
s a member of Coastal Electric 
Cooperative, you know that 

reliable and affordable electric 
service is essential to our everyday 
lives. It makes almost everything 
we do easier, even though we 
often take it for granted.

It might surprise you, though, 
to know that the program that 
first set rural America on the path 
toward electrification is still work-
ing with co-ops to power com-
munities all across the country 
today. The Electric Loan Program 
is part of the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s Rural Utilities Service 
(RUS), which has been help-
ing electric co-ops light up rural 
America for eight decades.

In its early days, the Electric 
Loan Program was the source of 
financial support to install utility 
poles and string power lines. Like 
co-ops themselves, it has changed 
with the times and now helps co-
ops innovate by supporting smart 
grid and other technologies to 
ensure members receive the best 
possible service.

In commemorating the 80th 
anniversary of the organization 
your father may have known as 
the REA or Rural Electrification 
Administration, U.S. Secretary 
of Agriculture Tom Vilsack 
announced he would commit 
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and for U.S. taxpayers.
Also important to Coastal 

Electric is the RUS Rural Economic 
Development Loan and Grant 
(REDLG) Program, which helps us 
invest in local community and eco-
nomic development activities. Last 
year, REDLG loaned cooperatives 
$32.5 million for projects that cre-
ated 288 jobs and retained another 
436, and awarded $7.1 million in 
grants. This program funds many 
efforts that allow co-ops to invest in 
the communities they serve.

One REDLG loan this year was 
used to help a small town’s fire 
department replace an aging and 
unreliable fire engine with a new, 
dependable truck. Similar to the 
Electric Loan Program, the REDLG 
benefits flow well beyond individual 
co-ops; they help boost economic 
growth and create jobs, at no cost to 
the federal government.

Coastal Electric has made one 
such loan to the Development 
Authority of McIntosh County to 
finance infrastructure improvements 
in their industrial park expansion 
at Darien. Some of the money they 
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more than $200 million from the 
RUS Electric Loan Program to  
build and upgrade rural electricity 
infrastructure.

The benefits of the loan pro-
gram flow both ways: In fiscal year 
2017 alone, loan repayments will 
help reduce the federal deficit by 
more than $300 million. So, it’s a 
win-win program—good for you 
and Coastal Electric Cooperative, 

The new value of the Rural Utilities Service
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here are two methods of install-
ing the power lines that carry 

electricity to your home—overhead 
and underground. Coastal Electric 
Cooperative members sometimes 
ask why we use one as opposed to 
the other, or why not all power lines 

are installed underground. Isn’t one 
method better? The answer is that 
each has its place.

Overhead line construction starts 
with the setting of utility poles. They 
can be set in nearly any type of ter-
rain, even in the marsh when there 

is no other option. In extreme situ-
ations, we even use helicopters to 
place steel transmission line poles  
in the marsh without damaging the 
ecosystems. Once the poles are in 
place, wires can be strung and then 
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A closer look at critical  
connections behind the power
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PROS
•  Not vulnerable to damage from tree 

branches 
• Does not interfere with views 
•  No right of way (tree trimming) required 
•  Less susceptible to damage from vehicle 

collisions
• Not impacted by wind, ice and snow
•  Less vulnerable to blinks when animals 

and branches contact lines

CONS
•  More expensive to build 
•  Susceptible to flooding 
•  Difficult to locate faults
•  Expensive to repair 
•  Fed by overhead lines at some point, making the 

lines vulnerable to outages and interruptions
•  Limitations on voltages that can be buried 

underground 
•  Can be vulnerable to dig-ins

PROS
• Lower cost
• Quicker construction
• Easier to spot damage and faults 
• Less expensive to repair and upgrade 
• Can be built in any terrain 
• Any voltage can be placed overhead

CONS
• Susceptible to wind, ice and snow
•  More vulnerable to damage from trees and 

vegetation, which requires right of way trimming
•  Vulnerable to blinks when animals and branches 

contact lines
• Susceptible to damage from vehicle collisions
• Less attractive

Continued on page 20D

OVERHEAD & UNDERGROUND POWER LINES—THE PROS AND CONS

OVERHEAD

UNDERGROUND
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Local high school students spend trip 
surrounded by the best and brightest

ix local high school students, 
chosen earlier this year, returned 

June 16 from the 51st annual 
Washington Youth Tour (WYT), an 
all-expenses-paid leadership experi-
ence sponsored in part by Coastal 
Electric Cooperative

The students all agreed that to be 
chosen for the trip was a real honor, 
particularly because it enabled them 
to join peers across the state who 
are community volunteers, student 
athletes and members of respected 
academic organizations such as 
Beta Club, National Honor Society, 
Governor’s Honors Program, Student 
Council, Key Club, Debate Club, 
Future Business Leaders of America, 
Interact Club and Science Olympiad, 
among many others.

