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Johnson Corner Solar Project comes online 
in time for peak summer energy demand
Sunflower Electric Power Corporation expands renewable resources

The Dog Days of Summer. They’re here, the days 
during summer that some may think are not “fit 
for a dog” and that some use to enjoy time in the 
water during those same weather conditions. This 
year, the Johnson Corner Solar Project, the largest 
commercial solar project in the state, will help 
Sunflower meet electricity demand on these sunny 
days.

While many people use the phrase to refer to the 
hottest days in the Northern Hemisphere when 
even dogs can barely move due to the heat, the 
phrase has its origin with the dog star, Sirius, and 
its position in the sky. The “dog days” occur when 
the Sun and Sirius occupy the same region in the 
sky, usually between July 3 and Aug. 11 each year, 
and typically describe hot, sultry, still days.1

In the Midwest, these are often the days during 
the year when the demand for electricity is the 
highest because people are cranking up their air 
conditioning to beat the heat. This requires electric 
utilities to proactively engage in complex planning 
and strategizing to ensure they have access to 

electric generation resources that can deliver 
energy during times of peak demand.

Peak energy demand is one of the reasons 
Sunflower Electric Power Corporation pursued 
the development and construction of the Johnson 
Corner Solar Project, located in southwest Kansas. 
Unlike wind, which tends to blow the least in 
Kansas on hot summer days, the solar project 
produces optimal energy during this time. 

The $37 million project, which was financed 
and constructed by Lightsource BP, is located 
approximately two miles southwest of Johnson 
City in Stanton County, Kan., and entered 
commercial operation on April 7. The National 
Renewables Cooperative Organization (NRCO) 
also played a key role in helping Sunflower develop 
this important project for our members and those 
they serve. All the energy from the project is being 
sold under a 25-year power purchase agreement 
(PPA) to Sunflower.

The project complements Sunflower’s traditional 

generation resources, delivering 20 megawatts 
(AC), which more than doubles the state’s utility-
scale solar capacity, previously at 14.1 megawatts. 
In addition to providing low-cost, on-peak energy, 
the Johnson Corner Solar Project will reduce 
loading on a nearby transmission line that is 
approaching capacity. As a result, Sunflower’s 
members will save costs by deferring or ultimately 
canceling the requirement for expensive 
infrastructure upgrades.

“Sunflower is proud to have worked with 
Lightsource BP and NRCO to bring online the 
state’s largest solar project to date,” said Stuart 
Lowry, president and CEO of Sunflower. “The 
Johnson Corner Solar Project adds yet another 
renewable fuel source to our diversified generation 
portfolio, which is designed to protect both the 
affordability and reliability of the energy we 
provide to our members.”

1 https://www.farmersalmanac.com/why-are-they-
called-dog-days-of-summer-21705

Bring on the sun. The Johnson Corner Solar Project near Johnson City, Kan., was energized in April, adding even more diversity to Sunfllower’s generation mix.
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Like most of the nation, electric cooperatives made quick adjustments as a result of the 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020. Two of Sunflower’s seven members, 
Prairie Land Electric Cooperative and Western Cooperative Electric, shared some of 
their steps taken during the last several months.

Both distribution cooperatives transitioned employees from working in the office to 
working from their homes while seamlessly providing the same quality and reliability 
for their members. Some staff worked remotely and others remained on site for critical 
duties that could not be done remotely. 

“We split our management staff and the rest of the staff in three groups,” said Jeff 
Hardiek, Prairie Land Electric Cooperative’s director of member services. “One group 
worked from the office and the other two from home, with the idea that if someone in 
the office group was infected, we could move that group out of the office and, after a 
complete deep cleaning, move one of the other two back in.”

“Our employees took the situation seriously. We also partnered with Nex-Tech to 
maintain a virtual private network for billing; our member-owners didn’t experience any 
decrease in service,” said Tom Ruth, Western Cooperative Electric’s general manager.

Both office and field work were impacted by the pandemic.

“Converting our construction crews to one- or two-man crews conducting line 
inspections, cutting trees, or doing maintenance work was critical to keep the crews 
safe,” said Hardiek. 

Electricity is an essential resource, and with more people staying home due to social 
distancing, residential energy use has increased for some electric consumers. The 
pandemic has also impacted commercial and industrial users, significantly decreasing 
their energy demand compared to this time last year. 

“Western experienced an 18 megawatt decrease in load, a 16 percent decrease in sales, 
and we are 21 percent below revenue from last year,  but our labor capitalization has 
maintained,” Ruth said. 

