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New Charity Organization Targets People with No Place to Call Home 

By Randy Olson 

Stretching across the landscape of southern Illinois are hundreds of tall cedar utili-
ty poles that support and maintain transmission power lines that bring electricity 
to communities and rural farm areas.  As these poles age, they are often replaced 
by new poles and the old ones would usually just be discarded.  Some local people 
in Saline County have discovered a useful way to “repurpose” these retired cedar 
poles, allowing them to transition from maintaining and supporting power lines, 
to maintaining and supporting individuals and families in need with shelter that is 
built from the repurposed wood. 
 

Justin Roberts and his wife, April, of Saline County have come to realize a growing 
need in the area, and they are trying to kick-start an effort to make a difference in 
the lives of people who find themselves in a desperate situation without a regular 
place to call home.  A unique new program called “Highline to Hope” is focused 
on using these retired cedar transmission power poles and re-purposing them to 
build tiny houses as a “transition” shelter for homeless people who need a roof 
over their head.  Justin works as a lineman for an electrical contractor that is often 
hired by Wayne-White Electric or Hoosier Energy to assist in retiring and replacing power poles, which range in size 
from 55 feet to 100 feet each.   
 

When you turn on the national news or drive through a major city, 
you might encounter homeless people, sometimes living in a tent city 
or under a bridge viaduct.  It is certainly sad to see.  But the truth is, 
there are many people who are homeless or down on their luck right 
here in small town, rural southern Illinois.  Many communities in the 
Wayne-White Electric service area have people who need a helping 
hand from someone who cares.  I recently sat down at an area coffee 
shop with Justin and April, along with State Senator Dale Fowler, to 
learn the back story to this effort known as “Highline to Hope” to 
understand how it works and how other interested people can get 
involved.     
 
“When the pandemic hit a few years ago, we saw the need for food 
insecurity in the area,” said Roberts.  As a result, about 135,000 food 
boxes were distributed out of Saline County to people in need.”  Rob-
erts explained that the base of this food distribution operation took 
place out of Little Chapel Church, although people from multiple de-
nominations and affiliations were actively involved in that effort.   

 

“While doing the food distribution, we began to hear stories about people bouncing from house-to-house, who were 
using a warming station (garage) as a temporary solution,” said Roberts.   “In the meantime, I had been making “deer 
blinds” out of old cedar wood transmission poles that had been taken out of service.   A buddy approached me about 
using the deer blinds as temporary shelter for the homeless.  I said, better yet, why don’t we build some tiny houses for 
them?”   
 

That realization of a need and a possible solution has become the catalyst for trying to put together a comprehensive 
plan that will work to really benefit the homeless, not just for providing shelter, but to help deal with other issues that 
some of them might have such an addictions, mental illness, transportation and lack of employment income.  



Senator Dale Fowler, who is Chairman of the Fowler-Bonan Foundation that has established Heaven’s Kitchen and 
Clothes for Kids in southern Illinois explained that there are many moving parts to this issue.  “It’s very black & white 
when you talk about providing clothes for kids or food for the hungry,” said Fowler.  “It becomes much more compli-
cated when you talk about shelter for the homeless because these structures would need someone to oversee them 
and police them, plus many of the homeless people have other issues that need addressed as we mentioned earlier.  It 
will really take an effort by a lot of different agencies, organizations, and volunteers to help these people and solve this 
problem.”  
 

Clothes for Kids is a non-profit organization that has been assisting fami-
lies for over twenty years.  Heaven’s Kitchen has been serving food to 
people in need for over four years and has grown to serve nearly 400 
meals every Tuesday night in Harrisburg, in addition to a food pantry 
during the week.  Clothes for Kids was able to provide over 600 kids and 
individuals with full and partial clothing wardrobes during the height of 
the pandemic in 2020.  While both of these programs have enjoyed 
growth and helped many people, Fowler admits that they have also 
made him aware of larger issues. 
 

“By feeding and clothing people through these charities, it has opened 
my eyes to the homeless community and problems they endure,” said 
Fowler. “We have delivered food to people in tents, but homelessness 
does not necessarily mean living on the streets.  Homelessness can take 
many forms, such as a child who has parents that are incarcerated or 
perhaps in a rehab facility, and so that child bounces from home to 
home in order to have a place to sleep, perhaps raised by their grandpar-
ents or whoever, that is a form of homelessness because they don’t have 
a normal structure in their life.  This is not just about putting a roof over 
their head, “Highline to Hope” is an effort to create opportunities and provide hope to enable these people to get their 
feet back on the ground by working in concert with a variety of agencies to provide things such as health resources and 
employment options.”  The Fowler-Bonan Foundation will help by providing the initial legwork on the 501©3 paper-
work and other regulatory aspects of the non-profit.  In Saline County, some of the churches have already stepped up 
to say that they will volunteer to help build some of these tiny home structures, which you can see are very basic. 
 

