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Spoon River Electric
Leading the way to a greener, fairer future

By Wendy Martin
democratnewspaper@gmail.com

“Progress is impossible without change, 
and those who cannot change their minds 
cannot change anything”—George Bernard 
Shaw
 For 80 years, electrical cooperatives like 
Spoon River Electric (SREC) and 23 other 
cooperatives in the state have built their 
power lines, installed transformers, trimmed 
trees and billed their customers based on how 
many kilowatts of electricity they used. 
 It was a system that made a lot of sense at 
the time, but times are changing.
 Both SREC and Prairie Power Inc., which 
supplies their electricity, are shaking up the 
industry by encouraging the development 
and use of green technologies like solar pan-
els and ensuring that all their customers are 
treated fairly in the process.

What’s not fair? An example:
 Bill Dodds, CEO and manager of SREC 
describes an imaginary pair of neighbors 
along a country road. On one side of the road 
is a single mom in a trailer. On the other side 
a farmstead.
 “Th ey are both on the same road. Th ey 

both have service lines. Th ey are both con-
nected to our offi  ce, and both get bills with 
the same 55-cent stamp, and let’s say they 
both use 500-kilowatt hours a month,” 
Dodds said.
 “When you look at this, everything looks 
alike. Trimming their trees looks alike; main-
taining the wires looks alike; the stamps on 
the bill look alike.”
 In that picture each one paid the same 
amount to be supplied by those lines. Half 
the cost was paid by the single mom, and half 
by the farmer.
 But new legislation encourages individuals 
to put in solar panels and the farmer decides 
to do that. He knows he can also receive 
some federal tax credits. 
 Th e farmer gets even more benefi t as he 
starts generating some of his own energy, 
producing 250 kwh from his own panels, and 
reducing his bill to SREC.
 “Th is is where the math changes,” Dodds 
said.
 Both are being served by the same infra-
structure. Th e cooperative’s costs to make 
electricity available with lines, as well as 
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maintenance with tree trimmers and 
services by office staff don’t change, 
but now the farmer’s bill is cut in 
half, and the mom is making up the 
difference.
 “That doesn’t seem right. Basically, 
these are fixed costs,” Dodds said.
 “She is connecting just like she 
always did and the energy flows from 
our supplier, Prairie Power, over the 
lines that we maintain,” he said.
 “We’re maintaining the lines for 
the other person, too, but they are 
using them in a different way and 
they are getting some additional ser-
vices for those lines,” Dodds added.
 For example, the customer with the 
solar panels may produce more elec-
tricity when the sun is shining than 
he is going to use. 
 “So, we let him use it at night. He 
can use it during the month anytime 
he wants to, so we are ‘storing’ it for 
him,” Dodds said.
 SREC also markets the energy he 
over-produces and sends it to another 
member or Prairie Power.
 There are also “risk management” 
services. “If he is producing at 3 cents, 
we may have to buy some at 5 cents 
to replace the kWhs when he uses 
them,” Dodds said.
 “The bottom line is the nature and 
use of co-op wires is changing,” said 
Robert Reynolds, senior vice presi-
dent of member and business devel-
opment for Prairie Power.
 “Instead of where the co-op used 
to supply 100 percent of whatever the 
consumer might need, they might 
only supply a portion of it because of 
the solar panels, yet those wires are 
still there, irrespective of how much 
they use,” Reynolds explained.
 “Everybody is the same using that 
wire even though they’re using it for a 
little different purposes. It’s the same 
investment, same support operations, 
so it’s just a matter of the fairest way 
to do it,” Dodds added.
 
Incentives to suppliers
 Since 2006, state and federal policy 
makers have enacted laws to encour-
age the development of renewable 
energy. 

 Prairie Power Inc. jumped on 
board, building a 500-kw solar farm 
at Summum and a second one the 
same size at Shelbyville.
 “Even before that Prairie Power 
was buying wind-generated electric-
ity that was in our territory,” said 
Reynolds. “We have been an early 
part of the Green Revolution and we 
want to see it continue to grow.”
 In addition to becoming the first 
Illinois rural electric cooperative 
power supplier to build a solar farm, 
Prairie Power, Inc. built flexibility into 
their contracts with their 10 member 
cooperatives so that they too could 
invest and own their own renewable 
installations.
 “We see a future with increased use 
of renewable energy being of benefit 
to consumers,” said Reynolds. “We 
are working to make more room for 
solar and wind generated electricity in 
our power supply portfolio. We hope 
to be able to talk more about this 
exciting prospect very soon.”

Incentives to individuals/
consumers
 More recent legislation – the 
Future Energy Jobs Act (FEJA) 
– provides incentives for consum-
ers to install, own and operate their 
own solar panels on their homes and 
farms, just like the example Dodds 
used.
 Dodds said when the Solar Farm 
was installed at Summum, his board 
realized that renewable energy would 
be the wave of the future.
 “What we recognized was that we 
knew very little about solar and solar 
developers. As we got to know them, 
we soon understood they knew very 
little about us,” Dodds said.
 As they familiarized themselves, it 
became clear that the long-time bill-
ing structure based on kilowatt hours 
used didn’t really work right in the 
new environment.
 “We could see our old traditional 
rate structure wasn’t going to be fair 
and wouldn’t work in this new world 
of ‘distributed generation’ where peo-
ple could do some of their own gen-
eration. In fact, it was just going to be 
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unfair to some members,” Dodds said.
 Dodds said while their new billing paradigm is differ-
ent from other electric utilities – at least for now – it is not 
all that different than cable TV or cell phone. “You want to 
connect to the lines, then you pay a connect fee. Then how 
you use them may be different, just like you might have 
basic cable, or you add other services,” he said.
 “It’s new to electric, but not necessarily totally new to 
some other services that we all use.”