To help mitigate a potential rate increase due to decreasing commercial and industrial 
energy loads, Western received assistance from the Payroll Protection Plan offered 
through the Small Business Administration and FEMA reimbursements for storm 
damage. They also plan to defer some planned improvements to a later date.

Although the last several months have been far from what anyone expected, both 
Prairie Land and Western have identified the positive outcomes by adapting to new 
procedures and guidelines. 

“We were surprised by how well everything worked for the employees who worked 
at home,” said Hardiek. “Our ability to establish workstations at home in short order 
will make it easier to implement in the event we need to have employees work at home 
again in the future.”

“Western was able to develop and test new processes for our business contingency in 
an emergency. We are also considering expanding our work-from-home policy,” Ruth 
said.

Responding to challenges, 
recognizing positive change

Lab Technician
Lab technicians for Sunflower are responsible for many things, 
including testing and treating water to supply the highest quality water 
used to generate steam in the power plants. This entails running water 
tests and making chemical adjustments in order to meet operational 
parameters. Other duties include reporting test results to the operators, 
inspecting equipment, and developing knowledge of and operating the 
equipment associated with this position.

“One of the things that I like the most is being a part of such an 
important process of generating electricity and the learning 
challenges it presents every day.”

- Alex Valenzuela, Lab Technician

SPOTLIGHT ON 
COOPERATIVE CAREERS

ALERT TODAY, ALIVE TOMORROW: HEADS UP FOR FARM SAFETY

Stay safe around downed power lines. 
Consider all lines, equipment and 
conductors to be live and dangerous. 

Johnson Corner Solar Project comes online 
in time for peak summer energy demand
Sunflower Electric Power Corporation expands renewable resources
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To provide reliable, long-term power supply and transmission 
services to our members and the people they serve at the lowest 
possible cost consistent with sound business and cooperative 
principles. . . . energy done right

 

Our 
Mission:

Sunflower launches economic development program

Electric cooperatives take pride in serving their members with reliable 
energy at a competitive cost. This mission is sometimes more challenging 
than others, such as times of inclement weather. These times require 
planning, resilience, cooperation and resolve. The most recent challenge 
has been responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. Though not a weather-
related event, has also required teamwork and determination by staff at 
electric cooperatives.

As the generator and transmitter of wholesale energy, it was 
important that Sunflower respond quickly and appropriately 
to the challenges of COVID-19 in order to keep electricity 
flowing to our members. Sunflower, like other utilities and 
companies, had no clear guidelines on how to navigate the 
new world of COVID-19. Fortunately, in our lifetimes, we 
have not yet faced such a pandemic. However, that means 
that everyone is in unchartered territory, and at all levels—
federal, state, local, and individual organizations—staff have 
implemented precautions and procedures, learning as the 
pandemic evolves.

One of Sunflower’s first steps was implementing its 
pandemic plan by convening the Business Continuity 
Committee (BCON). The BCON’s primary role has been 
to gather, review, and disseminate the recommendations 
from COVID-19 pandemic authorities, including the 
CDC, National Institute of Health, KDHE, and the Kansas 
Governor’s office. The BCON meets frequently to review 
the most current recommendations and adopt new policies 
and protocols. Staffing challenges have included expanding the existing 
remote work policy; obtaining scarce medical equipment, like face masks 
for all employees; managing potential employee exposures to the virus; and 
developing procedures to keep the workforce healthy. 

Sunflower already had a work-from-home policy prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Many employees had established a work-from-home 
environment and were equipped and ready to work remotely, making this 
new situation just another day at their home office. Procedures were also 

created for employees who needed to begin working from home, and office 
equipment was checked out to make their home offices effective. When 
Gov. Kelly issued a stay-at-home executive order, employees who could 
work from home were required to do so. 

However, some work at Sunflower could not be accomplished remotely. 
Normal operating practices associated with maintaining 
system reliability were followed with the implementation 
of additional restrictions and steps aimed at combating 
COVID-19. Examples include social distancing, travel 
restrictions, daily temperature testing, self-quarantines, 
and increased sanitization. Staff have also participated 
in group discussions with the Southwest Power Pool’s 
Operating and Reliability Working Group, NRECA, 
the Electric Power Research Institute, and the North 
American Transmission Forum to stay abreast of what 
other utilities are doing to protect critical infrastructure 
and employees from COVID-19 exposure.

In order to ensure reliability of the bulk electric grid, 
concerted effort has gone into keeping Sunflower’s 
system operators healthy. System control centers, 
facilities where the flow of energy is monitored 24-7, 
are professionally sanitized, and operators have been 
isolated and reorganized to ensure healthy crews. They 
also take their temperature three times per shift. 