Justin’s wife, April, was quick to point out that an effort of this magnitude will only be successful if everyone under-
stands the issue and joins in to provide the solution.  “The importance of “buy-in” from the community is so vital to the 
success of this homeless issue,” said April.  “The three people sitting here at this table cannot do this alone.  It takes 
everyone in the community, from the police department, business leaders, city councils, churches, the health depart-
ment, transportation companies, literally everyone to make it happen.  Nobody usually wants to deal with the home-
less population because it is hard.  It’s a hard people group for some folks to wrap their mind around.  But there is such 
an incredible need, and the need is growing.  When we talk about “Highline to Hope,” the hope is that these people 
can successfully transition their life to meaningful, purposeful lives and break the cycle they are currently in.” 

 
Justin indicated that others have expressed an interest in helping through other areas of expertise but more are need-
ed.  “You cannot just put people in a structure because of the liability, so as this has progressed, we have seen some 
people ask to partner in this effort, such as lawyers to handle the legalities, and we have people who are willing to put 
solar panels on them for some limited power,” said Justin.  “Because these small structures do not have plumbing or a 
bathroom, there is a need to build a community of these structures in an area where we can also constrict and have a 
shower house on site, a kitchen, a common area for counseling needs and an office area.” 

                                                                                                                               (Continued on the next page) 



The plan is to build as many structures as possi-
ble out of the reclaimed wood from the power 
poles, hence the name “Highline to Hope.”  Ac-
cording to the State of Illinois, you must have at 
least 50 square feet of living space to occupy.  
Justin told us that these buildings are being built 
at a size of 80 square feet which exceeds the 
criteria.  The group is in the process of trying to 
find land to place this community of buildings 
on for the people in need who are trying to tran-
sition their life.  It is the hope that someone will 
choose to donate some land for this purpose.  
 

As you read this, some people might wonder 
why these homeless people don’t just move into 
a homeless shelter or government subsidized 
housing.  The problem is that not everyone is 
eligible for such options. According to the hous-
ing authority, if you have a criminal record or a 
checkered past, such as a sex offender, past issues with DUI’s, alcohol rehab, drug rehab, etc., a person is not eligible 
for government housing and they also cannot stay at a homeless shelter, even if they are sober and have turned over a 
new leaf.  In addition, most homeless shelters do not allow people to stay there during the daytime hours, so even if 
they have a clean record to make them eligible to stay overnight in a homeless shelter, they are on their own during 
the day which becomes problematic during extreme heat or extreme cold, rain, wind, etc.  They fall through the cracks. 
 

“We don’t want to create a situation where people receive some shelter to live in 
but then fail the program and fall back into bad habits or mix with the wrong peo-
ple again,” said Justin.  “We feel that if the shelter costs them a little bit, even if 
it’s just $30 or something, they will value the structure provided to them instead 
of just a handout for free.  With skin in the game, they can hopefully make the 
transition they need, and we can help them find the job that will put them back 
on their feet and move forward with their life in a positive way.” 

 
Senator Fowler emphasized again that it will take a lot of people to make this pro-
gram succeed.  “It takes twenty people every Tuesday night just to prepare and 
feed the four hundred people at Heaven’s Kitchen in Harrisburg,” said Fowler.  
“With all of the moving parts in the homeless issue, it will take many people and 
organizations from several areas of expertise to partner together to make a posi-
tive difference in the lives of these people in need.  We encourage people to get 
informed and get involved.” 
 

When you read this story, you might be thinking about how you can get involved.  The first place is to visit the website 
and learn more.  You can scan the QR code on the next page of this Newsletter to take you to the website for additional 
information.  We also invite you to share this story and the QR code with others who might be able to help. 
 

Editor’s Note:  This has been one of toughest stories to write in the seventeen years I have been at the Electric Coopera-
tive, for the simple fact that there are so many moving parts to understand when you talk about homelessness.  This 
story is hard to tell and explain adequately. All of us have been through tough times in our lives.  Each person has been 
down on their luck at some point or dealt with tragedy, loss of a family member, health crisis, loss of a job, fire or storm 
damage, lack of transportation, and the list goes on.  Think about a time when someone was there to stretch out a hand 
to help you.  What did that mean to you?  How did it impact your life?  We encourage you to  get involved and help. 



