
                 

State Policies for Local Energy Collabora�on 
 
L O C A L  E N E R G Y  C O L L A B O R A T I O N  P R O J E C T  P R E L I M I N A R Y  R E P O R T  –  
T O P I C A L  P E R S P E C T I V E  

 
 
Perspec�ve - Community Solar in the United States 
Tony Haske 
February 2019 
 
Community solar, some�mes also referred to as shared solar, refers to a local solar genera�on plant 
that is shared by mul�ple subscribers, who receive credit on their electricity bills for their share of 
power produced by the plant.  The original purpose of community solar is to offer residents who are 
otherwise not eligible for solar (e.g., renters, homeowners with insufficient non-shaded roof space) the 
op�on of purchasing solar electricity from a local, offsite solar plant.  In doing so, community solar 
expands the benefits of local solar to a broader set of consumers, while enabling the consumers to 
purchase their solar electricity directly. 
 
The subscribers’ share can take different forms – either purchasing a por�on of the system’s capacity 
(i.e., kW) or a specific amount of electricity output (i.e., kWh).  Similarly, the subscribers’ payment can 
be an upfront payment, be paid incrementally over �me or a blend of both.  Addi�onally, the credit on 
the subscribers’ bill can be monetary or in terms of energy (kWh).  Community solar also offers 
subscribers the advantages of a larger scale plant with beter economies of scale than with residen�al 
solar. 
 
In prac�ce, the vast majority of community solar projects are owned either by third-par�es (financiers 
or solar developers) or by the u�lity, with litle opportunity for the local community to develop or 
directly invest in the community solar project – leaving ‘community’ outside of community solar.  To 
some, community solar projects are effec�vely u�lity projects that are owned and managed by u�li�es 
or third-par�es, which are branded as community solar projects to enhance their appeal.    
It’s worth making special men�on of community wind, how it’s dis�nguished from other wind 
segments and that community solar doesn’t imply the same idea as community wind.   According to 
NREL, community wind projects are by defini�on “owned by the local community”.  That is, community 
wind is specifically dis�nguished by its ownership model and that local community members 
necessarily have a direct financial stake in the project – rather than merely allowing u�lity customers to 
subscribe to a wind project.  On the other hand, the defini�on of community solar does hold the same 
requirement.  In light of this, some developers have developed community solar ownership and 
governance models (e.g., coopera�ves) which allow for community-based development and direct 
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investment by community members into the projects.  With their inclusion and high emphasis on 
community involvement, these models place create greater need for city/u�lity collabora�on.   
While the vision of community solar is to provide access to solar ownership, there are other benefits 
that have arisen:  reduced dependence on foreign fuels, environmental benefits, as well as local 
economic development, job training opportuni�es, and access to solar for low-to-moderate income 
(LMI) customers.   
 
In addi�on, other benefits are an�cipated as the u�lity grid evolves from centralized genera�on to a 
more de-centralized design.  That is, community solar will offer value beyond the electricity it produces 
and the new genera�on capacity it offsets.  The increasing adop�on of renewable energy, energy 
storage, microgrids, EV charging and smart devices will create a pla�orm within which community solar 
can offer resiliency and ancillary services to the grid along with a poten�al to support subscribers with 
addi�onal services. 
In order to iden�fy opportuni�es where city/u�lity collabora�on can enable and strengthen community 
solar and vice versa, the following offers a context with a high level discussion in the following areas: 
 

• Community Solar Program Design Framework 
• Geographical Characteriza�on of Community Solar Market Size and Policies 
• Discussion of example statewide policies, to iden�fy both enabling and non-enabling policies 
• Overcoming obstacles to serving Low-to-Moderate Income residents 

The paper concludes by offering several areas where u�li�es and ci�es can work together in facilita�ng 
community solar development. 

 
1. Community Solar Program Design 

 
There are a myriad of community solar program designs, making it difficult to make apples-to-
apples comparisons of programs.  Nevertheless, to enable conversa�on and organize thought, the 
conven�on is to categorize it either as a u�lity-led or third-party-led community solar.  But this 
dis�nc�on is not clear or an ‘either/or’, as in prac�ce each model involves a varying blend of the 
two – a u�lity-led model inevitably relies on third-party developers and similarly a third-party-led 
model demands the coopera�on of the u�lity. 
 