Sunflower’s BCON will continue to assess COVID-19 
and adjust company protocols and guidelines as the 

pandemic changes. 

“We understand the work done at Sunflower is essential to the well-being 
of our members and those they serve at the end of the line,” said Corey 
Linville, Sunflower’s vice president of power supply and delivery. “We 
will continue to move forward cautiously, even if it means the pandemic 
guidelines and restrictions last longer for our employees than other 
industries may consider necessary.”

Sunflower responds to COVID-19 challenges, 
keeps wholesale services flowing to member utilities

Commitment to community is one of the seven cooperative principles that 
govern the operation of cooperatives. Sunflower and our members know 
that community vitality is central to the success of those our members 
serve. Community success/vitality looks different in each community, but 
having access to jobs, adequate housing and education, and programs that 
improve life for residents are common needs for all communities. 

That’s why Sunflower and our members recently launched the Sunflower 
Electric Economic Development Program. 

Sunflower Electric Economic Development involves several programs.

Industry Marketing–We know which industries are predominate in the 
areas served by our members. Companies find success here for a variety 
of reasons, perhaps natural resources or being located in the central part 
of our country. Whatever the reason, it makes sense to share stories of 
business success with other companies within these industries. The world 
won’t know this is a great place to do business until we tell them. 

We have identified value-added agriculture, heavy equipment 
manufacturing and the associated supply chain, distribution and 
warehousing, and data centers as opportunities to expand our business 
base. Plans are being developed to directly market to companies in these 
industries and make sure they know what our part of Kansas has to offer 
for expansion opportunities. 

Available Sites and Buildings–Just as a business needs inventory on its 
shelves, inventory of available sites and buildings must be visible and 
promoted. LocationOne Information Systems (LOIS) is the largest website 
for economic development properties in the U.S. We have purchased a 
license and are actively working to increase the number of properties that 
are promoted on LOIS. 

Certified Sites–The Sunflower Certified Site Program is a certification 
that guarantees extensive research has been completed for a property 

intended for business development. Certified site programs are valuable 
to businesses as they reduce the chance of a site-related surprise during 
the construction process. A comprehensive list of items are researched and 
cataloged so a prospective owner knows the available utilities, capabilities, 
environmental and historical attributes of the property, confirming that the 
site is ready for development. 

Local Community Support–Local leaders are in the best position to 
understand what opportunities fit their community. What they may need 
is additional education, access to information, and resources for projects 
that benefit the residents. Our team includes trained facilitators to help 
communities identify what opportunities are right for them and how to 
capitalize on those opportunities. We have identified an extensive list 
of resource providers that are ready to support technical expertise for 
economic development. 

Getting the Word Out–Key to sharing our story to our communities and 
the world what we have to offer is our economic development website, 
www.sunflowerecodevo.com. The website includes information for 
businesses that want to learn about the advantages of expanding in the 
Sunflower member service territory, where to review available sites and 
buildings, how to connect with member staff, and information about the 
region. 

The website also has information on programs available to communities 
that may want to advance their local economic development program. 
Information about ways our members and Sunflower can provide 
assistance for economic development planning is described on the website.

Living and working in a vibrant community is a goal we all share. The 
Sunflower Electric Economic Development Program is just one more way 
electric cooperatives are committed to communities. Just give us a call to 
learn more about this exciting new program. 

sunflowerecodevo.com

Anne Erbert, key accounts  
director at Sunflower, visits a 
member project while adhering 
to the Sunflower’s safety proto-
cols put in place for COVID-19.
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Johnson Corner Solar Project comes online 
in time for peak summer energy demand
Sunflower Electric Power Corporation expands renewable resources

The Dog Days of Summer. They’re here, the days 
during summer that some may think are not “fit 
for a dog” and that some use to enjoy time in the 
water during those same weather conditions. This 
year, the Johnson Corner Solar Project, the largest 
commercial solar project in the state, will help 
Sunflower meet electricity demand on these sunny 
days.

While many people use the phrase to refer to the 
hottest days in the Northern Hemisphere when 
even dogs can barely move due to the heat, the 
phrase has its origin with the dog star, Sirius, and 
its position in the sky. The “dog days” occur when 
the Sun and Sirius occupy the same region in the 
sky, usually between July 3 and Aug. 11 each year, 
and typically describe hot, sultry, still days.1

In the Midwest, these are often the days during 
the year when the demand for electricity is the 
highest because people are cranking up their air 
conditioning to beat the heat. This requires electric 
utilities to proactively engage in complex planning 
and strategizing to ensure they have access to 

electric generation resources that can deliver 
energy during times of peak demand.

