COOPERATIVE NEWS

Going Off the Grid
CEC looks toward the future with new microgrid
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by Gregg MacDonald, Staff Writer

C

ommunity Electric Cooperative is going off the grid, or you could say they are
at least giving themselves that option. Over the last 15 years, CEC has recorded
a growth rate of roughly 1.5% per year in the number of connected meters.
The cooperative currently serves more than 11,000 accounts over its 1,590 miles of
distribution line.
This has led to looking at options other than conventional grid infrastructure
to handle an increasingly challenging load.
CEC Chief Operations Officer Jonathan Thompson says the cooperative came
up with the construction of a “microgrid.”
Thompson says a microgrid is an aggregation of interconnected loads and
distributed energy-generating resources, which is controllable as a single entity.
A software-based system, the controller can manage energy supply in many
different ways, such as tracking real-time changes in the power prices on the central
grid. (Wholesale electricity prices fluctuate constantly based on electricity supply
and demand.)
If energy prices are inexpensive at any point, it may choose to buy power from
the central grid to serve its members, rather than use energy from, say, its own solar
panels.
The microgrid’s solar panels will instead charge its battery systems. Later in the
day, when grid power becomes expensive, the microgrid may discharge its batteries
rather than use grid power.
“If you are a customer who wants more control over your energy resources and
more say in what those resources are, a microgrid might be just what you are looking
for,” Thompson says.
According to microgridknowledge.com, microgrids incorporate one or more
kinds of distributed energy (solar panels, wind turbines, combined heat and power,
generators) that produce its power.
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In addition, many newer microgrids
contain energy storage, typically from
batteries.
Interconnected to nearby buildings,
a microgrid provides electricity and
possibly heat and cooling for its
customers, delivered via sophisticated
software and control systems.
Microgrids can be utility gridconnected or operate in island mode,
which allows for autonomous operation
off the grid. The capabilities that
microgrids present are a critical part of
the effort to modernize and stabilize the
utility grid through distributed energy
resources.
Thompson says a microgrid allows
you to install and utilize on-site
generating resources so your facility
may already have a few of the
components to get you started.
“A key component of building a
microgrid is to be competitive,”
hompson says. “Rather than allow
the Googles and Microsoft to come in
and get between the central grid and
co-op members, we can provide
hyper-localized service with microgrids.”
Microgrids have been around for
decades, but until recently were used
largely by college campuses and the
military. So the total number of
microgrids currently in use is relatively
small, but growing.
Recently, the pace of installation
has picked up and is expected to grow
dramatically as distributed energy prices
drop and worries heighten about electric
reliability, due to severe storms,
cyberattacks and other threats.

Solar panels, including the roof panels (not pictured here) provide up to a total of 52.5 kW.

Energy Intelligence Microgrid Building and Generator: This building hosts 30-kW inverter/
chargers (by CET Inverters) and 192-kWh e-On battery storage. To left of this building is the
125-kW CAT diesel generator.