For example, with u�lity-led programs, the u�lity administers the program and figura�vely owns the 
rela�onship with the subscribers but will sign a PPA with a private solar developer.  With the third-
party led model, a developer will some�mes find the subscribers and site the project, while 
requiring the support of the u�lity to enable the sale of community solar to its customers.  Within 
this ‘co-dependency’, there lies an opportunity – or even the necessity – for the collabora�on 
between the u�lity and the third-par�es to develop community solar. 
 
Meanwhile, as described earlier, there is the cri�cism of community solar that, in prac�ce, it has 
lacked local community involvement or par�cipa�on in its development – that either the u�lity 
owns the project or contracts with a large developer with no local �es, while the ownership consists 
of large financing en��es also based outside the community.   By addressing this gap, further 
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opportuni�es for collabora�on between the u�lity and the local community (e.g., city) can be 
iden�fied so that community solar is developed by and within the community it serves, with the 
support of the u�lity.  
 

2. Community Solar Market 

Market Capacity (MW) 
According to SEIA’s 2018 Q3 “Solar Market Insight”1, the total installed capacity of community solar 
programs is 1,147 megawats (MW), with about 90% of this capacity being installed a�er 2015 - 216 
MW, 566 MW (about 50%) and 264 MW were installed in 2016, 2017 and 1H 2018, respec�vely.  
The U.S. community solar market is led primarily by Massachusets and Minnesota, with over 259 
MW and 439 MW of aggregate capacity installed through 1H 2018, respec�vely.  
 
The majority of the total installed capacity is administered by third-party community solar providers 
- 765 MW, or roughly 67%. U�li�es administer the remaining 383 MW of installed capacity.   
Community solar installed capacity is s�ll a very small part of the solar capacity - just below 2% of 
60 GW of total installed solar capacity across all markets (according to SEIA through the third 
quarter of 2018).2   
 
Community Solar State Policies/U�lity Programs 
While community solar capacity is minor in comparison to roo�op and u�lity-scale solar, there 
appears to be significant market poten�al, as usual depending on policy development.  In 2016, the 
Shelton Group and SEPA released a study that suggested the total poten�al community solar 
market was 6.5 million households.3   According to SEPA, less than 300,000 of households have 
community solar subscrip�ons.  
 
In order for this poten�al to be feasible, more statewide policies and programs are needed.  First of 
all, 19 states and the District of Columbia have adopted a statewide community solar policy, leaving 
31 states without a policy.4  Over the past year, proposed legisla�on has been introduced in at least 
nine states across the country to open or expand exis�ng community solar programs in the last 
year, according to the Coali�on for Community Solar Access (CCSA). 
 
However, community solar programs can and do exist within states without a community solar 
policy.5   Community solar programs are currently available in 228 u�li�es’ service territories across 
36 states, out of a total of about 3,100 u�li�es across the U.S..  However, this s�ll means customers 
in nearly 90% of u�lity service territories cannot subscribe to a community solar program, which 
again indicates community solar’s market poten�al. 
Some general observa�ons on community solar state policies: 

                                                
1 “U.S. Solar Market Insight.” Q3 2018, Greentech Media and SEIA. 
2 https://www.seia.org/us-solar-market-insight 
3 “Community Solar Program Design Models.” 2018. SEPA. 
4 “The Vision for U.S. Community Solar.” July 2018. Greentech Media Research. 
5 “U.S. Solar Market Insight.” Q3 2018, Greentech Media and SEIA. 
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• While community solar programs exist within states, both with and without shared solar 
policies, the most ac�ve states have a statewide policy – in fact, 78% of all community solar 
capacity resides in these 19 states.6 

• The details of each policy vary significantly - scale, bill credi�ng and the ability of third-party 
ownership.  However, they share a common ground - the enablement of bill credi�ng for 
customers par�cipa�ng in community solar programs.  

