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 Within the core of President Roosevelt’s New Deal was a visionary plan to electrify rural 

America. The Rural Electrification Act (REA), passed on May 20, 1936, provided federal funding to build a 

network of electrical infrastructure to serve America’s growing agrarian heart.1 Instead of funding large 

utility companies to tackle this unique problem, the act allowed the farmers themselves to form co-ops 

that received the REA funding and handled construction.2 The co-ops and the REA were a huge success, 

with nearly 900 of the original co-ops still serving their customers to this day.3 The REA has since been 

amended and repurposed by both George Bush, and Obama to help serve these same communities with 

broadband internet4. As a New Deal success story, the REA shows the influence the government can 

have on tackling a national utility challenge.  

The nation’s electric grid has grown exponentially since the REA’s enactment in 1936, and its 

challenges have kept pace. Texas experienced this firsthand in early 2021 as shifting weather patterns, a 

result of climate change, dropped Texas temperatures below their normal levels.5 As the weather 

caused generation sources to drop off the grid, Texas residents surged demand as they turned on their 

heaters.6 Due to its independent nature, Texas was unable to bring power in from other states and so 

unable to meet demand, the grid failed.7 In California, Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E) have also had to 

tackle their own climate-related utility nightmares. After their infrastructure was implicated in a massive 

and fatal wildfire in 2020 the company faced criminal charges.8 Since then, utilities in the Pacific 

Northwest have invested tens of millions of dollars in reducing the risk of creating new wildfires. 9 

 Across the globe, Ukraine has been a case study in the other major challenge facing a national 

power grid, cyber-attacks. Starting in 2015, Russian cyber agents have continually pounded Ukrainian 

energy utilities and the country’s electric grid.10 While subsequent attacks were not as successful, the 

first attack in December 2015 was able to take away power from over 200,000 customers.11 Despite the 
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Ukrainian grid being an easier target due to its already close ties with Russia prior to the attacks,12 it still 

provides Russian agents with vital practice.  

 So can the lessons taught by the REA help the American electric grid address its new problems? 

The Bi-Partisan Infrastructure bill appears to think so.  Out of the bill’s $550 billion investment13, more 

than $62 billion go directly to the U.S. Department of Energy14. Out of the $62 billion, $11 billion goes 

directly to states, tribes, and utilities to prepare for extreme weather and cyber-attacks15, while $3 

billion goes to adopting “Smart Grid” solutions16. Additionally, the Bipartisan infrastructure bill 

establishes programs such as the “Rural and Municipal Utility Advanced Cybersecurity Grant and 

Technical Assistance Program”17 to develop cybersecurity best practices to help American utilities 

prepare.  

 Perhaps most importantly, at least to this author, buried within the bill’s list of eligible uses for 

grant money is an investment that may help a utility solve both above-mentioned problems: investment 

in microgrids.18 A microgrid is exactly what it sounds like, a smaller grid and utilities can embed these 

within their existing systems.19 While the traditional grid relies on power transmitted from a far away 

power plant, microgrids rely on local generation (often called “distributed energy resources”) to power 

their direct neighborhoods.20 Microgrids have already been implemented across the country to provide 

backup power to vital locations such as hospitals21. If, for some reason, the main electric grid were to fail 

a microgrid can cut itself off from the main grid and continue to supply power to its own small circuit.  

 At the heart of microgrids, distributed energy resources help address climate change by 

providing renewable energy another place to enter the market. (In fact many homes powered by solar 

can become their own nano-grids own by islanding themselves if needed.)22 Microgrids also provide the 

possibility of cyber resilience to utilities in their planning. A proper cybersecurity plan implementing 

microgrids can ensure that, in case of a cyber attack on utility transmission or the grid as a whole, the 

microgrids can cut themselves out of the loop (and away from the attack) while still servicing their vital 
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customers.23 Finally, critics of the infrastructure bill should know that the government spending on 

utility improvement is going to create American jobs and fund American paychecks. The major players in 

the industry providing to America’s utilities have manufacturing sites throughout America’s heartland: 

Eaton in Milwaukee, S&C Electric in Chicago, G&W in Chicago, and SEL in Pullman24. (It should be noted 

that the author of this blog post formerly worked for Eaton at their recloser facility in South Milwaukee, 

Wisconsin.)  

 It’s easy to not think about how your power gets to your home. Since 1936, electric power has 

become an expected part of American life and one doesn’t wonder how electrons reach the TV, they 

just expect it to turn on for Netflix. Perhaps this complacency is deserved, after all since the REA was 

implemented, American utilities have flourished and not been met by many roadblocks. Unfortunately, 

as we get deep into the 21st century that has changed, and its time we take a closer look at the nation’s 

backbone. The Bipartisan infrastructure bill is an important first step to funding the new American grid 

the question now is what’s next?  
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