Guidehouse (previously Navigant)
forecasts that the microgrid market
will near $39.4 billion by 2028.
As part of a business development
initiative, CEC recently rebranded its
wholly owned, for-profit subsidiary
Tidewater
Energy Services as
RECORE. Thompson is in
the process of expanding
the company’s approach to
energy solutions, project
investment and utility asset
management.
RECORE utilizes the
“EI” model microgrid,
which means there is
control capability as a
single “brain” to operate
the facility from an energy
standpoint. The microgrid
can be operated in
multiple modes that
Mike Hudson, RECORE operations technician, installs the
can switch automatically or
192-kWh e-On batteries.
manually depending
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on the circumstances to suit customer’s
needs.
“We’re probably the only co-op
subsidiary that’s doing it right now, but
the future impact of microgrids in the
energy co-op industry could be huge,”
says Thompson.
“Anyone can be in control of their
energy consumption to the level that
they can see it in real time, and you’d
never know from an outside perspective
what specific resources were being
utilized,” he says.
RECORE Energy and e-On Batteries
have also recently teamed up to provide
businesses with reliable always-on
power, predictable monthly payments
and the opportunity to reduce CO2
emissions.
Microgrids can also be hidden or
transformed, to meet any architectural
aesthetic, such as Colonial Williamsburg,
according to Thompson. “They can go
into any climate-controlled structure,”
he says.
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2021 VMDAEC
The Cooperative Difference
Education Scholarships – CEC returns more than $321,000 in capital credits to members
he retirement of capital credits is the tangible demonstration of your
Apply Now!
membership in the not-for-profit utility, Community Electric Cooperative.
Calling all high school seniors! Each year,
the Virginia, Maryland & Delaware Association
of Electric Cooperatives Scholarship Foundation
awards scholarships for post-secondary
education to deserving but ﬁnancially
challenged students from member electric
cooperative service areas. The 2020-2021
scholarship cycle opened on Nov. 1, 2020, for
high school or homeschooled seniors starting
college or technical/trade school in 2021.
Seniors whose parents or guardians are
consumer-members of Community Electric
Cooperative and whose primary residence is
served by the cooperative, are eligible to apply
for a $1,000 educational scholarship. We
encourage all of our high school seniors with
primary residences in our electric service area
moving on to higher education to look into this
opportunity and apply!

You can ﬁnd additional information,
including the online application and
instructions, by visiting vmdaec.com/scholarship.
Applicants must be entering his or her ﬁrst
semester at a postsecondary or technical/trade
school in the fall of 2021 and scholarship funds
must be used towards tuition, student fees,
room and board or textbooks. The deadline for
scholarship application submissions is Friday,
Feb. 19, 2021.
The Scholarship Foundation’s board of
directors will select recipients based on a
combination of the following weighted criteria:
ﬁnancial need at 40%; academic achievement
at 40%; personal statement at 20%. Successful
applicants will be notiﬁed no later than
June 1, 2021.
Donations to this program are welcomed!
The Scholarship Foundation can accept taxdeductible donations. Questions about donations
and the application process should be directed
to VMDAEC at scholarship@vmdaec.com.
Founded in 1944, the VMDAEC is the trade
association for Community Electric Cooperative
and the 14 other not-for-proﬁt electric distribution
cooperatives serving the mid-Atlantic region.
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This is accomplished through the retirement of capital credits, and in
December, 6,745 refund checks were mailed to current and former members who
received service from the cooperative, representing a retirement of more than
$321,000.
Abiding by one of the 7 Cooperative Principles: Member Economic Participation,
the board of directors determined the refund of capital credits to its members based
on the cooperative’s financial stability.
We are pleased to share the success of this utility with the members — those who
used the service and helped provide the funding to build and maintain the electric
system,” says Community’s President and CEO Steven A. Harmon. “Capital credits
are a benefit of cooperative membership; one of the many differences that set us apart
from other business models.”
Before distributing capital credits, your board of directors at CEC must first
consider the financial condition of the cooperative and the needs for capital funds for
the coming years. Board Chairman Jeannette Everett expresses that, “Our members
are more than just members — they are the fiber of our community and families. We
are elected by our members to represent their needs and interests, and this year, more
than ever, we are very proud to distribute this money back to them.”
HOW DO CAPITAL CREDITS WORK?
Because electric co-ops operate at cost, any excess revenues — called margins —
are returned to members in the form of capital credits.

CEC notifies you
of how and when
you’ll receive
your capital credit
retirements.

CEC calculates how much
electricity you buy and how
much money you pay for it
throughout the year.

This year, CEC
returned more
than $321,000
to members.
When CEC’s financial
condition permits, your
board of directors decides
to return the allocated
capital credits.

At the end of
the year, CEC
completes
financial matters
and determines
whether there are
excess revenues,
called margins.

CEC allocates the margins to
members as capital credits
based upon their use of
electricity during the year.

Source: National Rural Utilities Cooperative Finance Corporation
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