• According to SEPA, larger, third-party community solar programs are concentrated in the states 
with enabling policies that explicitly allow, support or mandate community solar.  U�lity-led 
programs in states without enabling policies generally are smaller, and tend to have more 
flexible designs to fit individual u�li�es’ needs.   

States With Enabling Policy  
• 19 states and the District of Columbia 
• 78% of na�onal community solar cumula�ve capacity – 904 MW; with 760 MW of that 

located in Colorado, Massachusets, and Minnesota  
• 83 u�lity programs  
• Average program size: 6.5 MW  

States Without Enabling Policy  
• Cumula�ve capacity: 242 MW 
• 146 ‘voluntary’ community solar programs  
• Average program size: 1.3 MW 

  
3. State Policies: Successes and Obstacles 

 
State community solar policies and program rules can both enable and impede community solar 
development.  Many states with enabling policies have seen large third-party development, 
although some have shown limited to no third-party interest, either because the policy is new (e.g., 
Illinois and North Carolina) or the policy specifics are a deterrent (e.g., California).  There are third-
party administered programs in 14 states, including five states that do not have enabling policy, 
with a high majority of third-party administered program capacity (78%) in three states — Colorado, 
Minnesota, and Massachusets.  
 
The impact of state policy on community solar development is clear in Minnesota and 
Massachusets, which account for 42% (437 MW) and 25% (259 MW) of U.S. community solar 
capacity installed a�er 2015 through 1H 2018, respec�vely.7   Meanwhile, ‘enabling’ policies can 
also discourage community solar development – 0 MW of privately developed community solar has 
been developed in California.  The reason for this disparity is easy to decipher - the monetary 
benefits to the subscribers in Massachusets and Minnesota are clear and substan�al; in California, 

                                                
6 Further analysis is needed to assess to what extent these community solar programs adhere to the same definition of 
community solar. 
7 According to the Institute for Local Self-Reliance, Minnesota’s community solar program reached 482 MW of operational 
capacity in December 2018. https://ilsr.org/minnesotas-community-solar-program/ 

https://ilsr.org/minnesotas-community-solar-program/


State Policies for Local Energy Collaboration 

 
4 

monetary benefits don’t exist at all – in fact, the subscriber incurs a net cost.  According to Tom 
Hunt, director of policy for a private sector community solar developer, Clean Energy Collec�ve 
(CEC), there are two key dis�nct differences between Massachusets and California – “the overall 
rate of compensa�on in Massachusets is much higher, more easily understood and stable. And the 
regula�ons, though not easy, are manageable and ra�onal”.8   
 
The following discussion reflects on the key elements within state policies that have encouraged 
and discouraged community solar development. 
 
Minnesota9 

 
Minnesota’s largest IOU, Xcel Energy, was required by state law to submit a plan for a “community 
solar gardens” program to the state public u�lity commission by the end of September 2013 
(u�li�es may have submited plans voluntarily).  During the program’s ini�al years (2015-2017), 
subscribers received a bill credit under virtual net metering for their por�on of the energy produced 
by the shared facility, at the “retail rate plus an adder”, to give �me for a transi�on to a value of 
solar rate (VOST).  While it’s beyond the scope of this paper to explain the VOST calcula�on in 
detail, the Department of Commerce and Division of Energy Resources (DER) considers all the 
benefits solar offers to the u�lity system, including the value of energy and its delivery, genera�on 
capacity, transmission capacity, transmission and distribu�on line losses and environmental value.  
The DER may also, “based on known and measurable evidence of the cost or benefit of solar 
opera�on to the u�lity, incorporate other values into the methodology, including credit for locally 
manufactured or assembled energy systems, systems installed at high-value loca�ons on the 
distribu�on grid, or other factors.” 
 
Incidentally, according to Xcel Energy, more than 10,000 residen�al customers (92% of all 
subscribers) have a shared solar subscrip�on.   However, a large majority (87%) of the program’s 
capacity serves commercial customers, with nearly one-third of this capacity serving public 
en��es (e.g. schools).    
 