On the Front Cover: 
Justin and April Roberts, along with their sons, Liam and 
Jax, stand together next to a completed tiny structure 
built by “Highline for Hope” a non-profit 501(c)3 organ-
ization.  The small buildings are constructed mainly out 
of repurposed cedar wood from retired electric utility 
poles in southern Illinois.   
These 80 square foot structures are designed to serve 
as a transitional way for homeless people to have a roof 
over their head and a place to sleep.  They include a 
window, a door, a platform/bed, a solar panel and an 
inverter for electric power.  The Roberts family is hope-
ful that more people will embrace this new charitable 
organization to help many people in need.  To find out 
more information, read the complete story in this 
Newsletter and scan the QR code to visit their website. 

This QR Code is set-up 
through the Southern Illinois Community Foundation who is 
also assisting “Highline to Hope” with donations and assem-
bling information, build a website, etc.  You can also email: 
highlinetohope@gmail.com with inquiries.   
The mission of Highline to Hope is “to bring restoration and 
hope to people affected by homelessness through tiny home 
living and community outreach services.” 



    Free Festival Guides Available in the Cooperative Office 
With more of the economy opening back up, and more events and festivals re-
turning to the calendar, you might wish 
to pick-up a FREE copy of the Indiana 
Festival Guide, available in our lobby.   
This guide details many festivals and 
events throughout the State of Indiana, 
which you can enjoy with your family 
after a short drive.  Stop by the office 
and pick up your FREE copy on the In-
diana Festival Guide this week, while 
supplies last.  

 

 

Air Evac Lifeteam Continues to Expand Locations Across the Nation 
Many members/customers of Wayne-White Electric Cooperative are also members of Air Evac Lifeteam, part 
of the AirMedCare Network, which provides air ambulance service from 320 locations in 38 states.  As a 
Wayne-White member, you can sign-up for Air Evac Lifeteam for just $5.00 per month, which is added to 
your electric bill.  This dependable air ambulance service can transport you or a family member to the near-
est appropriate hospital to provide care in a life-threatening or limb-threatening emergency.  You have likely 
seen the helicopter bases in Mt Vernon and Effingham. 

 

With coverage like this, you have access 
to Air Evac almost anywhere you might 
travel to.  Since many accidents happen 
away from home, this can give you and 
your family peace of mind.   A typical air 
ambulance flight could cost you well over 
$40,000 if you paid for it outright.   Your 
membership in (AirMedCare Network)  
Air Evac Lifeteam for just $5.00 a month, 
picks up the cost of the air ambulance 
service for any amount not covered by 
health insurance, that you might have.  
Learn more details on our website or stop 
by our office to sign-up for Air-Evac Life-
team (AirMedCare Network). 



Protect your home or farm with outdoor Security 

Lights installed and maintained by Wayne-White 

AAvvaaiillaabbllee  ffoorr  jjuusstt  $$1100..9955  ppeerr  mmoonntthh  

((IInncclluuddeess  tthhee  eelleeccttrriicciittyy  aanndd  oonnggooiinngg  mmaaiinntteennaannccee))  

Security Lights 



 

   Layered Sherbet Dessert 

• 12 macaroon cookies, crumbled 
• 2 cups heavy whipping cream 
• 3 tablespoons confectioners' sugar 
• 1 teaspoon vanilla extract 
• 3/4 cup chopped pecans, toasted 
• 1 pint each raspberry, lime and orange sherbet, 
softened 
 

Preheat oven to 350°. Sprinkle cookie crumbs onto 
an ungreased baking sheet.  Bake 5-8 minutes 
or until golden brown. Cool completely. 

In a large bowl, beat cream until it begins to thick-
en. Add confectioners' sugar and vanilla; beat 
until stiff peaks form. Combine cookie crumbs 
and pecans; fold in whipped cream. Spread 
half of cream mixture onto the bottom of an 
ungreased 9-in. springform pan. Freeze 30 
minutes. 

Gently spread raspberry sherbet over cream layer; 
freeze until set, about 30 minutes. Repeat with 
lime and orange sherbet. Spread with remain-
ing cream mixture. Cover and freeze until 
firm. Remove from the freezer 10 minutes be-
fore serving. Remove sides of pan.  

       Swiss Corn Casserole 
• 4 large eggs 
• 1 can (12 ounces) evaporated milk 
• 1/2 teaspoon salt 
• 1/4 teaspoon pepper 
• 4 cups frozen corn (about 20 ounces), thawed 
• 3 cups shredded Swiss cheese, divided 
• 1/4 cup chopped onion 
• 3 cups soft bread crumbs 
• 1/4 cup butter, melted 
 

Preheat oven to 350°. In a large bowl, whisk to-
gether first 4 ingredients; stir in corn, 1-1/2 
cups cheese and onion. Transfer to a greased 
11x7-in. baking dish. 

Toss bread crumbs with melted butter; sprinkle 
over casserole. Sprinkle with the remaining 
cheese. 

Bake, uncovered, until golden brown and heated 
through, 35-45 minutes. Let stand 10 minutes 
before serving. 

  
 
 


