E

lectric cooperatives are committed to improving the quality of life
in America’s communities, including persistent poverty counties.

Our co-op principles embrace inclusion in those communities by serving
electricity and broadband to rural and exurban America. We provide
energy efficiency and technology applications to their homes and
businesses. Co-ops continually look for partners to equip communities
in ways that extend well beyond energy.
NRECA salutes Roanoke Electric Cooperative CEO Curtis Wynn for
his leadership, from North Carolina’s rural towns to the national
organizations of electric cooperatives.
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By Maria Bunting Smedley, Esq.

Curtis Wynn is poised to become the first African
American to serve as board president of the National
Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA),
a powerful trade organization founded in 1942,
representing the interests of more than 900 not-forprofit electric utility cooperatives located throughout
the US in 47 states. As the current president and
CEO of Roanoke Electric Cooperative in Aulander,
N.C., Wynn will take center stage to lead the strategic
direction of the nation’s electric utility cooperatives in
March of 2019.

Fall 2018, Issue 4

A

s the president and CEO of Roanoke Electric
Cooperative for the past twenty-one years,
Wynn has broken barriers and seized innovative
opportunities such as leading the charge to bridge the
digital divide in rural and low-income communities.
Historically, telecom companies deem it fiscally prohibitive to
offer internet service in geographically remote regions with low
population densities which are often low-income, rural areas
where significant numbers of African-Americans and other
minorities reside. As a result, more than 24 million Americans
don’t have broadband internet access, representing about
eight percent of the country. Wynn is all too familiar with the
economic and social inequality that comes with this void.
Continued on page 10
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INNOVATION (continued)

In North Carolina, an estimated 145,000 residents don’t have
wired internet. Among those are member-consumers within
Roanoke Electric’s service territory which encompasses three
of the poorest regions in the state.
“Would you purchase a home or relocate a business to
an area without high-speed internet, essentially, within a
digital desert? The answer to both is likely no,” Wynn said.
“High speed internet is a necessity. Without it, these population
areas are ill-equipped to compete for economic development
opportunities. Thus, unemployment remains high, wages
remain low, skilled workers relocate and community resources
continuously decline. The residents that remain behind are
excluded from that illustrious “American Dream.”
This lack of high-speed internet access also adversely impacts
the education experience of youth who live and/or attend
schools located in digital deserts. “Youth have to rely on
hotspots on their phones or the closest McDonalds to connect
to wi-fi just to try to complete their homework assignments,”
says Wynn. “Schools in these areas are limited in their ability
to supplement curriculum with online resources.” Wynn
firmly believes that “the education required to compete
effectively for jobs in a global economy, must include access
to high-speed internet and the abundance of resources made
available on the world-wide web.”
The stark realities of this lack of access and the resulting
demographic shift and community decline point to troubling
economic disparity. “In addition to struggling education
systems and limited opportunities for economic progress,
especially among African Americans, there is also often a
lack of access to quality healthcare, which I believe, at least,
is partly precipitated by the lack of availability of high-speed
internet access,” says Wynn.
With unwavering determination, Wynn set out to change this
narrative and set his sights on bringing broadband technology
to the north-east region of North Carolina. That was about five
years ago. Fast forward to today, the cooperative’s initiative,
Roanoke Connect, is deploying broadband internet equipment
and service to homes and businesses throughout its service
territory. “We have made tremendous progress,” Wynn said.
“Every day we are adding more infrastructure, and we will
have connected nearly 1,000 member-consumers within the
Roanoke Electric service territory by the end of this year.”
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Roanoke Connect is part of a broader strategic initiative.
Phase One consisted of constructing a 200-mile fiber optic
network, with the primary purpose of improving electrical
system performance and reliability. Phase Two, now underway,
will extend broadband connectivity to homes and businesses
across seven counties within North Carolina.
Wynn knows that the duplication of this success across
forty-seven states throughout the U.S. is a tall order but
electric cooperatives are up for the challenge. Electric
cooperatives are private, independent, not-for-profit electric
utility businesses owned by the customers they serve and
established to provide at-cost electric service.
“The lack of broadband access for 6.3 million electric utility
cooperative households results in more than $68 billion
in lost economic value,” according to new research by
NRECA. As president of the board of NRECA, Wynn plans
to broaden the fight against digital deserts and energy
poverty. Wynn’s aim is for electric utility cooperatives to not
only provide low cost reliable energy to include renewable
energy sources but also to lead in expanding broadband
infrastructure and providing innovative energy efficiency
solutions to expand access and keep energy bills affordable.
Recently, thirty-five electric utility cooperatives were awarded
funding from the Federal Communications Commission
Connect America Fund II, which for the first time allowed
cooperatives to participate as broadband service providers.
These funds will certainly help the electric cooperative
efforts to expand broadband high-speed internet access.
NRECA is a national trade association representing more
than 900 local electric cooperatives. From growing suburbs
to remote farming communities, electric cooperatives
serve as engines of economic development for 42 million
Americans across 56 percent of the nation’s landscape. As
local businesses built by the consumers they serve, electric
cooperatives have meaningful ties to rural America and
invest $12 billion annually in their communities. Electric
cooperatives are governed by a board of directors elected
from the membership. NRECA is led by a forty-seven member
board of which Wynn is the sole African-American.
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