As men�oned, during the ini�al three years (2015 – 2017), subscribers were compensated under 
net metering, with retail rates between $0.124/kWh and $0.138/kWh.  When the program 
transi�oned to the VOST rate in 2018, subscribers were paid $0.12/kWh.  For 2019, the calculated 
VOST dropped to $0.105/kWh.  Out of concern that this new VOST rate may not support market 
development, the Minneapolis Public U�li�es Commission approved a $0.015/kWh adder, 
effec�vely bringing the compensa�on for 2019 to $0.12/kWh.8   

 
 
 
 

                                                
8 A TALE OF 2 STATES: MASSACHUSETTS AND CALIFORNIA PROVIDE DIFFERENT LESSONS ON GROWING 
COMMUNITY SOLAR.  UTILITY DIVE, HERMAN K. TRABISH, NOVEMBER 30, 2017. 
9 http://www.sharedrenewables.org/community-energy-projects/ 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1i_QjnElmQclmi6XsW9s66iLwwHuhxssv
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1i_QjnElmQclmi6XsW9s66iLwwHuhxssv
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Figure 110 

 
 
Massachusets6,7 
 
In Massachusets, community solar was also ini�ated under virtual net metering, un�l the net 
metering capacity limita�ons were reached.  In November of 2018, the market transi�oned to the 
Solar Massachusets Renewable Target (SMART) program11 and a new bill-credit mechanism, the 
Alterna�ve On-Bill Credit (AOBC).  Together, the SMART tariff and AOBC appear to provide 
community solar developers and subscribers sufficient certainty and savings to support market 
development.    
 
The SMART program allocates 1,280 MW (not including 320 MW for <25 kW systems) of capacity to 
a ‘block’ tariff, which provides a 20-year Base Compensa�on Rate, which drops in pre-determined 
steps as eight capacity blocks are filled.  The Base Compensa�on Rate schedule is based on a 
number of variables – the electric distribu�on company (six companies), capacity block (declining 
by 4% across 8 capacity blocks) and the community solar facility capacity (four size categories 
between 25 kW and 5 MW - projects are limited to 5 MW in size).  For example, the Base 
Compensa�on Rate for the first capacity block ranges between the lowest available $0.143/kWh for 
a >1MW system and the highest available $0.255/kWh for a <250kW system, depending on the 
electrical distribu�on company.  These same rates eventually drop to $0.107/kWh and 
$0.1916/kWh under their eighth capacity block, respec�vely. 
 

                                                
10 “Minnesota Regulators Give Boost to Residential Community Solar.” October 24, 2018. John Farrell, Institute for Local Self-
Reliance.  https://ilsr.org/minnesota-regulators-give-boost-to-residential-community-solar/ 
11 “Solar Massachusetts Renewable Target (SMART) Program Summary.” April 26, 2018.  Massachusetts Department of 
Energy Resources. 
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In addi�on to this base schedule, the program allows for adders to the Base Compensa�on Rate 
based on four categories: type of site, type of o�aker, storage and tracking.  The loca�on-based 
adder ranges between $0.02 and $0.06/kWh for such loca�ons as a landfill, brownfields, solar 
canopy, building roo�op and agricultural sites.  The o�aker-based adder provides another 
$0.02/kWh - $0.06/kWh, depending on the type of subscriber - a shared solar subscriber, a low 
income+shared solar subscriber or a public en�ty. 
 
California 
 
In 2013, Senate Bill 43 authorized 600 MW of community solar under the California’s Green Tariff 
Shared Renewables (GTSR) program, which was implemented in 2015 with the three investor-
owned u�li�es (IOUs) – PG&E, SCE and SDG&E.  The GTSR program allocated half of the 600 MW to 
development by the three IOUs under u�lity-led ini�a�ves and the other half through private, 
community-based development under the Enhanced Community Renewables program (ECR).  So 
far, only 33 MW has been developed by the state’s three investor-owned u�li�es, which have 
received a low subscrip�on response primarily because of the high cost.  Meanwhile, 0 MW have 
been developed by community-based private developers under the ECR program.   
 