Taking a stand
 SREC’s board of directors came to recognize that the 
FEJA legislation allowing private electricity generation 
would provide thousands of dollars of benefits to any of 
their members who were interested in “renewable distrib-
uted generation” – producing and offering electricity for 
themselves and others from a renewable resource.
 While most other co-ops were not embracing renew-
able energy, the SREC board of directors passed a resolu-
tion in full support of the idea that cooperative members 
and municipal utility’s consumers should benefit from the 
Future Energy Jobs Act renewable incentives. 
 To keep rates fair for all members, they implemented a 
net metering policy that would allow members to explore 
distributed generation, and they implemented a new 
unbundled distribution system line rate structure.
 It was important to the board, in taking this step, to make 
sure all of their members understood what they were doing. 
Over several months, they hosted town meetings all around 
the district to talk to members and show them how the new 
rate structure would affect them.
 For the most part, according to Dodds, the response was 
positive, with only one negative letter on the record.
 They discovered that the segment of their customer base 
that saw the biggest difference were the seasonal members 
who only used their rural properties a few months of the 
year.

Future progress
 Working with various solar energy-related policy entities 
in the state, including the Environmental Law and Policy 
Center and the Illinois Solar Energy Association, SREC 
and Prairie Power have been making changes to adapt to 
the green revolution.
 Michelle Knox, co-chair of the Illinois Solar Energy 
Association and, the founder and owner of WindSolarUSA, 
Inc., has been working with both SREC and Prairie Power 
to help shape the future of renewable energy in central 
Illinois.
 “Spoon River Cooperative, under the leadership of CEO 
Bill Dodds and its progressive board, is leading the way to 
change in the cooperative world of Illinois … Spoon River 
is raising the bar and helping, by example, the cooperative 
world to move into the clean energy economy.”

Thinking BIG for the future
Project with Canton prison would advance solar 
energy even more

One of the largest consumers in the Spoon River Electric 
Cooperative (SREC) service area is the Illinois River 
Correction Center in Canton.

Over the past two years, SREC CEO Bill Dodds has been 
working with the management of the center and with State 
Representative Mike Unes, State Senator David Koehler and 
the State Department of Corrections to build a $1.3 million 
solar project on open land adjacent to the facility.

They have submitted a proposal under the Future Energy 
Jobs Act Solar for All program that is available to non-profit 
organizations.

The goal is to help lower utility costs for the Correctional 
Center and demonstrate how an electric cooperative like 
SREC can help bring green power to a state facility.

Additionally, this will help protect good paying jobs in the 
county, as well as advance the amount of renewable gen-
eration is taking place in the state and within Prairie Power 
member cooperatives.

Included in this effort is Eagle Point Solar, the solar energy 
panel and equipment supplier that SREC has partnered with.

“Eagle Point Solar is proud to be a part of this ground-
breaking project, and to work side-by-side with Spoon River 
Electric Cooperative to provide clean, renewable energy to 
the Illinois River Correctional Center,” said Jim Pullen, gen-
eral manager of Eagle Point Solar.

“Projects of this size are great examples of what can be 
accomplished when public and private organizations partner 
to work toward a common goal,” he added.

Eagle Point Solar designs and builds solar installations for 
residential, farm and business consumers. 

In addition to the solar panels in front of Spoon River 
Electric’s offices on South 5th, Eagle Point Solar installed the 
roof-mounted panels on the Spoon River Mechanical office 
on Linn Street.

The amount of solar energy generated by consumers at 
SREC have doubled in the past six months.
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$4,500 donated to local organizations through 
Spoon River Electric’s Operation Round-Up
 The Spoon River Electric Cooperative Operation 
Round-Up (ORU) committee recently awarded $4,500 
to three local organizations through its Operation 
Round-Up program. The organizations that received 
funding include the Fulton County Ag Literacy 
Coalition/Ag in the Classroom - $1,500 for their Ag in 
the Classroom Program, Cuba Fire Protection District 
– Fiatt Station - $1,500 for a thermal imaging camera, 
and Fulton County CASA (Court Appointed Special 
Advocates) - $1,500 to with recruiting and training 
volunteers.
 The Operation Round-Up committee had the privi-
lege of meeting with the Fulton County Ag in the 
Classroom board and Jamie Butler the Ag Literacy 
Coordinator. Jamie mentioned, “I am really enjoying my 
role as Ag Literacy Coordinator for Fulton County. The 

Ag in the Classroom program is a great way to teach 
many aspects of agriculture to students in our schools 
through lessons and hands-on activities. This donation 
from Operation Round-Up is so beneficial to the pro-
gram and the kids. We appreciate it very much!”
 These donations are made possible by the generous 
members of Spoon River Electric who voluntarily make 
the decision each month to “round-up” their electric 
bill to the next dollar and donating this “extra change” 
directly to the Operation Round-Up Program. All the 
funds collected are donated back into our communities 
as charitable grants. The average donation a member 
makes is about $6 per year.
 For more information about the Operation 
Round-Up Program, visit our website: srecoop.org 
under the Operation Round-Up tab. 

Cuba/Fiatt Fire Protection District

Fulton County Ag in the Classroom




