
F RO M  T H E  M A N AG E R

Small Talk
Brown-Atchison 
Electric (BAE) is 
small compared 
to most other 
cooperatives in 
the U.S. A quick 
gaze through 
2025 cooperative 
utility statistics: 
Of 814 U.S. 

rural electric cooperatives, only 42 
served fewer consumers. Only 27 
sold less electricity. And only 23(!) of 
814 cooperatives had less investment 
in utility plant than BAE. We are 
undeniably small.

We are different from most utilities. 
Not a knock on the big guys, but our 
service tends to be more personalized. 
Neighbors serving neighbors with a 
local mission. But all that local charm 
comes with a set of burdens that can 
make it difficult to just keep the lights 
on and the books balanced.

SHOW 
ME THE MONEY
First and maybe the 
heaviest burden: money. BAE, like 
many small cooperatives, rarely has the 
financial muscle of its larger cousins. 
Serving fewer and smaller customers 
means less revenue. Since most of the 
distribution system costs are fixed — 
lower sales volume means spreading 
costs over smaller numbers. In short 
— that means higher rates, especially 
when there are few or constrained 
economic growth opportunities to 
increase sales.

That makes it harder to invest in new 
infrastructure. BAE is fortunate to have 
secured a grant that will fund almost all 
of the cost of rebuilding an antiquated 
transmission line and two smaller 
projects — but that grant alone is not 
enough to offset rapidly rising costs 
for materials or even to offer adequate 
compensation to keep the highly skilled 
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employees that we have right now. 
When it’s time to build new line or 
install new meters, our “smallness” may 
leave us with less access to capital.

MANY HATS TO WEAR
It’s not just about money. The industry 
keeps getting more complex. New 
rules on reliability, cybersecurity and 
environmental performance apply to 
everyone — big or small. But a small 
cooperative has a small staff. When 
time is split between operations, 
customer service, accounting and 
regulatory compliance — it is easy for 
something to fall through the cracks.

PRICE TAKER OR PRICE MAKER?
Then there’s buying power. Larger 
utilities negotiate better rates for fuel, 
equipment and wholesale power. They 
buy in bulk. Smaller cooperatives, on 
the other hand, are price-takers. In a 
tight market, this can mean higher costs 
that get passed straight to members.

NORTHERN EXPOSURE
BAE serves a largely rural area. That 
means fewer customers per mile of line 
and more exposure to storms, wildfires 
and ice. For every mile of line, we serve 
2.8 meters. The average cooperative 
has over three times that number. 
When disaster strikes, we are spread 
very thin. Mutual aid agreements with 
neighboring cooperatives help, but it 
can still take longer to get systems back 
online, and the costs hit hard.

CHOOSE 
YOUR POISON
Keeping up with 
technology is another hurdle. 
Smart grids, advanced metering, artificial 
intelligence, cybersecurity — these aren’t 
optional anymore. New technology is 
expensive. Implementing a new metering 
system (coming soon) or cybersecurity 
upgrade might mean postponing other 
improvements. Sometimes, “just keeping 
up” feels like running uphill with a 
backpack full of rocks.

RAISING THE BAR
Finally, expectations are changing. 
Members want reliability, low prices, 
and fast service. Balancing those 
desires is hard enough for a big utility 
with teams devoted to customer 
engagement. For a small co-op like 
BAE, it can feel like an impossible 
juggling act. Every outage is personal — 
members are neighbors and friends. It is 
a high bar for a small group.

CONCLUSION
Small electric cooperatives like BAE 
play a vital role in bringing power to 
rural communities. But it’s a tough gig. 
Limited resources, regulatory burdens, 
lack of scale and rising expectations 
make the job harder every year. In a 
world where the power industry is 
changing fast, the disadvantages of 
being small are getting harder to ignore.

GOING THE EXTRA MILE
Nationally, electric co-ops maintain more miles of power lines per consumer than other electric utilities. 

ELECTRIC CO-OPS SERVE 8.7 CONSUMER-MEMBERS PER MILE OF LINE

E I A :   E N E R G Y  I N F O R M AT I O N  A D M I N I S T R AT I O N  ( A  P A R T  O F  D O E ) ,  W A S H I N G T O N ,  D C .

1 MILE OF POWER LINES

OTHER ELECTRIC UTILITIES SERVE 38.9 CONSUMERS PER MILE OF LINE

BROWN-ATCHISON SERVES 

2.8 MEMBERS 
PER MILE OF LINE

Small Talk Continued from page 12A 

S O U R C E :  N AT I O N A L  R U R A L  E L E C T R I C 
C O O P E R AT I V E  A S S O C I AT I O N

ARE YOU 
PREPARED

FOR STORMS?
A little planning now can 

make a big diff erence later.

Build an emergency kit with 
essentials like water, non-

perishable foods, batteries, 
medications and fl ashlights.