The zero growth under the ECR program is atributed to the insufficient economics for the 
community solar subscriber and onerous regulatory hurdles.  Under the ECR, community solar can 
only offer a credit for the genera�on component of the subscriber’s electricity bill.  In addi�on, this 
credit is further diminished by a fee to protect non-par�cipa�ng customers from the loss of load 
from depar�ng community solar subscribers.  This fee – the power charge indifference adjustment 
(PCIA) – fluctuates with market variables.  As a result, community solar pricing is not only higher 
than the u�lity’s conven�onal retail rate, but it is also unpredictable.  Finally, the program limits 
project sizes to 2 MW, which impairs project economics and the subscriber price offering. 
 
Burdensome obliga�ons on the part of the private developer deter development even further.  For 
example, developers are required to prove subscriber commitments within 60 days of contract 
approval with the u�lity but cannot begin marke�ng their projects to subscribers un�l their 
marke�ng materials are approved by the u�lity.  
 
In parallel with the disappoin�ng results of the state’s GTSR program, there has been a separate 
development in California – the burgeoning growth of community choice aggrega�on (CCA) 
programs.  CCAs are not-for-profit en��es formed by local governments to source their energy 
independently of the Investor-Owned U�li�es (IOUs), while relying on the IOUs for the transmission 
and distribu�on.  This development is relevant to the community solar market in two respects: 
 
• The primary mo�va�on by local governments to form a CCA is to source more renewable 

energy than what has been available from the IOUs.  A secondary but important mo�va�on for 
local government is to source and develop renewable energy resources locally – or within their 
jurisdic�on.   In principle, community solar is well suited to meet these two objec�ves.  
However, community solar by CCAs suffers from the same limita�ons as it currently does within 



State Policies for Local Energy Collaboration 

 
7 

the GTSR program – it’s highly challenging for a CCA to offer community solar subscribers a rate 
that competes with IOU retail rates, for the following reasons: (1) CCA customers are also 
subject to paying a ‘PCIA’ fee and, more significantly, (2) a CCA can only credit their subscribers 
for the genera�on component of the electricity bill.  In other words, a CCA community solar 
subscriber will have to pay a PCIA ‘exit’ fee, the CCA’s genera�on cost of the community solar 
project and the transmission and distribu�on costs of the IOU.  In order for community solar to 
be viable for CCAs, virtual net metering needs to be available to community solar projects for 
both CCA and IOU customers.12       
 

•  Under the threat of a significant depar�ng load to CCAs13, the IOUs are now more mo�vated to 
provide their customers with more compe��ve ‘green energy’ op�ons, and more specifically, a 
viable community solar program with pricing that’s comparable to conven�onal retail rates.  In 
fact, in September of 2018, SCE proposed new green energy op�ons and a new community 
solar program construct to the California Public U�li�es Commission (CPUC).   Under this 
proposal, SCE specifically addresses the deficient response rate to the GTSR program by 
proposing to develop a different community solar offering where it will help developers iden�fy 
customers who cannot purchase roo�op solar for themselves, instead of leaving that to the 
developers.  It also proposes raising the project cap to 5 MW from the GTSR’s 2 MW cap, 
therefore leveraging improved economies of scale.  It is yet to be seen what kind of pricing this 
program will offer community solar subscribers. 

 
  

                                                
12 “To Expand Clean Energy Access to All Californians, It’s Time to Expand Net Metering”. Brandon Smithwood, Greentech 
Media, December 13, 2018. 
13 The CPUC estimates that by 2020 up to 85% of the IOUs retail customers will be served by CCAs.  
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4. Low-to-Moderate Income Community Par�cipa�on 

Because the purpose of community solar expands solar access to residents who otherwise cannot 
access solar directly, it is looked to as a poten�al means of providing the benefits of solar to Low-to-
Moderate Income (LMI) residents, which includes homeowners, renters and mul�family housing.  
With this special purpose in mind, the following sec�on offers a brief discussion of community 
solar’s poten�al to serve LMI residents, the current extent of community solar policies or programs’ 
that address LMI residents and describes approaches to overcome obstacles to serving LMI 
customers.  

