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2026 Big Flat Electric Youth Tour essay winner

WITH so many small towns pepper-
ing the broad plains of Montana, 

it may seem difficult to comprehend 
what genuinely keeps these commu-
nities in motion. From the people I’ve 
met and the places I’ve been, I believe 
what keeps our communities united 
are cooperatives. Though compared to 
larger areas, these co-ops may seem 
insignificant, but they provide a steady 
framework that supports our small 
towns and have an immense impact on 
the surrounding community members 
in so many positive ways.  

Cooperatives like Big Flat truly 
go above and beyond for our small 
communities. Living on a ranch 20 
miles from the nearest town, I can 
attest to how much we deeply appre-

ciate Big Flat, knowing that when the 
power goes out in negative 40 degree 
weather, we can rely on them to value 
our needs and turn it back on. Not only 
does Big Flat warm us up, they also 
cool us down, offering free swimming 
at the pool in Malta when the swelter-
ing heat seems nearly unbearable. Not 
everyone has the heart and grit to live 
where we do, but knowing that Big Flat 
will support and be the pillar to our 
way of life makes it that much easier to 
continue on. 

Big Flat makes so many milestones 
in connecting with the youth, possibly 
even saving lives. After they visited 
my school to educate us on dangers 

Emerson Downing
EACH year the sophomores and juniors from the 

schools within our service territory have the 
chance to win an all-expense-paid trip to Wash-
ington, D.C., by submitting an application and 
writing an essay. This unique trip is truly the 
trip of a lifetime as youth watch history come 
alive when they explore the museums, memo-
rials, monuments and so much more with other 
students from across Montana and the nation. They 
will also gain a personal understanding of American 
history and explore their role as U.S. citizens by meeting 

their state’s representatives and senators.  
Big Flat Electric Cooperative selected Emerson 

Downing as the winner for the 2026 Washington, 
D.C. Youth Tour. Emerson, daughter of Shawn and 
Kelly Downing, from Saco High School will repre-
sent Big Flat Electric in Washington, D.C. this 

June. Congratulations, Emerson. 
This year’s essay topic was: All cooperatives 

share a concern for their communities. Write about 
how your local cooperative supports your community or 

detail new ways they could get involved. Below is her essay.

Powering the Hi-Line
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around downed powerlines, I can 
confidently say that the impact of 
that presentation will be long-lasting. 
With mesmerizing demonstrations, 
engaging trivia and interactive learn-
ing, they managed to captivate both 
younger and older audiences in an 
admirably educational presentation 
that won’t be forgotten any time soon. 
Another way they connect with the 
youth is by providing generous schol-
arships like the one my brother and 11 
other fortunate students received. My 
brother was also able to attend this 
Youth Tour, and after he described the 
unforgettable experiences and people 
he’d met, I knew that someday I’d like 
to experience the same.

While Big Flat already provides 
numerous opportunities and support 
for our communities, there are a few 
other ways to get even more involved. 
As technology becomes more 
prevalent in our advancing world, 
one detrimental aspect gradually 
left behind is a love for reading. In 
the past 20 years, researchers have 
found that the art of reading for fun 
has declined by over 40 percent, 
meaning fewer people find joy in 
opening a good book or expanding 
their knowledge (Deeply Concerning). 
Reading is so important to not only 
small communities, but our society 

as a whole. As an avid reader myself, 
I find that with each book I read, I 
feel changed in one way or another, 
mindset altered, perspective flipped. 
Reading is so vitally important in all 
aspects of life, and one way I believe 
Big Flat Electric Cooperative can 
foster a love of reading is by support-
ing local, student book clubs. Just 
this past summer, I was privileged to 
go rock climbing as a book club field 
trip, which was something I’d never 
experienced before, and it compelled 
me to continue reading and to inspire 
others to do so as well.

Cooperatives like Big Flat are the 
lifeblood of our small communities 
and the framework of our lives. They 
keep us warm literally and figura-
tively by powering our homes and 
bringing us together. Cooperatives 
make our lives here easier because 
their cores are forged by our very 
own tight-knit communities and the 
intricately woven support we’ve built 
with each other. We know what it 
takes to survive, and together we 
will continue to “power” the Hi-line, 
making it truly “The Last Best Place,” 
and Montana’s best-kept secret.  

Work Cited:
‘Deeply Concerning’: Reading for 

Fun in the US Has Fallen by 40%, New 
Study Says.” The Guardian, Guard-
ian News and Media, 20 Aug. 2025, 
www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/
aug/20/reading-for-pleasure-study.

Big Flat Electric employees had a busy 
finish to the 2025 year. Key activities 
from December include:

• Rights of Way: Staff is updating rights-
of-way procedures since Debbie Kindle, 
who previously handled rights-of-way, is 
retiring in June.

• Financials: Kari Elletson finalized 
the capital and operating budgets 
and presented them to the board for 
approval.

• Warehouse Improvements: Big Flat 
Electric is looking to insulate and heat 
the warehouse east of Malta. This will 
help to improve the wear and tear on 
trucks and equipment, and provide a 
safer environment for employees to work 
in.

• New Equipment Replacement: The 
crew had to replace a disconnect switch 
at the East Malta Colony. A 500 kilovolt-
ampere transformer had to be replaced 
at the Loring Colony.

• Meter Reads: The crew was busy doing 
annual meter readings throughout the 
system in between power outages and 
other pressing issues that arose. 

• Youth Tour: Emerson Downing of Saco 
High School was selected as Big Flat 
Electric’s delegate for the NRECA Youth 
Tour to Washington, D.C., in June.

