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Preface
ABOUT THIS HANDBOOK

This handbook was written for regional council directors and their energy, sustainability and 

environmental planners, as well as the local elected officials that govern the regional councils, 

to learn how organizations can play a key role in moving solar energy deployment forward. 

By focusing on regionally-specific tools and highlighting other regional council efforts, this 

handbook seeks to be a practical and applicable resource for taking full advantage of the 

opportunities in regional solar energy deployment.

ABOUT THE SUNSHOT SOLAR OUTREACH PARTNERSHIP

The U.S. Department of Energy SunShot Solar Outreach 

Partnership (SolarOPs) is a collaborative national effort by the 

National Association of Regional Councils (NARC), the International 

City/County Management Association (ICMA), the American 

Planning Association (APA), and the ICLEI-Local Governments 

for Sustainability and its partners, to dramatically reduce the cost 

of solar energy before the end of the decade.  SolarOPs provides 

outreach, training, and technical assistance to local governments to 

help them address key barriers to installing solar energy systems in 

their communities.  For more information visit the SolarOPs website.

ABOUT NARC

The National Association of Regional Councils (NARC) serves as the national voice for 

regionalism by advocating for inter-jurisdictional cooperation as the most effective way to 

address a variety of community planning and development opportunities and issues.  NARC’s 

member organizations are composed of multiple local governments that work together to 

serve American communities – large and small, urban and rural.  Visit NARC’s website to 

learn more.

Rooftop solar panels (Credit: NARC)

http://www.solaroutreach.org
http://www.narc.org/solarops
http://www.narc.org/solarops
http://www.narc.org/solarops
http://energy.gov/eere/sunshot/sunshot-initiative
http://www.narc.org/solarops
http://www.solaroutreach.org
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Introduction

Why Regional Councils and Solar?
There is rising interest in understanding and planning for clean, safe, reliable sources of 

energy, especially in solar technology.  Changes in federal and state policies, rising energy 

demand, price fluctuations and shifts in the traditional mix of energy supplies are having the 

greatest impact at the regional level.  As a result, many regional councils (RCs) are interested 

in pursuing solar energy but are unsure where to start.

Regional councils are uniquely suited to launch into regional energy planning.  They are aware 

of the specific needs and challenges of member jurisdictions and can provide customized 

tools or technical assistance.  Regional councils are natural conveners and have the capability 

to reach large numbers of communities and build networks, thus expediting the distribution 

of resources, and promoting education and outreach.  

This handbook is focused on solar energy,  one component of broader energy planning, which 

includes alternative energy, traditional energy, energy conservation, and energy efficiency.  

This handbook seeks to unpack the complexities of solar energy, identify seven key strategies 

that RCs can use to successfully drive solar adoption in their jurisdictions, and highlight 

success stories of how other RCs have worked on solar throughout the country.

How to Use this Handbook
This handbook is organized into four sections; the first three provide the background information 

needed to understand regional solar energy planning, while this last section, Take Action 

in Your Region, identifies seven actions to launch this work.  The Take Action section also 

highlights examples of regional councils successfully working on these actions.  If you are 

interested in a specific subject or action, click the corresponding title in the table of contents 

to jump directly to the section.
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Technical Resources
The following is a list of the national leaders in solar energy.  Many of these organizations will be 

referenced throughout the handbook.  This is not a comprehensive list of solar organizations, 

rather a suggested starting place to gather valuable resources. 

•	  U.S. Department of Energy’s Solar Outreach Partnership

•	  Solar Powering Your Community: A Guide for Local Governments

•	  U.S. Department of Energy’s Office of Energy Efficiency & Renewable Energy 

•	  U.S. Department of Energy’s Solar Energy Resource Center

•	  American Council on Renewable Energy

•	  American Solar Energy Society

•	  Database of State Incentives for Renewables and Efficiency

•	  Environmental and Energy Study Institute

•	  National Renewable Energy Laboratory

•	  North American Board of Certified Energy Practitioners

•	  Solar America Board for Codes and Standards

•	  Solar Energy Industries Association

•	  States Advancing Solar

•	  Vote Solar

SOLAROPS PARTNERS

•	  National Association of Regional Councils

•	  American Planning Association

•	  ICLEI-Local Governments for Sustainability

•	  International City/County Management Association

•	  Interstate Renewable Energy Council

•	  Meister Consultants Group

•	  North Carolina Clean Energy Technology Center

•	  Solar Electric Power Association

•	  The Solar Foundation

Rooftop solar panels (Credit: NARC)

