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The three representatives from New Prairie Construction were Nicholas Gordon who 
heads the New Prairie Construction Solar Division and is a NABCEP (North American 
Board of Certified energy practitioners) certified Installer/designer, Dan Zangerl who is 
a Solar Site Assessor/Service Technician and NABCEP certified Associate, and Kalin 
Gordon who handles Solar Support/Sales.

Dan began with an overview of solar power, describing the different types of systems, 
giving stats about the solar market, and explaining some of the programs available for 
financing solar systems.  Nicholas further elaborated on the financials and explained 
about group buy programs.

First we learned about the different type of solar power systems that 
homeowners/businesses can have installed.  The major one, the one that most of us 
would probably consider, is the Utility Interactive System.  It is plugged into the local 
grid.  The energy that your panels produce goes through an inverter which converts it to 
AC power for use in your building.  Excess electricity that your panels produce goes out 
onto the grid.  If you have true metering (which is available with Ameren), the excess is 
tracked and you get credited for that amount when you draw power from the grid at 
night or on cloudy days.  Since the system adds clean energy to the grid, it is eligible for 
Solar Renewable Energy Credits (SRECs) which is explained below.  This system is the 
least expensive per watt solar system.  When the grid goes down, your system also goes 
down for safety reasons – if linesmen are working on a downed power line and your 
system is putting electricity into the lines, they could be injured.  The second system that
was described, a Multi-Mode System, would prevent you from losing power when the 
grid goes down.  This system uses batteries for backup, so a critical load panel in your 
system would keep power going to your important appliances when the grid goes down, 
but also stop electricity from going out onto the grid.  This type of system is also good if
you can't get true net metering with your electrical service.  It is a more expensive 
system because of the batteries.  A third type of setup is for being completely off the 
grid. 

The next topic was the solar market.  The growth in solar energy jobs is outpacing any 
growth in fossil fuel jobs.  Fossil fuels of course are limited in supply, whereas the sun is
not.  Most of the jobs right now are in sales and installation.  Permanent jobs will be in 
the form of refits, comparable to HVAC (heating, ventilation, and air conditioning) jobs, 
where upgrades are often needed.  When asked what kind of solar energy jobs could 
Coles County get, the answer was sales.  We were encouraged to talk to our local 
government about having friendly ordinances for solar contractors.  Also, with so many 



Coles-Moultrie Electric Co-op members present, it was suggested that they run for the 
co-op board to get them to change their metering policy.  Other benefits of going solar 
include, of course, fighting the climate crisis by using clean energy and pricing the dirty 
energy power producers out of the market.  By turning your home into a power source, 
you put energy out onto the grid which can help ease peak demands, thereby lowering 
the cost of electricity for everyone. (Did you know that some power plants in Illinois 
operate just in the summer to handle the peak demand for air conditioning?)  Putting 
solar on your home increases its resale value.  By state law, it cannot increase your 
property tax.  Solar is the number one of the top startup businesses right now, creating 
new jobs.

The financial stuff – Currently, the Federal government is offering a tax credit of 30% of
the cost of installation of solar panels.  As a credit, you cannot get a tax refund for it, but
you can roll it over for a second year.  This tax credit is being reduced after 2019 to 26%
in 2020, then 22% in 2021, and then it disappears.  New Prairie Construction said that 
this credit has been saved from sunsetting before, so there is a possibility that Congress 
will renew it, but this is why we're pushing for the group buy now.  

The second financial incentive is the Illinois SREC program (solar credits).  To help 
Illinois meet its goal of producing a certain amount of solar power, people producing 
solar power get paid for it. (See https://news.energysage.com/illinois-srec-program-
changes/ for more explanation on this.) This can help recoup up to 40% of the cost of 
installing the panels.  

The third financial incentive is being part of a group buy.  With a group buy, a contractor
can lower their price if they know they are going to have a certain number of 
installations to do.  The more people that sign up for the group buy, the greater the 
discount can be.  There are two ways that we can go about this.  First is to arrange a 
group buy with a particular contractor, such as New Prairie Construction.  The second is 
to go through MREA (Midwest Renewable Energy Association).  Nicholas outlined the 
pros and cons of these two options.

MREA:
Pros:
- grassroots marketing
- they provide 20 one-hour educational sessions on solar power
- they have a rigorous contract selection process, so you know you're getting a reputable 
contractor
- they get you a flat rate per watt plus volume discounts
Cons:
- their cost tends to be above market price, MREA takes a cut of the sales, contractors 
may not be local

https://news.energysage.com/illinois-srec-program-changes/
https://news.energysage.com/illinois-srec-program-changes/


- a single contractor could get in over their head with a large group
- lower selection of components

New Prairie Construction:
Pros:
- grassroots marketing
- lower price (10% less) than other group buys
- more flexible schedules
- premium materials are their base product
- more local
- more material options
- they are a worker-owned co-op

When asked how a group buy would work, Nicholas explained that they would set up a 
website where we could sign up and see how many others have signed up.  Throughout 
the year, if more people sign up and the discount increases, everyone will get that 
discount, even if their panels were installed earlier in the year.  (This is also true for 
MREA group buys.)  Nonprofits, such as churches, hospitals, and libraries can be 
included in a group buy.  They are not eligible for the 30% federal tax credits, but the 
SREC are nearly twice as much to help compensate for this.  Also, some nonprofits have
leased panels with an option to buy later.

