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Revitalizing Rural Communities
through the Renewable Energy
Cooperative
Cooperatives have a rich history of playing an important role supporting local
economies in both the Midwestern United States and Germany. Today, a diverse
cooperative sector exists in the Midwest. Cooperatives have been formed to help
farmers market products to consumers or to supply raw input commodities for agricultural production to individual farmers. Rural electric cooperatives provide retail
electric service to consumers while financial service cooperatives provide banking
and development funds to consumers. Each of these types of existing cooperatives
provides opportunities for a diverse group of individuals to participate in local business opportunities and add economic value to their community.
A significant opportunity exists to build on existing cooperative models in
the Midwest to also supply sources of local, renewable energy production. A renewable energy cooperative effort could bring together individual farmers, rural electric and farmer cooperative associations, municipal utilities, equipment manufacturers, individual citizens and additional types of local businesses to pool resources
for constructing and owning renewable energy production facilities. In addition to
supplying renewable energy, Midwest energy cooperatives could also contribute to
the financial health of rural communities. This type of effort is already well underway in Germany and provides a valuable example of how the power of cooperatives
can be employed to contribute to a more secure, clean energy future and revitalize
rural communities across the Midwest.
Germany’s Electric Cooperatives Are Pushing the Country’s Energy Revolution
In Germany, the cooperative model is being successfully utilized for renewable
energy production – there is literally a rural energy revolution underway. These
energy cooperatives will aid in the country’s transition from a centralized energy
system based on fossil fuels to one supplied by distributed renewable energy. The
formation of these new energy cooperatives are growing at an impressive rate. According to the German Cooperative and Raiffeisen Confederation (DGRV), of the
approximately 250 new cooperatives in 2011, 158 were energy cooperatives. From
2006-2011, there have been 430 new energy cooperatives formed in Germany.
Several German institutions and renewable energy advocates view renewable energy cooperatives as the key to achieving the ambitious goals of 80 percent
renewable electricity by 2050 and 60 percent overall renewable energy by 2050
set by the German government to transition to an energy system based largely
on distributed renewable resources. All across Germany, wind turbines are being
erected, solar panels are being installed on roofs and biomass generation facilities
are being constructed. Local citizen opposition to new renewable energy development is likely to decrease if the citizens own part of the resource and share in the
economic benefits of the development. Local communities are also benefiting from
a growing local tax base and reinvestments by energy cooperative owners.

Rural electric
cooperatives
offer opportunities for local
stakeholders
to engage in
economic development within
and for the
community.
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German Cooperative History
According to the German Cooperative and Raiffeisen Confederation (DGRV), at the end of 2010
there were 5,436 cooperative associations in Germany representing the sectors of banking, financial services, agriculture, commodities and consumer services with a total membership of 18
million individual citizens. The basic premise for a German cooperative association is to enable
individuals to achieve collective objectives that could not be accomplished through individual action.
Cooperatives have played a very important role in the German economy since the end of the 19th
century. Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen (1818-1888) and Herman Schultze-Deltizsch (1808-1883)
are two historical figures credited with developing the German cooperative model. Each separately
developed models for citizen collaboration to assist struggling rural communities during periods of
economic struggle.