http://solaroutreach.org/
http://www1.eere.energy.gov/solar/pdfs/47692.pdf
http://energy.gov/eere/renewables/solar
http://energy.gov/eere/sunshot/solar-energy-resource-center
http://www.acore.org/
http://www.ases.org/
http://www.dsireusa.org/
http://www.eesi.org/
http://www.nrel.gov/
http://www.nabcep.org/
http://www.solarabcs.org/
http://www.seia.org/
http://www.cesa.org/projects/states-advancing-solar/
http://votesolar.org/
www.narc.org/solarops
https://www.planning.org/store/product/?ProductCode=BOOK_P575
http://www.icleiusa.org/action-center/tools/municipal-clean-energy-toolkit/clean-energy-overview/solar
http://icma.org/en/results/sustainable_communities/projects/solar
http://www.irecusa.org/
http://www.mc-group.com/
http://nccleantech.ncsu.edu/
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/
http://www.thesolarfoundation.org/
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Putting Solar Energy on the Agenda

Why should regional councils care about solar?
Every hour, enough solar energy strikes the earth to power all human activities for over a year.1 

Solar is reliable, clean, cheap, abundant, versatile, domestic, and safe.  

•	   SOLAR PV TECHNOLOGIES ARE RAPIDLY IMPROVING.  They have been around for 50 years, 

with current systems able to reliably produce affordable energy for 25-30 years.  

•	   SOLAR IS FLEXIBLE.  It can be swiftly deployed 

and can provide significant amounts of reliable 

electricity during periods of peak energy use on 

the electric grid. 

•	   SOLAR IS AFFORDABLE.  In some regions, 

the cost of solar is cheaper than traditional 

energy sources, and predictions expect parity 

throughout the country by 2016.2 

•	   SOLAR IS CLEAN.  It generates just 0.07-0.2 

pounds of CO2 per kWh (as compared to 

traditional sources: coal generates 2.14, natural 

gas 1.22 pounds of CO2 per kWh).3 

•	   SOLAR IS SAFE.  It is a domestic energy source, 

and has minimal installation risk when compared 

to mining, nuclear generation, or oil drilling and 

transport.

Frequently, misconceptions prevent local governments and other stakeholders from 

understanding the actual barriers to solar.  Regional councils can educate member jurisdictions 

on the perceived myths of solar energy in their region to identify which issues are real, thereby 

focusing on finding solutions and moving solar deployment forward.

COMMON SOLAR TECHNOLOGIES   The three 

common solar technologies are photovoltaic 

(PV), concentrating solar power (CSP) and 

solar thermal (STE). PV and CSP technologies 

directly generate electricity from sunlight, 

whereas STE (and solar space heating 

and cooling) collectors capture the sun’s 

energy to heat water. More details about 

these technologies can be found on the 

U.S. Department of Energy’s (DOE) Energy 

Efficiency and Renewable Energy website. 

Although all of these technologies are growing 

in use throughout the country, the focus of 

this handbook is on the regional deployment 

of PV, as this is likely the sector with the most 

potential for nationwide application and local 

government influence.

http://energy.gov/eere/renewables/solar
http://energy.gov/eere/renewables/solar
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Myths Debunked
“MY REGION IS TOO CLOUDY.”   Communities and regions often fail to realize their own solar 

potential.  Solar can be successful in all 50 states, even in areas with high precipitation, 

cloudy days and extreme weather.1  Germany is the world’s leader in installed solar capacity  

and receives roughly the same amount of sunshine as Alaska. 

“SOLAR IS TOO EXPENSIVE.”   Solar is often dismissed as too costly, a charge that would have 

been true just a few years ago.  However, the cost of installing PV is decreasing rapidly, and 

is already cost effective in many locations across the country.  Since 2010, the price of solar 

modules has dropped by 63%.2  In addition, there are financing options for homeowners and 

businesses to reduce or eliminate the up-front cost of solar and allow for a quicker return on 

investment.

“MY REGION WANTS TO INVEST IN PROVEN INDUSTRY AND TECHNOLOGY.”   There is a misconception 

that solar technology is immature and inefficient.  Solar technology is improving daily.   