According to a Greentech Media report, the LMI community accounts for 43% of U.S. households.4   
This includes 31 million low-income households, 19 million moderate-income households and 5.78 
million affordable housing proper�es.  At least 11 states have already developed or are in the 
process of developing policies and/or programs for the inclusion of LMI residents in community 
solar programs.14  These policies can take the form of incen�ve adders, which can include adders to 
support LMI subscrip�on credits, or carve-outs, which require that a minimum percentage of a 
community solar program or project serve LMI subscribers. 

Colorado, Connec�cut, Hawaii, Maryland and Oregon have mandated a minimum carve-out for LMI 
customers; Colorado, Illinois, Massachusets, Rhode Island and Washington, D.C. provide incen�ves 
for providing community solar to LMI customers; and Connec�cut, Minnesota, New York and New 
Jersey are in the process of developing programs for LMI community solar.   

Nonetheless, the inclusion of LMI residents in community solar has had limited success and 
con�nues to be seen as an unrealized goal because of several challenges.  In short, a community 
solar offering to LMI customers should meet some or all of the following objec�ves: 

• High savings, rela�ve to their u�lity retail rate that is already discounted by ratepayer 
assistance programs; 

• Shorter and more flexible contract terms than the conven�onal 20- to 25-year commitment, 
to accommodate renters; and a 

• Minimal upfront payment. 

While achieving each individual objec�ve is its own challenge, achieving all three creates even more 
complexity as it requires striking a balance between compe�ng objec�ves.  The challenges can be 
grouped into three areas: program design, subscriber acquisi�on and project finance.  The following 
briefly describes the main challenges for each. 
 
a) LMI Program Design   

                                                
14 “Design and Implementation of Community Solar Programs for Low- and Moderate-Income Customers.” Jenny Heeter, Lori 
Bird, Eric O’Shaugnessy and Sam Koebrich. National Renewable Energy Laboratory, December 2018.  NREL/TP-6A20-
71652. 
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Carve-Outs:  Using carve-outs is a common approach that guarantees a minimum percentage of a 
community solar program or project includes LMI customers.  However, this approach can introduce 
limita�ons.  One, it can uninten�onally serve as a cap, insofar as market par�cipants are not 
incen�vized to exceed the carve-out percentage.  Two, without addi�onal measures, community 
solar developers have followed the easiest path to fulfilling the carve-out requirements, which is by 
focusing on master-metered affordable housing, which are less risky to financiers.  Two issues arise 
from this:  one, the bill savings can be realized by the building owner without passing it onto the 
LMI occupants.  Two, LMI homeowners and renters are overlooked.  One source observed that in 
Colorado developers have given away subscrip�ons for free.4 

 
Incen�ves:  Incen�ves can take the form of upfront payments or adders to the credits or payments 
to LMI customers.  These incen�ves can encourage developers to exceed the carve-out 
requirements by making it easier to produce more savings for the LMI subscriber which will 
promote addi�onal benefits because of their interdependencies - revenue stream certainty brings 
down the subscriber acquisi�on costs and the cost of financing (discussed below).  Also, incen�ves 
can be built on pre-exis�ng incen�ve programs (e.g., Low Income Home Energy Assistance 
Programs or Federal Weather Assistance Programs). 
 
b)  LMI Subscriber Acquisi�on and Reten�on  
 
Acquiring LMI customers introduces the ques�on of whether the u�lity or third-party organiza�on 
has primary responsibility for subscrip�on management.  Here are some of the key issues that need 
to be addressed in order to be able to sign-up LMI customers: 

• Offer much shorter contract terms than the customary 20- to 25-years to accommodate 
tenants who are more mobile than homeowners.    

• Offer bills savings to customers who already pay a discounted retail rate because of 
ratepayer assistance programs. 