Only operate 
portable generators outside, 

away from doors,
windows and vents.

Charge phones, 
backup batteries and

essential medical devices 
before storms move 

into the area.
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The country’s electric grid, with its hundreds of thousands of 
miles of high-voltage powerlines, is often described as a bowl 
of spaghetti. Yet 99.9% of the time when you flick a switch, 
the lights come on. 

So, who is the bulk power system’s chief detangler?
That would be the North American Electric Reliability Cor-

poration, the official watchdog of the North American bulk 
power system. The international non-profit known as NERC 
sets mandatory reliability standards for all users, owners and 
operators of the electric transmission grid.

To maintain reliability, NERC oversees and evaluates grid 
conditions with support from six regional reliability organiza-
tions that serve as its on-the-ground partners in identifying 
potential problem areas. Each summer and winter, NERC 
releases seasonal grid assessments that evaluate whether the 
electricity supply is sufficient to meet expected demand and 
highlight regions at risk of shortfalls.

These periodic reports analyze conditions that can in-
crease demand, such as heat waves and severe cold, as well 
as factors that can constrain generation, including fuel or 
equipment shortages. They also include recommendations to 
address current risks and help prevent future problems. When 
unforeseen threats emerge, NERC issues special assessments 
as needed.

Every year the organization also provides a long-term grid 
assessment looking ahead 10 years at what innovations or cir-
cumstances may impact the reliability of our interconnected 
electric energy transmission network. 

Providing the electric power industry with timely insight 
into grid reliability, potential power shortfalls and strategies to 
address them is essential to keeping the lights on.

But wait, there’s more. 
NERC holds workshops and technical conferences, and 

trains industry personnel on how to maintain a secure grid 
and audits owners and operators of the bulk power system to 
ensure they meet all reliability standards.

NERC also operates the 24/7 Electricity Information Sharing 
and Analysis Center (E-ISAC) that provides the power industry 
with the latest information on cyber threats, trends and pos-
sible solutions with alerts and advisories. E-ISAC develops and 
executes GridEx, the largest cyber and physical grid security 
exercise in North America.

Overall, NERC has come a long way from its humble be-
ginning as an industry-led, voluntary grid watchdog. The big 
Northeast blackout of 1965 that impacted 30 million people 
led electric utilities to establish the entity to better coordi-
nate grid dynamics. 

Today, NERC is the nation’s Electric Reliability Organization 
that oversees the operation and planning of the grid through-
out North America. Empowered by the Energy Policy Act of 
2005, NERC develops mandatory, enforceable reliability stan-
dards backed by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. 

Utilities like Kansas’ electric cooperatives, for the most part, 
are not regulated by NERC. State agencies oversee the distri-
bution power lines that deliver electricity to your home and 
surrounding communities. But NERC’s authority over the bulk 
power system is critical to maintaining reliability in every part 
of the country, including the most rural areas.

Electric cooperatives that participate in NERC activities 
advocate for regulations that enable co-ops to plan, maintain 
and operate a reliable grid. 

So how does NERC impact you as a member of an electric 
cooperative?

NERC helps ensure the electric grid remains reliable, secure 
and resilient for the millions of people who depend on it 
every day. By developing and enforcing reliability standards, 
monitoring the bulk power system and identifying emerging 
risks, NERC plays a critical role in supporting the safe delivery 
of electricity across North America. 

For electric co-op communities, the work that NERC con-
ducts means greater confidence that homes, schools, farms 
and businesses will have reliable power around the clock.

CATHY CASH writes on consumer and cooperative aff airs for the 
National Rural Electric Cooperative Association, the national trade 
association representing more than 900 local electric cooperatives. 

NERC holds workshops and technical conferences, and trains 
industry personnel on how to maintain a secure grid. 

Understanding NERC, the Watchdog 
for a Reliable Electric Grid B Y  C A T H Y  C A S H ,  N R E C A

C
H

RI
S 

JO
H

N
SO

N

 AUGUST 2026    KANSAS COUNTRY LIVING  12C

N E W S  F RO M  B RO W N - ATC H I S O N  E L E C T R I C  CO O P E R AT I V E



SWIMMING POOL SAFETY 
WORD SCRAMBLE
Dive into this word scramble challenge! Read the pool 
safety tips below to uncover the scrambled words. 
Remember these tips to stay safe while having fun 
in the sun.

Double check your work in the answer key.

Answer Key 1. adult 2. running

 3. sunscreen 4. electrical 5. thunder

1 Never swim without an LUTDA nearby, even if you 
know how to swim.

2 Walk around the pool. GUNRNIN on wet surfaces 
can cause slips and falls.

3 Wear CESSRNUEN and drink plenty of water to stay 
safe in the summer heat.

4 Keep CILARCTEEL devices, cords and speakers far 
away from the water.

5 If you see lightning or hear DREHTNU, get out of 
the pool immediately and go indoors.
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