
In the 1970s, Fred Cook, the Village Trustee of Massena NY—began a 
push for public power after conducting a study showing residents were 
paying more than twice the local town of Plattsburgh. Voters approved 
$4.5 million to buy the grid from Niagara Mohawk, but the company 
launched aggressive legal challenges. 

After years of legal battles, Massena had exhausted the entire $4.5 
million just on litigation. In 1980, voters—now even more 
supportive—approved $10 million in bonds to move forward. 

Despite having to spend triple the original estimate, Massena stuck 
together and won. Within months of the takeover, rates dropped 24% for 
residents.

In June 2023, Rochester Gas and Electric (which serves the City of 
Rochester and 9 nearby counties) announced plans to raise electric rates 
by 16% and gas rates by 11% as part of a plan to “improve reliability, 
expand our energy efficiency offerings, execute on important pilots to test 
new technologies to support our green energy future, and provide 
additional assistance to those who need it.” 

All the while, thousands of RG&E customers continue to report energy 
insecurity, long response times for outages, and mistakes on their energy 
bills. Furthermore, RG&E sources approximately 12% of its electricity 
from renewable sources, far below the 70% mandate set in the Build 
Public Renewables Act. 

America's electrification in the early 20th century was driven by the private 
energy sector. Due to the unique aspects of energy production, the government 
permitted the formation of natural monopolies in which the government could 
regulate rates and service. 

Although the private energy sector was efficient and dynamic, companies 
refused to serve rural areas due to the associated costs.  There was less profit to 
be gained from serving these communities and so in 1930 only one in ten 
farmers had access to electricity.

The market crash in 1929 set the stage for President Roosevelt’s New Deal 
administration to enact change in the electricity market. A federal Rural 
Electrification Administration was formed. Within a matter of years, the 
administration helped create more than 900 rural electric cooperatives across the 
country which built and maintained their own distribution infrastructure. 

As the U.S. economy shifted toward deregulation and privatization in the latter 
half of the 20th century, the momentum for public power slowed. 
Investor-owned utilities regained dominance, and many efforts to expand or 
create new municipal utilities faced legal and political roadblocks. Today public 
utilities and cooperatives constitute 29% of America’s electricity sales.
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Power to the People: Cutting red tape in the fight for 
publicly owned electric utilities

Andrew Mcmahon, superintendent of 
Massena Electric Department

Michelle Wenderlich, Organizer and 
Policy Specialist for the Rochester for 
Energy Democracy (RED) Campaign

Background Massena

Today,the Massena Electric 

Company offers some of the 

cleanest cheapest, and most 

reliable energy in NY State. Not 

only does MEC rank in the lowest 

10% for electricity rates 

nationally, they also source 75% 

of their electricity from 

renewable sources, much higher 

than the national average.

How to take back the grid

Rochester 
The Rochester Energy 
Democracy (RED) movement is a 
grassroots campaign led by the 
non-profit advocacy group Metro 
Justice. Frustrated with poor 
service, high rates, and lack of 
green energy, advocates 
organized over four years ago to 
demand a public takeover. After 
years of fighting, the Rochester 
City Council approved $500,000 
to fund a feasibility study in 
2023—the critical first step in 
municipalization. However, the 
full study is expected to cost 
$1.5 million, which the Monroe 
County legislature refuses to 
approve . Without state-backed 
financial support, municipalities 
like Rochester are left to 
shoulder this burden alone. 
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