The Energy of the Village for the Village – the Example of Großbardorf

In Germany,
there is a smalltown revolution
underway where
towns and rural
communities
strive to become
more selfsufficient and
less vulnerable
to world energy
markets.
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On a recent visit to Germany, I had the opportunity to visit renewable energy projects in the northern Bavaria region operating under cooperative models. The example of the village of Großbardorf is particularly illustrative to begin to understand
the positive economic, environmental and social impact these energy cooperatives
are having on local communities and the opportunity for a diverse mix of individuals and businesses to work together to supply renewable energy directly to a community.
Großbardorf is a village with 928 inhabitants. Over a period of four years,
individual citizens invested and leveraged outside capital totaling approximately
$19 million for the development of photovoltaic roof systems, solar power plants,
a biogas plant with a combined heat and power (CHP) unit and a district heating network. As a result of these projects, the village generates four times the
electricity needed to power individual businesses and homes. The district heating
system meets 50 percent of the heating needs for homes and businesses in the village. Approximately 80 percent of the heat supplied is from the CHP unit at the
biogas plant. The village has plans to install a wood heating system to increase the
amount of renewable heat supplied to the village. Prior to the installation of the
district heating system, 80 percent of the heat in the village was supplied by the
fossil energy heating oil. The renewable heat sources supplied to the village are
reducing fossil fuel energy use, ensuring stable prices for home heating and saving
businesses money. A new manufacturing facility being constructed near the biogas
plant will be connected to the district heating system and will realize a one-time
savings of approximately $100,000 by connecting to the district heating system
instead of installing a traditional heating source. All of these different renewable
energy ventures also add economic value to the village through local taxes.
The energy cooperative ventures in Großbardorf are a part of a larger
citizen cooperative vision inspired by Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen. In the mid19th century, Raiffeisen began to form financial and raw material cooperatives
in rural Germany; he is credited with developing the modern cooperative model.
In establishing rural cooperative banks Raiffeisen coined the phrase, “The money
of the village for the village.” Michael Diestel, manager of the Bavarian Farmers
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Association, latched onto Raiffeisen’s original version and was motivated to apply this concept to local renewable energy projects. Diestel modified Raiffeisen’s
original motto to articulate a vision for local renewable energy production, “The
energy of the village for the village.” Beginning in June 2008 through April 2012,
31 Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energy Cooperatives have been formed and have
implemented various local renewable energy projects. The long-term version is to
implement Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energy Cooperatives in every village in
Germany. Local citizens will be able to meet their own energy needs, contribute to
a more sustainable energy system and add economic value to their own community.
Renewable Energy Cooperative Opportunities for the Midwest
Germany is a world leader in the advancement of renewable energy production and
a tremendous amount of opportunity exists in the U.S., specifically the Midwest,
to utilize existing cooperative models to implement local renewable energy projects. Examples of cooperative partnership to supply renewable energy production
do exist in the Midwest, but a larger effort is needed to adequately capture the
potential of cooperative models to supply renewable energy and add value to local
communities.
United States Cooperative History and Economic Impact
Cooperative associations in the U.S. have a firm foundation in the agriculture sector and the German cooperative pioneers Raiffeisen and Schulze also influenced the formation of cooperative farm
credit systems in North America. Today, the U.S. has a strong cooperative business sector with
nearly 30,000 cooperatives that own more than $3 trillion in assets and generate over $500 billion
in revenue, according to the National Cooperative Business Association. U.S. cooperative associations serve members in the financial services, agriculture, commercial sales and marketing, social
and public services and utilities sectors.
The Iowa rural electric cooperative, Iowa Lakes Electric Association was
recently recognized by the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) Wind Powering
America Initiative as the 2011 Wind Cooperative of the Year. Iowa Lakes Electric
Association developed two wind farms totaling 21 megawatts of capacity funded
through Federal Clean Renewable Energy Bonds. The project was specifically recognized for an innovative approach to use existing infrastructure to move the energy to market instead of constructing new transmission connections. The project
was developed in partnership with several local and national collaborators and
serves as a useful example of harnessing cooperative energy to supply renewable
power.
A majority of U.S. renewable fuel production occurs in the Midwest. Several of these biorefineries began or are currently operating under a cooperative
ownership model. Early in the formation of these renewable fuel production facilities, policymakers and energy leaders saw the opportunity for these facilities
to supply a domestic fuel alternative and add economic value to struggling rural
communities. The same type of vision and collaborative effort is needed to deploy
cooperative models for renewable energy production.

The benefits
include wellpaying jobs, tax
revenue, and a
strengthened
community
engagement.
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Rural renewable
energy clusters
could establish
partnerships
between rural
electric cooperatives and
municipal power
associations to
leverage expertise and ensure
project longevity.
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The renewable fuel production industry in the Midwest would not be where
it is today without a clearly articulated vision and ambitious goal setting during the
early development phase. Policymakers and energy leaders should consider setting
similar goals specific to renewable energy production in rural areas. These goals
and a broader vision could be articulated through a robust and detailed roadmap.
The roadmap could provide in-depth information about existing cooperatives in
the region, models for increased deployment of cooperatives tailored to produce
renewable energy and a general outline of the legal requirements and operating
procedures necessary to form a cooperative. This roadmap would benefit from the
contribution and expertise of existing cooperative associations and currently operating cooperatives to ensure the roadmap recommendations and strategies are
accurate and achievable. It could also engage existing cooperative businesses in
thinking about new ways to harness existing cooperative partnerships for increased
renewable energy production. According to the National Cooperative Business Association the cooperative sector is mostly comprised of marketing, processing and
supplying services to agricultural producers, including cooperatively owned biofuel
production facilities. This existing cooperative segment would be a natural fit for
new cooperative ventures focused on renewable energy production especially because of its prior experience with energy production, mostly liquid biofuel production.
Existing agriculture commodity groups and farmer cooperatives can also
be instrumental in identifying and helping to create farm-based energy production clusters. These groups can work with their membership to identify if there
are clusters of agricultural producers who are interested in making cooperative
investments in renewable energy production. They could also provide vital information to the farm-based energy production clusters on cooperative association legal
requirements, provide technical assistance in setting up an operating structure and
procedures and even serve as project partners in helping to advance public policy
solutions that could aid the formation of additional farm-based energy production
clusters. These clusters could establish partnerships with rural electric cooperatives and municipal power associations to leverage expertise and ensure project
longevity.
The Midwest is blessed with abundant renewable energy resources and has
the tools at its disposal to implement a more sustainable energy future by utilizing
existing cooperative associations to make investments in renewable energy production. These types of partnerships can utilize experience and expertise across a
broad range of sectors. Cooperative partnerships could engage existing rural electric cooperatives, municipal power associations, farmer cooperatives, individual
citizens, local businesses and equipment manufactures to work together to advance
local renewable energy production and add economic value to local communities.
Opportunity also exists in the Midwest for building new cooperative associations
that would supply renewable energy more directly to individual communities, modeled after the new energy cooperatives being formed in Germany. The future for
renewable energy development is bright in the Midwest. By sharing examples and
models of successful renewable energy development that also strengthens local
communities more can be achieved by working together and implementing cooperative principles in the energy system.