• Windstorm: The crew worked long, hard 
hours during the December windstorm 
to get members’ power back on. It took 
approximately 3 days to get all power 
restored throughout our service area. A 
big thank-you goes out to our line crew 
for their hard work and dedication.

• Pole Replacements: The crew 
completed several pole replacements, a 
majority of which were damaged in the 
windstorm.

• Equipment Incident: Our 2007 
freightliner bucket truck is up and 
running after being out of service due to 
a tire blowout that caused considerable 
damage.

Big Flat Electric Cooperative encourages 
our members to visit our website at 
bigflatelectric.com, click “Pay Bill Online” and 
register as a new user. This bill pay option 
has many advantages such as selecting 
date of payment and amount, managing 
payment accounts, setting up auto pay, 
viewing billing and payment history, and 
managing your personal information. 

Use SmartHub to pay your bill, 
save time, eliminate late fees

Continued from previous page
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• Find us on Facebook under Big Flat 
Electric Cooperative, Inc.

• Visit our website at www.
bigflatelectric.com.

• Sign up for budget billing and/or 
ACH (auto payments) by calling our 
office.

• Bills are generated on the 1st 
working day of each month, and are 
due on the 20th of each month.

• Bills that are 60 days in arrears 
are subject to disconnect. Once 
disconnected, a reconnect fee will be 
charged. The bill will then have to be 
paid in full to be reconnected.

• We have a secure, automated 
toll-free phone number for members 
making payments by credit card and/
or bank account: 1-844-968-1965. 
You will need to have your account 
number and/or phone number that is 
on file with our office to access the 
automated system.

• Take control of your electric 
account with SmartHub. You can 
pay your bills; set up and cancel 
reoccurring payments; set up 
notifications; obtain duplicates of 
your bills; and view your monthly and 
yearly usage, all at your fingertips. 
Visit our website: www.bigflatelectric.
com or download the SmartHub app 
from your Play Store on Android or 
the App Store on Apple devices.

• New service and service change 
quotes are only valid for 30 days.

THINGS TO 
REMEMBER:

QUOTE OF THE MONTH

JUST as a basketball teams strat-
egize to win March Madness, we 

believe you can work on developing 
a financial game plan. Here are some 
ways we suggest getting started:

• Start by “seeding” your expenses: 
prioritize essential costs (your top 
seeds), such as housing utilities and 
groceries. 

• Create a “tournament” of discre-
tionary spending, cutting less critical 
expenses in early “rounds.”

• Implement a “full-court press” on 
savings by automatically transferring a 
set amount to your emergency saving 
and retirement accounts each month, if 
you are financially able to do so.  

• Like a coach manages player 
minutes, track your spending carefully 
and make strategic substitutions when 
unexpected costs arise. 

Your financial “championship” goal? 
Financial professionals recommend 
building an emergency fund that covers 

3 to 6 months of expenses. Practice 
discipline, avoid unnecessary “fouls” 
such as impulse purchases and stay 
committed to your long-term strategy. 
Small, consistent wins may lead to you 
being MVP of your financial success. 

Investing involves risk, including 
the possible loss of principal. Past 
performance does not guarantee future 
results. 

This financial wellness tip is provided 
by Homestead Advisers, a financial 
services company established over 
30 years ago to help meet the invest-
ment needs of communities within the 
National Rural Electric Cooperative 
Association (NRECA) family. Homestead 
Advisers provides a range of investment 
advisory services, including financial 
planning, and also serves as the invest-
ment adviser for the Homestead Funds, a 
family of registered mutual funds. 

Bracket your budget
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Big Flat Electric Cooperative is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

District 1	 Duane Klindworth
District 2	 Alan Van Voast, Sec./Treasurer
District 3	 Alan Wasson
District 4	 Warren Morin
District 5	 Roger Solberg, Vice President
District 6	 Patty Quisno
District 7	 Kevin Koss, President
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS

General Manager: Gretchen Boardman

CONNECT WITH US
OPEN WEEKDAYS 8 A.M. TO 5 P.M.

333 S 7TH ST E
MALTA, MT 59538

(406) 654-2040

AFTER HOURS  
OUTAGE:  

(406) 654-7400

BIG FLAT ELECTRIC
C O O P E R A T I V E

SERVING BLAINE, PHILLIPS AND VALLEY COUNTIES

P.O. BOX  2 2 9  l  MALTA , MT  5 9 5 3 8  l  WWW.B IGFLATELECTR I C. COM

FROM THE ARCHIVES...

PAYMENT OPTIONS:  
1-844-968-1965 or
bigflatelectric.com

FROM FEBRUARY 1963: BFEC NEWSLETTER

• Security lights have been 
installed on the Clarence Harmon 
and Lidia Shaw Premises near 
Turner.

• The Eddie Harmons of Turner 
are among our consumers in the 
process of installing electric heat 
in their homes.

• Mr. and Mrs. Kenneth Truax and 
family of Whitewater have moved 
to Malta to make their home.  
Mr. and Mrs. Kenneth Robertson 

and family have rented the 
Truax house.  Mr. Robertson has 
accepted the janitor position in 
the Whitewater school.

• We of the Big Flat Electric 
would like to extend our deepest 
sympathy to the George Knudsen 
family south of Malta. Mr. Knudsen 
passed away January 23rd.

• Mr. and Mrs. Dale Green and 
family have moved to the former 
Tom Helgeson place near Matla.

• Graham Hutton of Turner is 
remodeling his kitchen and utility 
room and installing all electric 
appliances.

Along Our Lines
FEB. 1963 – BFEC Newsletter