Where we are in the process – A group of us including Huddle members, Coles 
Progressives, the Charleston City Planner, Lake Land professors, and two Effingham 
representatives have been discussing how to go about making a group buy possible in 
our area.  The MREA is taking applications for helping with group buys, due November 
15, though they will accept them after that.  They will select 10 applications for 2019. 
We are pushing to get an application in for our area by the deadline, as it would have a 
better chance of being accepted.  If we get chosen, we aren't committed to going with 
them. Plan B would be to set up our own group buy with one or more contractors such 
as New Prairie Construction. Either way, we will need grassroots help to publicize the 
group buy and hold educational sessions (like ours on Sunday) to get more people 
interested.   

Additional notes by Annalisa:

1) About solar energy jobs in Coles County, I think Dan thought I was asking what kind 
of job I personally could get in the solar energy area, so he said sales because that’s 
something someone living in Coles County could do remotely with no solar installation 
training. When I clarified that I was actually asking how Coles County could take 
advantage of the booming solar industry, Nicholas responded that we could have a solar 
installation company based here. Honestly, I doubt that would work well - we wouldn’t 



have the volume to keep such a company afloat without traveling great distances. But 
later, it sounded like a factory that produced inverters might be a good choice to try to 
get here. The demand for inverters will be increasing for quite some time, and we have 
several empty factory buildings. Maybe something to suggest to the city, as it would be 
good for our local economy in a way that is also good for the environment. I would love 
for us to take advantage of the huge growth in the solar energy industry I keep hearing 
about. 

2) With Coles-Moultrie, right now their policy is that they will pay homeowners slightly 
lower than the wholesale rate for the kWH they put on the grid from their solar panels, 
rather than the rate they charge us per kWH. So if you produce more than you use on a 
sunny day, Coles-Moultrie will refund you about 3 cents per kWH on your next bill for 
that energy. But when the sun goes down and you start drawing from the grid that night, 
they’ll charge you full price, which is about 11 cents per kWH, for all the energy you 
use. So essentially, they’ll buy your electricity at $.03/kWH and then turn around and 
sell it right back to you at $.11/kWH. True net metering is when the company keeps 
track of the kWH you provide the grid from your solar panels, and then subtracts that 
amount of kWH from your use of grid supplied kWH. In this case, they are trading you 
kWH for kWH and calling it even.

Besides getting elected to the Coles-Moultrie board and changing metering policy from 
the inside, we might be able to negotiate a better deal with them if we organize and 
negotiate en masse, union-like. :) Maybe we could also negotiate adding wiring to our 
garages for 240V so we'll be ready to charge the electric vehicles we're all going to be 
buying as the price drops and the ranges increase.

3) Re: the tax credit. Although it is officially "non-refundable", it may increase your tax 
refund. How the tax credit works is that it is deducted from the total tax you owe before 
your payments are taken into account. You can’t deduct more tax than you owe, but you 
can theoretically bring your taxes down to zero (and then you can save the rest of the 
credit to deduct from the next year’s taxes). You will still get a refund of whatever you 
paid throughout the year (your federal tax deductions shown on your W-2). So the solar 
tax credit can indeed increase your refund check. Being “non-refundable” simply means 
that this tax credit won’t give you a larger refund than what you paid in (deducted from 
your paycheck) over the year. I don't know if that all simplified or complicated things. :/

4) About the MREA group buy, I want to add that we do have some control over these 
things even with MREA guidance. The team that chooses the winning contractor is 
composed of local people from the sponsoring groups as well as MREA people. We can 
make it a condition of working with the MREA that the contractors be fairly local (at 
least from IL, not another state), and we can also decide to work with two or even three 



contractors to split up the work and not overwhelm one contractor. One of the MREA-
led group buys in Champaign did this.

Some advantages of working with MREA that I see are that they are very experienced in
soliciting bids, and are knowledgeable in what to ask for in the solar specs. So when bids
come in, we know the quality of the product will be both good and the same from each 
contractor, and we can more easily be comparing apples to apples. Again, as part of the 
team, we can have a say in what quality panels we want the bids to be for. The other way
the MREA would be excellent help for us is in advertising advice and support. This 
would result in a greater number of people buying solar panels overall during the group 
buy. So even if we don’t save more money with the MREA group buy, we’re doing 
better for the planet.

But whether we end up using MREA for our group buy or doing it ourselves, we have 
some very knowledgeable experts in our midst who are willing to figure out 
specifications and host educational solar power hours. So I think we’re in a better 
position than most communities either way we go, and everyone who wants to will end 
up with quality systems installed for a good price.