Current systems are built to reliably provide clean, affordable energy for 25-30 years.  A 

typical residential rooftop system can cover an entire home’s energy needs.  There are 

national certifications for equipment and installers, ensuring panels are safely and effectively 

installed.  Several states have implemented equipment certification requirements and/or 

installer licensing requirements. 

“MY REGION DOESN’T NEED SUBSIDIZED ENERGY.”   Some skeptics view solar and other clean 

energy efforts as “trendy” government projects that cannot be sustained without subsidies. 

Every major energy source and technology has benefited from federal government research, 

development support, and incentives including oil, natural gas, hydroelectric, nuclear, and 

biofuels.  Each of these technologies, including solar, continue to receive support today.  The 

current subsidies for renewable energy industries, like solar and wind, are a fraction of what 

fossil fuels enjoy.3

“MY REGION HAS MORE PRESSING NEEDS THAN THE ENVIRONMENT.”   Although a clean source of 

energy, solar should not just be viewed as part of an “environmentalist” agenda.  According 

to an independent poll, nine out of ten Americans want to see more solar.4  The U.S. military is 

one of the largest purchasers of solar power, providing military bases and installations with 

dependable and easily portable power.  Solar often makes the most fiscal sense.

NOTES
1  National Renewable Energy Laboratory.  Solar Maps.

2  Solar Energy Industries Assocation.  Solar Industry Data.

3  Environmental Law Institute.  Estimating U.S. Government Subsidies to Energy Sources 2002-2008.

4   Solar Energy Industries Association News.  New Poll: 9 out of 10 Americans Support Solar, Across Political 

Spectrum.  November 2011.

http://www.nrel.gov/gis/solar.html
http://www.seia.org/research-resources/solar-industry-data
http://www.eli.org/research-report/estimating-us-government-subsidies-energy-sources-2002-2008
http://www.seia.org/news/new-poll-9-out-10-americans-support-solar-across-political-spectrum
http://www.seia.org/news/new-poll-9-out-10-americans-support-solar-across-political-spectrum
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Fig. 3: Average Price of Electricity ($ per kWh) 
from 2005-15

Source: SEIA/GTM Research
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BENEFITS   More than just a viable option, 

solar energy installation and use can 

provide real and significant benefits to a 

region.  A healthy regional solar energy 

market promotes economic development 

and job creation, stable energy prices, 

energy independence and resilience, 

environmental and public health benefits, 

as well as cost savings to communities, 

utilities, schools, homeowners, and 

business owners.

ECONOMIC BENEFITS   As of November 

2014, there are more than 173,807 solar 

jobs in the U.S., a 21.8% increase in the 

solar workforce since November 2013.4 

This statistic is even more significant 

considering that the solar industry is 

creating jobs nearly 20 times faster than 

the overall U.S. economy.  The growth of 

the industry indicates that the economy 

is ripe for new investments in solar.  

Companies will be looking to expand and 

regions with “solar-friendly” regulations 

and processes will be more attractive for 

development.

Furthermore, this growth in the solar 

industry is projected to continue with new 

positions in installation, manufacturing, 

sales, and distribution.  There is a direct 

correlation between the market size, or 

the amount of installed capacity, in a 

region and the number of solar jobs.5

Fig. 1: Annual US Solar PV Installations (2000-14)

Source: SEIA/GTM Research
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Fig. 2: Growth of the U.S. Solar Industry (2006-13)

Source: SEIA/GTM Research
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ENERGY PRICE STABILITY   Having solar as a component of a region’s energy portfolio provides 

energy price stability both for an individual property owner and on a regional scale.  After the 

upfront investment in solar, costs are predictable.  In addition, solar performs best during 

peak energy use hours (i.e., 4:00-6:00pm, on average) when power produced by traditional 

sources is most expensive, and at highest risk of being overloaded.  For a utility, the more 

customers are able to use solar during peak usage times, the less burden it imposes on 

the utility’s generation and transmission capacity.  This allows more predictability with the 

utility’s costs.  This type of cost certainty is becoming more valuable as traditional energy 

costs become more volatile.6

SMART INVESTMENT   Solar is a smart investment for local governments, homeowners, and 

businesses.  In addition to the potential energy cost savings for the homeowner, homes with 

solar are sold quicker, and for a premium of more than $4.00/watt.7  These cost savings are 

enticing businesses as well, especially those with hundreds of acres of available rooftop real 

estate.  Some of the largest, 

most successful businesses 

in the country are installing 

solar energy systems.8

Similarly, local governments 

are finding that solar can save 

money and provide a sense of 

community pride.  Solar on 

schools, for instance, can be 

an educational opportunity as 

well as a cost-saving measure 

for school boards.  There are 3,752 K-12 schools with solar installations in the United States, 

with a combined capacity of 490 MW, generating the equivalent of $77.8 million in utility bill 

savings per year.  Yet there is still significant growth potential in this area, with up to 60% of 

current K-12 schools in the country able to “go-solar” cost-effectively in the next few years.  

