
Show Me energy Cooperative
SAFER Southern Bioeconomy Case Study Series

By Charity Pennock 

Twenty miles off Interstate 70 in 
rural Missouri, Show Me Energy 
Cooperative is using state-of-
the-art technology to reduce the 

country’s dependence on fossil fuels and 
bring additional revenue streams to the 
region’s farmers. The 600 producer-owned 
cooperative’s vision to “create sustainable 
communities, green jobs, and help the 
producer-farmer increase its income per 
acre” is providing much-needed economic 
activity in a state where rural poverty hit 19 
percent in 2010.1  

For the past four years, Show Me Energy 
has produced biomass pellets for heat 
and electricity and is now working on 
an expansion of its facility to produce 
biobutanol. Show Me Energy’s pellets 
were the first “advanced biomass” pellets 
recognized by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA). These advanced 
biomass pellets consist of seed residue, 
grass straw, switchgrass and other waste 
from area farm productions. Today, the 
facility has the capacity to produce 100,000 
tons of biomass pellets per year, providing 
heat and electricity to nearly 30,000 
homes.
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history
Formed in 2008, the cooperative was the result of local 
seed farmers seeking a market for agricultural waste 
products that were generally burned or landfilled. By 
creating new products from these wastes, additional 
revenue streams for local farms would be created. As 
discussions progressed, it was clear that using biomass 
for energy was the best option.

While there was interest 
in the energy sector, how 
and for what purpose 
their waste could be used 
was still a question. To 
define their options, a 
technical analysis on the 
energy value of potential 
feedstocks in the region 
was conducted. They 
found that the best market 
for their feedstock today 
was in the production of 
biomass pellets for heat 
and electricity. 

As the group began 
to take shape, leaders 
decided to adopt the 
cooperative model for 
their business plan. 
Show Me Energy board 
chairman Steve Flick 
said, “We believe that 
producer participation 
was key number one. 
When the farmers had the 
opportunity to participate 
and own it at the same 
time, they really jumped in 
quickly.”2  By being both 
participants and owners, 
the farmers’ success 
was not dictated only by 
the price per ton for their 
feedstock, but also by the 
success of the value-
added product. Other benefits of using the cooperative 
structure included cheaper legal fees and the farmers’ 
familiarity with cooperatives associated with other 
commodities.  

Once the cooperative was legal and the technology 
chosen, Show Me Energy offered its first stock options 

in 2008. Four hundred shares were offered at $5,000 
apiece. All 400 shares were sold within six weeks, 
raising a total of $2 million. In 2010, a second stock 
offering was opened, adding more than 200 members. 
The cooperative now boasts 612 members – all within a 
100-mile radius of the refinery. 

Flick credits much of 
the cooperative’s initial 
success to a partnership 
with the Missouri 
Agricultural and Small 
Business Development 
Authority (MASBDA). 
MASBDA offered 
cooperative investors 
tax credits to help offset 
the cost of their stock 
purchase. 

Biobutanol expansion
While the biomass pellet 
production business has 
been successful, Flick 
was clear to point out the 
need for innovation and 
diversification of products 
within the biorefinery. 

“You’ve got to be 
adaptable and have 
multiple strategies,” 
Flick said. “If you don’t 
maximize the benefit of 
the input and output, you 
won’t make a living.”3  

With that in mind, the 
cooperative is now 
moving forward on a 
$50 million expansion 
project to produce two 
million gallons per year of 

biobutanol – a drop-in transportation fuel produced from 
biomass. The expansion is expected to be complete in 
2013.

The addition of biobutanol will double the cooperative’s 
demand for feedstock. To support this need, Show Me 
Energy applied for and was awarded $15 million from 
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USDA’s Biomass Crop Assistance Program (BCAP). 
The funds will be serviced through local Farm Service 
Agencies to support the development of native grasses 
on 50,000 acres of marginal land – lands considered 
unproductive – throughout western Missouri and eastern 
Kansas.4   

This provides an opportunity for landowners to 
see economic return on lands not suitable for food 
commodities, such as corn and wheat, as well as 
preventing soil erosion through the deep root systems of 
these native grasses. 

Kurt Herman, CEO 
of Show Me Energy 
said, “We’re looking 
for acreages for native 
grasses and to take 
marginal lands that 
shouldn’t be in row 
crops and putting 
it back in native 
grasses.”5  Through 
the BCAP program, 
75 percent of the 
establishment cost to 
the landowner will be 
reimbursed. 

Lessons Learned
Flick and Herman identified three pieces of advice for 
others considering starting a similar cooperative:

1. Know your market. Knowing how your product 
compares to other energy sources and your 
customer base are key.

2. Know your feedstock. Make sure your feasibility 
studies evaluate the intersection of price, 
technology and demand.

3. Know your funding sources.  Investment 
capital is needed not only for the construction 
and operation of the plant, but also for feasibility 
and technology studies. Funding sources 
include cooperative shares and federal and state 
government incentives and programs.

For more information on Show Me Energy, visit  
www.goshowmeenergy.com.

you’ve got to be adaptable 
and have multiple strategies. if 
you don’t maximize the benefit 
of the input and output, you 
won’t make a living.

“ “
Steve Flick

Chairman, Show Me Energy
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