, North Carolina

NEMEON, Inc., Tempe, Arizona

PSA Security Network, Broomfield, Colorado

Restaurant Services, Inc., Coral Gables, Florida

The Evergreen Marketing Group, Carrollton, Texas

True Value Company, Chicago, Illinois

Unified FoodService Purchasing Cooperative, LLC,  
Louisville, Kentucky

Wit & Co., Ltd., Decatur, Illinois

CHAPTER 8—FINANCE & INSURANCE
Amalgamated Life Insurance, New York, New York

CoBank, Greenwood Village, Colorado

CUNA Mutual Insurance Group, Madison, Wisconsin

Mary Dundics, NCB, Washington, D.C.

Karen DiVincent, CoBank, Greenwood Village, Colorado

Doug Graham, Nationwide Mutual Insurance Company, 
Columbus, Ohio

Catherine Merlo, The Merlo Company, Bakersfield, California

Marty O’Hara, O’Hara True Value Home & Hardware,  
Darien, Illinois

Nationwide Mutual Insurance Company, Columbus, Ohio

True Value Company, Chicago, Illinois.

CHAPTER 9—ELECTRIC
Berkeley Electric Cooperative, Moncks Corner, South Carolina

Phyllis Clough, Old Harbor, Alaska

Dairyland Power Cooperative, La Crosse, Wisconsin

East Kentucky Power Cooperative, Winchester, Kentucky

East River Electric Power Cooperative, Inc.,  
Madison, South Dakota

Green Power EMC, Tucker, Georgia

Sharon Laney, Summerville, South Carolina

Amy Murphy, Alaska Village Electric Cooperative,  
Anchorage, Alaska

National Rural Electric Cooperative Association,  
Arlington, Virginia

Oklahoma Electric Cooperative, Inc., Norman, Oklahoma

Touchstone Energy Cooperatives, Arlington, Virginia

Tri-State Generation & Transmission Association, Inc., 
Westminster, Colorado

U.S. Department of Energy, Washington, D.C.

Walton Electric Membership Corporation, Monroe, Georgia

Western Farmers Electric Cooperative, Anadarko, Oklahoma

CHAPTER 10—EDUCATION & CHILDCARE
Arkansas Department of Education, Little Rock, Arkansas

Cotati-Rohnert Park Co-op Nursery School, Cotati, California

Educational & Institutional Cooperative, Jericho, New York

Fraternity Purchasing Association Cooperative,  
State College, Pennsylvania

Greenbelt Nursery School, Greenbelt, Maryland

Natalie Hall, Burgundy Farm Country Day School,  
Alexandria, Virginia

Inter-Cooperative Council, University of Michigan,  
Ann Arbor, Michigan

Leta Mach, Parent Cooperative Preschools International, 
Greenbelt, Maryland

Oakhurst Cooperative Preschool, Atlanta, Georgia

RISE Special Services, Indianapolis, Indiana 

Karen Schwarz, Alexandria, Virginia

Stevens Cooperative School, Hoboken, New Jersey



CHAPTER 11—COMMUNICATIONS  
& TECHNOLOGY
Rick Jarrett, Crazy Mountain Cattle Company,  
Big Timber, Montana

Karen Searle, Montana Bunkhouses Working Ranch Vacations 
LLC, Livingston, Montana

Kathy Wiley, Wiley Ranch, Musselshell, Montana

Mid-Rivers Telephone Cooperative Inc., Circle, Montana

Triangle Telephone Cooperative Association Inc.,  
Harve, Montana

National Telecommunications Cooperative Association, 
Arlington, Virginia

National Rural Telecommunications Cooperative,  
Herndon, Virginia

Organic Valley Cooperative, LaFarge, Wisconsin

Robin Reed, Rural Telephone Finance Cooperative,  
Herndon, Virginia

Matt Rhoades, National Rural Utilities Cooperative Finance 
Corporation, Herndon, Virginia 

Triangle Cooperative Service Company, Enid, Oklahoma

University Students’ Cooperative Association,  
Berkeley, California

Inter Cooperative Council, University of Michigan,  
Ann Arbor, Michigan

Powder River Energy Corporation, Sundance, Wyoming

Mountain People’s Market Co-op, Morgantown, West Virginia

GENERAL
NCB Co-op 100® 2006, NCB, Washington, D.C.

“Co-ops 101,” Donald A. Frederick, United States Department 
of Agriculture Rural Development, Washington, D.C.

“Seven Cooperative Principles,” www.co-opmonth.coop 

“What are Cooperatives?” www.co-opmonth.coop 

Nadine Miller, Land O’Lakes, Inc., St. Paul, Minnesota
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For more information about cooperatives contact the 
National Cooperative Business Association at:

1401 New York Ave, NW, Suite 1100 
Washington, DC 20005
Phone: 202-638-6222 • Fax: 202-638-1374
Email: ncba@ncba.coop • www.ncba.coop

National Cooperative Business Association