Hundreds of these schools could each save $1 million over 30 years by installing a solar PV 

system.9

In addition to schools, governments often have prime solar real estate on municipal buildings 

with large rooftops or on underutilized land like capped landfills and brownfields.  Returning 

these sites to productive economic use can generate significant revenues for a municipality. In 

Fig. 4: Annual Commercial PV Capacity Installed (MW)
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addition, installing solar on contaminated land can 

allow for unique financing opportunities, coupling 

alternative energy incentives with brownfields 

incentives.10  For local governments, it makes 

smart fiscal sense to invest in solar energy.

OTHER BENEFITS   These benefits are all in addition 

to the more traditionally recognized environmental 

and public health benefits of using solar.  As a 

clean, safe, and renewable source of energy, solar 

can be an important component in meeting regional 

climate change goals and air quality standards.11  

When regional councils address quality of life and 

sustainability issues, they need to make renewable 

energy options, like solar, part of the agenda.

SOLAR TOOLKITS   The National Association 

of Regional Councils developed four solar toolkits to direct regional councils on how to 

conceptualize and incorporate solar into transportation, public safety, economic and 

community development, and environmental planning initiatives.  Click on each icon  below 

to view the toolkit:

CERTIFYING THE SOLAR INDUSTRY   Solar industry jobs 

often require advanced skill sets and training, and 

new installers will require certification.  To address 

this need, the U.S. Department of Energy partnered 

with the U.S. Department of Labor and Education to 

form the Solar Instructor Training Network (SITN).  

SITN seeks to provide high-quality, local, and 

accessible training in solar energy system design, 

installation, sales, and inspection via nine regional 

resource centers around the country. DOE also 

finances accreditation of solar trainers and training 

programs, certification of installers and installation 

instructors, and distribution of best practices for 

training programs.  The North American Board of 

Certified Energy is the most well-established and 

widely recognized certification organization for 

solar professionals in the country.

http://www.narc.org/solarops
http://energy.gov/eere/sunshot/solar-instructor-training-network
google.com
http://www.nabcep.org/
http://www.nabcep.org/
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Solar_Transportation_Toolkit.pdf
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Solar_Environment_Toolkit.pdf
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Solar_Development_Toolkit.pdf
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Solar_PublicSafety_Toolkit.pdf
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NATIONAL SOFT SOLAR COSTS
Percentage of solar installation costs in three sectors

64% 57%

RESIDENTIAL

52%

SMALL COMM. LARGE COMM.

In 2014, 32% of all 
new electric capacity 
came from solar.

32%

Today’s Context for Solar

Solar Snapshot
INDUSTRY GROWTH   In 2015, the United States eclipsed 18.3 GW of 

capacity from solar PV installations, continuing a trend of tremendous 

growth.  The U.S. saw a 30% increase in PV installations in 2014, more 

than 12 times the amount installed five years earlier.  With over 600,000 

solar installations (200,000 of them in the last year), the U.S. solar 

industry is on pace to complete its one millionth installation in 2015.  In 

2014, 32% of all new electric capacity came from solar.12  Falling prices 

and innovative financing options that enable installation with low-to-no 

upfront payment are changing the game for U.S. consumers.13

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT SUPPORT   In early 2011, the Obama Administration announced the 

SunShot Initiative – a U.S. Department of Energy effort to make solar energy systems cost-

competitive with traditional forms 

of energy by the end of the decade.  

The SunShot Initiative aims to reduce 

the cost of solar energy systems by 

investing in improvements in solar 

technologies, manufacturing, and 

bringing down the “soft” costs of 

solar installation.  Soft costs are 

not directly affiliated with physical 

construction and include design, 

permitting, zoning, and inspection 

costs.  Nationally, soft costs account 

for 64% of residential, 52% of small commercial, and 57% of large commercial solar 

installation costs.14  Unlike the hard costs of solar, which have significantly decreased, these 

costs are more difficult to drive down.