Robin Farthing, who coordi-
nates the WYT for Coastal Electric 
Cooperative, says it was established 
to inspire the next generation of 
leaders. This year’s weeklong tour 
exposed students to the fast-paced 
world of politics, leadership and 
agenda-setting. Each year, the teens 
are challenged to consider the part 
they play in government and the 
cooperative movement, to become 
involved citizens and consider 

S

careers in public service. 
“These students represent 

the next generation of educated, 
engaged citizen leaders in our com-
munities and country,” says Farthing. 
“It’s important for them, especially 
at this critical age, to experience the 
nation’s capital, to see monuments 
and memorials honoring those who 
made sacrifices so that we can live 
and worship in a free society, and 
introduce them to students who 
share similar hopes and dreams but 
also come from a variety of back-
grounds and different parts of the 
state and country.”

The students were carefully 
selected through a rigorous appli-
cation process. Former student-
delegates agree the Youth Tour is 

an invaluable program that gives 
young Americans an experience 
that will stay with them the rest of 
their lives.

The teen delegates gathered 
in Atlanta before departing for 
Washington, D.C., to explore gov-
ernment on a local and national 
level. In the nation’s capital, they 
had the unique opportunity to 
meet with their elected officials and 
discuss the issues important back 
home. 

Since 1981, Coastal Electric 
Cooperative has sent 115 stu-
dents on the Washington Youth 
Tour. More than 3,000 students in 
Georgia and 50,000 nationwide 
have participated in this once-in-a-
lifetime experience. 

The sign in front of Coastal Electric’s new office in Richmond Hill celebrates the 
six high school students who represented the cooperative on the 2016 Washington 
Youth Tour in June.

Coastal Electric’s six delegates go air-
borne during a light moment in front of 
the Washington Monument.
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repay will remain in a local revolving loan fund that can be reloaned for 
other local projects that meet the criteria for borrowing.

Our relationship with the RUS can best be described as a mutually benefi-
cial public-private partnership that continues to withstand the test of time. It’s 
so important, in fact, that 217 members of the U.S. House of Representatives 
and 37 members of the Senate have expressed written support for funding 
the RUS Electric Loan Program at $5.5 billion in fiscal year 2017. They under-
stand that what’s good for their co-ops is good for their communities and 
country. As Vilsack says, “Continuing to invest in rural electric infrastructure 
will help keep our economy strong.”

Not your father’s REA anymore,
Continued from page 20A

equipment––like transformers, fuses 
and reclosers—are installed so 
power can flow.

Underground line construc-
tion requires digging a trench deep 
enough to keep the lines far from 
surface activities. Next, wires are 
laid directly in the trench or placed 
in conduits for protection. In places 
where an open trench is not pos-
sible, such as under roadways, busy 
intersections or interstate highways, 
we use directional boring equip-
ment to install lines. When the work 
is complete and the surface restored 
to its original condition, pad-mount 
transformers and additional equip-
ment are installed as needed. Then 
the system is ready to deliver  
electricity. 

Determining if power lines 
should be overhead or underground 
boils down to what is best for the 
situation. Underground lines might 
be ideal in situations where there is 
a desire to keep the poles and wires 
out of sight or where right of way is 
limited, such as a residential neigh-
borhood, park or historical area.

Overhead systems work well 
when appearance is not a major 
concern. Examples include three-

phase distribution feeders along rural 
roadways and transmission lines 
where the voltages are higher than 
the limitations set for underground 
lines. 

The ultimate mix of underground 
and overhead construction used by 
Coastal Electric Cooperative provides 
you, our members, with the highest 
possible quality of service at the low-
est possible price. Cost, appearance, 
reliability, maintenance and future 
upgrades will determine which is the 
better approach, overhead or under-
ground.

Critical connections behind  
the power, Continued from page 20B