• Iden�fy and verify LMI customers.  Community solar developers may not have the internal 
capabili�es or resources to iden�fy LMI customers, which introduces an opportunity for 
u�lity/city collabora�on.  On one hand, u�li�es can leverage their exis�ng LMI programs in 
iden�fying eligible community solar subscribers.  On the other, ci�es can leverage local 
community groups or NGOs and their local presence in iden�fying and reaching LMI 
customers for local developers.  Ci�es and u�li�es can work together to leverage their own 
strengths and enable community solar outreach to LMI customers. 
  

c) Project Finance 

Because of their lower income, LMI customers can present underwri�ng challenges, which can 
increase the perceived risk of the project and therefore, raise the cost of project financing (which 
also impacts subscriber’s costs and subscriber acquisi�on).  Underwri�ng criteria is commonly 
based on a subscriber’s income and credit score.  By defini�on, a LMI customer may not meet a 
project’s income criteria.  At the same �me, LMI customers may not be able to afford the upfront 
subscrip�on payment, which can also impact the cost of financing.   



State Policies for Local Energy Collaboration 

 
10 

To address this, a couple of approaches can be used to overcome the underwri�ng challenges and, 
therefore, lower the cost of financing: 

• Loan loss reserve mechanisms can cover possible losses if a customer is unable to pay. 
• Alterna�ve underwri�ng criteria – for example, instead of basing a credit decision strictly on 

income or a credit score, it can be based on the customer’s u�lity bill payment history. 
   

5. Opportuni�es for U�lity/City Collabora�on 
 
As the name might suggest, ‘community solar’ offers a nexus where the interests of the community, or 
the city, and the u�lity converge.  In their tradi�onal roles, there is an inclina�on for this convergence 
to create perceived conflicts.  For example, u�li�es might be inclined to see community solar as 
compe�ng with its solar assets that already produce wholesale electricity for its customers.  Or, solar 
developers might perceive the u�lity to be encumbering community solar by ‘protec�ng’ its customer 
base.  On the other hand, insofar as community solar is presented as a win-win proposi�on for both the 
community and the u�lity, this convergence presents an opportunity for collabora�on, especially as the 
centralized grid evolves into a de-centralized one and community solar serves as a stabilizing asset for 
the grid. 
 
By studying the community solar market and where community solar is succeeding (and failing), we can 
iden�fy the policies that need to be put in place to enable community solar.  It is clear that the most 
important ingredient is a state policy that sufficiently and predictably compensates the community 
solar subscriber over the long term, either through virtual net metering or a value-of-solar rate.  The 
California, Massachusets and Minnesota community solar markets demonstrate this.    
 
Once a community solar market is supported by a net metering policy, several opportuni�es for 
city/u�lity collabora�ons arise for the purpose of facilita�ng community solar development: 
 

• Project Si�ng: The u�lity and local community can work together in si�ng community solar 
projects.  Local residents can influence the si�ng and sizing of projects and ensure that local 
interests are considered.  Because community solar projects generally operate on a smaller 
scale than u�lity-scale solar, they may defer grid upgrades.   The u�lity can also provide grid 
capacity data in order to help the local community understand where community solar 
presents the most poten�al value (e.g., available capacity and ancillary services) to the grid.  

• Subscriber Acquisi�on:  Both the u�lity and local communi�es have a role to play in suppor�ng 
community solar developers market to poten�al subscribers.  The city and its local community 
organiza�ons are in a posi�on to iden�fy where eligible community solar customers reside.  
Clearly, the u�lity owns the rela�onship with their customer and can, therefore, reach those 
who are eligible for community solar.  The two can work together in leveraging each par�es’ 
rela�onship with the poten�al subscriber in order to lower the subscriber acquisi�on costs. 

• Low-to-Moderate Income Par�cipa�on:  The u�lity can iden�fy which customers rely on 
ratepayer assistance, while also leverage pre-exis�ng incen�ve programs to lower program 
costs and promote community solar for low-to-moderate income customers.  Similar to the 
subscriber acquisi�on discussion above, community organiza�ons are ideally suited to interact 
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with and market community solar offerings to their community members.  Working together, 
the u�lity and local community or city organiza�ons can lower the subscriber costs and 
poten�al savings for LMI residents. 

 
 
 