Increasing the use of renewable energy sources, like solar power, remains a core component 

of President Obama’s strategy to develop every available source of American-made energy.15 

This federal government support, coupled with the industry’s growth, has created a prime 

opportunity for new solar markets throughout the country.  
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Fig. 6: Solar PV Resource – U.S. Versus Germany
ABUNDANT RESOURCE   As a 

resource, solar is extremely viable 

throughout the country.  The 

following map portrays how solar 

can work successfully in every state, 

due to technological advancements 

in solar panel manufacturing and 

battery storage.  Germany is the 

world’s leader in installed solar 

capacity and receives roughly 

the same amount of sunshine as 

Alaska.  According to the map, 

Boston, MA has approximately 

90% as much solar potential as 

Miami, FL.

Barriers
With federal government support, a 

vibrantly emerging industry, and a rich 

solar resource, the U.S. is ripe for an 

explosion in solar development.  Every 

region has its own unique solar market.  

Many face hurdles, mostly based on local 

government regulatory obstacles and/

or state policy.  Regional councils must 

comprehend the relevant energy policies 

and incentives in the state(s) where they 

work, and what the local government 

context is for solar in the region.  This 

section outlines the primary regulatory 

and financial barriers that are most 

relevant to regional councils.

PERMITTING AND INSPECTION PROCESSES   One of the biggest hurdles to installing solar 

is navigating the disjointed, confusing, and costly permitting inspection processes.  Each 
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Fig. 7: Example of Possible Requirements to 
Install a Solar PV System

• Property owner signs contract with solar installer1

• Permit requirements vary based on locality
• Installation may require electrical and/or building 
   permit, and a zoning and/or design review

• File permit and pay fees
• Permit approval time varies
• Install system

• Up to multiple site inspections required
• Utility approval required before system can operate

2

3

4

state requires different procedures for permitting and inspection.  In addition, there are over 

5,000 utilities with various interconnection standards and over 18,000 local jurisdictions 

with differing PV permitting requirements.  

It is common for a municipality to require 

a combination of engineering drawings, 

building permits, electrical permits, design 

reviews, and multiple inspections before 

approving a PV installation.

While these permitting and inspection 

processes are important, they can 

substantially increase the time and cost 

of installing a solar PV system.  The time 

associated with installation can become a 

major obstacle in solar market development.  

Many installers limit or avoid sales efforts 

in certain jurisdictions due to cumbersome 

permitting processes, thereby impeding overall market growth.  The permitting processes 

can reduce competition and add approximately $2,500 to the installation cost of residential 

PV.16 Furthermore, the procedures and fees for obtaining these permits can vary drastically 

between neighboring jurisdictions in a region, creating uncertainties for installers.

Many communities have streamlined the solar permitting process with clear requirements, 

expedited processes for standard installations, and online submissions.  Since most installers 

do not work exclusively within one jurisdiction, it is important for communities to work together 

to make significant changes in a region’s solar market.  Making permitting requirements 

and processes more consistent across a region or state provides installers with a standard 

set of operating procedures, reduces uncertainty, and offers more accurate installation cost 

estimates.  In turn, this can save customers time and bring down costs.  Standardization can 

also enable jurisdictions to pool resources and share planning and inspection staff.

Regional councils can play a key role in advocating for regionally consistent permit-

ting and inspection processes, while fostering a less expensive and more supportive 

environment for solar investment in their region.
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SOLAR LIMITING REGULATIONS   Most states have legislation protection for solar access or 

solar rights, and local governments often have the authority to adopt policies that support 

solar.17 Although there is growing support for solar energy at state and local levels, many 

consumers still encounter solar inhibiting regulations.  These barriers include zoning or 

subdivision ordinances, development agreements, and historic district restrictions.  Many of 

the rules that prohibit or restrict solar are unintended deterrents, and were crafted for another 

purpose (e.g. aesthetics or building height) or are simply out of date.  For example, a zoning 

or land development code might prohibit solar in certain residential or commercial zones 

because it is categorized incorrectly as an industrial use and grouped with power plants.

Regional councils can provide templates for more solar-friendly development regula-

tions or offer technical assistance to update ordinances for their member jurisdictions.