Peak energy demand is one of the reasons 
Sunflower Electric Power Corporation pursued 
the development and construction of the Johnson 
Corner Solar Project, located in southwest Kansas. 
Unlike wind, which tends to blow the least in 
Kansas on hot summer days, the solar project 
produces optimal energy during this time. 

The $37 million project, which was financed 
and constructed by Lightsource BP, is located 
approximately two miles southwest of Johnson 
City in Stanton County, Kan., and entered 
commercial operation on April 7. The National 
Renewables Cooperative Organization (NRCO) 
also played a key role in helping Sunflower develop 
this important project for our members and those 
they serve. All the energy from the project is being 
sold under a 25-year power purchase agreement 
(PPA) to Sunflower.

The project complements Sunflower’s traditional 

generation resources, delivering 20 megawatts 
(AC), which more than doubles the state’s utility-
scale solar capacity, previously at 14.1 megawatts. 
In addition to providing low-cost, on-peak energy, 
the Johnson Corner Solar Project will reduce 
loading on a nearby transmission line that is 
approaching capacity. As a result, Sunflower’s 
members will save costs by deferring or ultimately 
canceling the requirement for expensive 
infrastructure upgrades.

“Sunflower is proud to have worked with 
Lightsource BP and NRCO to bring online the 
state’s largest solar project to date,” said Stuart 
Lowry, president and CEO of Sunflower. “The 
Johnson Corner Solar Project adds yet another 
renewable fuel source to our diversified generation 
portfolio, which is designed to protect both the 
affordability and reliability of the energy we 
provide to our members.”

1 https://www.farmersalmanac.com/why-are-they-
called-dog-days-of-summer-21705

Bring on the sun. The Johnson Corner Solar Project near Johnson City, Kan., was energized in April, adding even more diversity to Sunfllower’s generation mix.
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Like most of the nation, electric cooperatives made quick adjustments as a result of the 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020. Two of Sunflower’s seven members, 
Prairie Land Electric Cooperative and Western Cooperative Electric, shared some of 
their steps taken during the last several months.

Both distribution cooperatives transitioned employees from working in the office to 
working from their homes while seamlessly providing the same quality and reliability 
for their members. Some staff worked remotely and others remained on site for critical 
duties that could not be done remotely. 

“We split our management staff and the rest of the staff in three groups,” said Jeff 
Hardiek, Prairie Land Electric Cooperative’s director of member services. “One group 
worked from the office and the other two from home, with the idea that if someone in 
the office group was infected, we could move that group out of the office and, after a 
complete deep cleaning, move one of the other two back in.”

“Our employees took the situation seriously. We also partnered with Nex-Tech to 
maintain a virtual private network for billing; our member-owners didn’t experience any 
decrease in service,” said Tom Ruth, Western Cooperative Electric’s general manager.

Both office and field work were impacted by the pandemic.

“Converting our construction crews to one- or two-man crews conducting line 
inspections, cutting trees, or doing maintenance work was critical to keep the crews 
safe,” said Hardiek. 

Electricity is an essential resource, and with more people staying home due to social 
distancing, residential energy use has increased for some electric consumers. The 
pandemic has also impacted commercial and industrial users, significantly decreasing 
their energy demand compared to this time last year. 

“Western experienced an 18 megawatt decrease in load, a 16 percent decrease in sales, 
and we are 21 percent below revenue from last year,  but our labor capitalization has 
maintained,” Ruth said. 

To help mitigate a potential rate increase due to decreasing commercial and industrial 
energy loads, Western received assistance from the Payroll Protection Plan offered 
through the Small Business Administration and FEMA reimbursements for storm 
damage. They also plan to defer some planned improvements to a later date.

Although the last several months have been far from what anyone expected, both 
Prairie Land and Western have identified the positive outcomes by adapting to new 
procedures and guidelines. 

“We were surprised by how well everything worked for the employees who worked 
at home,” said Hardiek. “Our ability to establish workstations at home in short order 
will make it easier to implement in the event we need to have employees work at home 
again in the future.”

“Western was able to develop and test new processes for our business contingency in 
an emergency. We are also considering expanding our work-from-home policy,” Ruth 
said.

Responding to challenges, 
recognizing positive change

Lab Technician
Lab technicians for Sunflower are responsible for many things, 
including testing and treating water to supply the highest quality water 
used to generate steam in the power plants. This entails running water 
tests and making chemical adjustments in order to meet operational 
parameters. Other duties include reporting test results to the operators, 
inspecting equipment, and developing knowledge of and operating the 
equipment associated with this position.

“One of the things that I like the most is being a part of such an 
important process of generating electricity and the learning 
challenges it presents every day.”

- Alex Valenzuela, Lab Technician
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