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The Empowering Rural America (New ERA) program is a US
Department of Agriculture Program that was created under
the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act. It represents the largest
investment in rural electrification since President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt signed the Rural Electrification Act into law
in 1936. New ERA is a competitive loan and grant program
that sets aside $9.7 billion of federal investment in electric
infrastructure for US electric cooperatives to leverage tens of
billions in additional private capital for clean energy
investments across rural America. 

Overview of New ERA

KEY New ERA Program Elements
Funds not-for-profit electric cooperatives, organizations owned by

the communities they serve, primarily in rural areas. 

A competitive program awarding funds based on greenhouse gas

emissions reductions, with the most impactful projects winning.

Eligible projects include renewable energy, zero-emission systems,

energy efficiency, and transmission improvements. 

All investments must be completed by 2031, which is a big

logistical challenge with almost no room for delays.

https://www.rd.usda.gov/inflation-reduction-act


The Bottom Line: Benefits Rise and Fall on
How We Execute the Program
The Community Benefits of this program will be immense – if the
projects are completed as proposed. A successful program that
delivers robust community benefits is more likely to increase demand
for future rounds of this important program that will deliver historic
greenhouse gas emissions reductions, clean energy economic
support, and American jobs and prosperity. 

New ERA Benefits Tracker*

*Note - This is an extrapolation that increases the figures presented in a
9/5/24 USDA press release by 15% to approximate the outcomes of $2.4B of
awards not yet announced. These are estimates.

12 GW of
Renewable Energy

- Primarily Solar
and Wind

18,000 Construction
Jobs, 5,200

Permanent jobs,
10,000's+ Indirect jobs 

$43 billion
investment in clean

energy ($10B federal,
$33B private)

3,335 Million tons
of cumulative GHG
emissions removed,

50 Million tons
annually

2,175 Megawatt-
hours of battery

storage built

Tens of millions of
dollars invested in

additional
community

benefits



By design, New ERA is focused on funding
infrastructure projects at rural electric
cooperatives. As “concern for community” is
one of seven governing principles central to
the cooperative model, cooperatives and
their communities share an interest in a
thriving local economy. 

New ERA program is designed as a modified
loan program with a grant component. Each
portfolio of clean energy projects is required
to demonstrate cost reductions for
consumers. This is part of the standard due
diligence associated with all USDA-backed
loans. Co-ops serve 42 million people,
including 92% of persistent poverty counties
and most rural farms. 1 in 4 households
served by electric co-ops have an annual
income below $35,000. The requirement
that the program reduces costs will lessen
energy burdens for local farmers and
households across the country.

Thanks to the incredible engagement of
USDA, the agency received $46 billion in
clean energy proposals that competed for the
$9.7 billion in available funding. This
represents $93 billion in clean energy projects
that would reduce 127 million tons of carbon
dioxide annually. Since the program received
more than four times more applications than it
could fund, the competition ensures the  
projects that are most impactful to
greenhouse gas emissions will move forward.

Cost Savings of Clean Energy
Will be Delivered to Farmers
and Impoverished Areas

Robust GHG Competition for an
Oversubscribed Program  

Notable Program
Characteristics

Community Engagement Alignment
Co-ops are governed by the members they
serve. Community outreach and engagement
are integral to co-op governance. The
industry is observing increased local
opposition to the siting of clean energy
projects and increased pressures around
land-use issues. Cooperatives have aligned
interests with all New ERA stakeholders on
robust engagement to ensure projects are
completed by 2031.

Proposals Were Strengthened in
the Application Process
Upon the initial application deadline for
letters of interest, the largest and most
impactful projects proposed (those that
would result in the most GHG reductions),
were invited to submit full applications. Since
funding each project was not possible, USDA
imposed additional budget limits and GHG
targets on the applicants to guide their final
application, further ensuring maximum
community-level and national environmental
benefits will result from the projects.

Community-Focused Applicants

Strong Workforce Alignment
Community benefits plans from applicants
focus on workforce education and training,
union engagement, apprenticeship, and
workforce pipelines. Co-ops’ long-standing
commitment to recruiting, training and
retaining a well-compensated, safety-
oriented local workforce will help meet the
monumental challenge and opportunity
ahead for the program. 
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To complete the $40B in project
investment by 2031 will require a reliable,
trained, and committed workforce and
unwavering collaboration in the face of
tight supply chains and complex
administrative processes.

A BIG JOB
AHEAD

New ERA Cooperatives and Workforce
Electric co-ops are notable for their commitment to a well-trained,
well-compensated, safety-oriented local workforce. Within the
counties they serve, co-ops supported jobs for nearly 424,000 people
earning $33 billion in pay.

On August 6, 2024, New ERA’s successful applicants met with unions
and other key stakeholders at the White House to enhance
collaboration on community benefits. Participants included IBEW,
BlueGreen Alliance, Just Transition, and Rocky Mountain Farm Union. 

Community Benefits Plans of New ERA participants focus extensively
on workforce education and training, union engagement,
apprenticeship, and workforce pipelines.



With New ERA funding, co-ops will be ramping up communication and
listening to community groups, labor and workforce interests, and
other stakeholders on community priorities.   New ERA proposals
include commitments of tens of millions for workforce development,
education and training, and other support for local communities.
Stakeholder groups include (but are not limited to): 

Laborers’ International Union of North America 
State Farmers Unions 
International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 
Regional Building and Construction Trades 
State Building Trades Councils 
State Pipe Trades Association 
BlueGreen Alliance 
Philanthropic Foundations 
State Government Agencies 
Members of Congress 

Collaborating to
Maximize Benefits
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When
Projects
Compete,
We All Win

Of the 127 proposed projects, those that were selected maximize GHG
reductions and cover a range of technologies, including:

Electric coal generation retirement
Solar and wind power generation
Zero emission power purchase agreements
Battery storage to support emissions reductions
End-use efficiency, demand response, and virtual power plants
Carbon capture and sequestration

This diversity of projects will present challenges and opportunities.
Community Benefits Plans (CBP) will differ greatly between various
project types, and cooperatives are working with stakeholders to
engage the community that they are benefitting to meet the moment
and execute on this ambitious investment by 2031. 

Applicants have noted to BEL that clear guidance and streamlined
documentation options throughout the program can help ensure
projects are complete and benefits are delivered by the 2031 deadline.  

One might imagine that when projects
compete on a cost basis to maximize
GHG reductions that one single type of
project might always tend to come out
on top. That is not the case.