LACK OF INFORMATION   The solar landscape is changing rapidly, but many misconceptions, 

especially about cost, remain pervasive.  This is true both in the public sector, with individual 

potential solar consumers, and among local government officials who don’t realize solar as an 

asset for their community.  In many regions, there is a lack of education and outreach, with 

no opportunity for communication between stakeholders.  Financing options, in particular, 

can be difficult to understand and navigate.

Many regional councils educate members on regionally important issues like energy.  

Regional councils can work to bring together solar stakeholders, host solar workshops, 

and provide solar educational materials.

Federal, State, and Utility Policy Drivers 
A major factor influencing the solar market in a region is its policy landscape.  There are 

supportive federal and state policies, as well as utility policies, that all work to mitigate costs 

and increase the value of solar production.  Understanding the policies at play in a region is 

imperative to increasing solar deployment throughout the region.

The key federal policies impacting solar are:

INVESTMENT TAX CREDIT   A 30% federal tax credit for solar systems on residential and 

commercial properties that, under current law, remains in effect through December 2016.  It 

can be used for utility-scale, commercial, and residential-sized projects.  The company that 

installs, develops, or finances the project uses the credit.  The residential Investment Tax 
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Credit (ITC) is used for residential sized projects and the homeowner applies the credit to his/

her income taxes. This credit is used when homeowners purchase solar systems outright and 

have them installed on their homes.18

ACCELERATED DEPRECIATION   The U.S. tax code allows for a business’ investments in certain 

tangible property to be recovered, for tax purposes, over a specified time period through annual 

deductions.  Qualified solar energy equipment is eligible for a cost recovery period of five years, 

providing a level of market certainty.19

QUALIFIED ENERGY CONSERVATION BOND   A bond that enables qualified state and local 

government issuers to borrow money at attractive rates to fund energy conservation projects, 

such as municipal solar.  State and utility policies are also able to significantly influence the 

solar market in a region.  The Database for State Incentives for Renewables and Efficiency 

tracks these policies, and is a good resource for further detail on each.

The most relevant polices are:

RENEWABLE PORTFOLIO STANDARDS   These standards require a certain percentage of a state’s 

energy portfolio to be derived from a renewable energy source; sometimes there is a carve-out 

specifically for solar.

NET METERING   This allows customers to export power to the grid during times of excess 

generation and receive credits that can be applied to later electricity usage.

INTERCONNECTION RULES   These rules require utilities to provide a fair and transparent pathway 

for customer-generators and other developers of distributed energy resources to interconnect 

with the utility’s grid.

SOLAR ACCESS LAWS   These laws protect access to sunlight on a property or allow for the 

installation of solar equipment.  The most common type of solar access law at the state level is 

a solar easement, which ensures that sunlight on a site cannot be obstructed by landscaping or 

structures on a neighboring property.

SOLAR RIGHTS LAWS   These laws limit or prohibit public and/or private restrictions (e.g. homeowner 

association covenants, local government ordinances, or building codes) on solar installations.

PROPERTY TAX INCENTIVES   Incentives for solar energy offer exemptions, abatements, credits, 

or special assessments that mitigate or eliminate the increase in assessed value of a property 

(for tax purposes) attributable to a solar energy system. 

UTILITY REBATE PROGRAMS   These programs offer temporarily reduced rates on utility bills or 

one-time rebates on the installation of solar systems and energy efficiency purchases, thereby 

driving down the upfront costs.

http://www.dsireusa.org
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Getting Solar Ready

Driving Effective Local Solar Policy
Local governments can craft policies that make it easier and cost-competitive for their 

constituents to go solar.  By streamlining permitting processes, updating planning and 

zoning codes, and increasing access to financing, local governments can clear a path for 

rapid expansion of solar energy.  Below are several Best Management Practices for creating 

effective local solar policies:

PLANNING FOR SOLAR   A 

first step in developing 

effective strategies for 

regional solar deployment 

is to introduce it in other 

regional planning work.  

Most regional councils 

find that solar is one 

component of a more 

comprehensive energy 

assessment, including 

evaluating the region’s 

current energy usage, 

efficiency, and available 

alternatives.  Regional 

councils integrate solar 

into hazard mitigation, transportation and air quality planning, and general sustainability 

efforts.  According to an independent poll, nine out of ten Americans want to see more solar, 

demonstrating that there is overwhelming public support for this type of investment.  [See 

Action: Plan for Solar]

SOLAR IN DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS   Removing local zoning code barriers, adopting 

facilitating codes, and enabling solar access in new developments fosters a community that 

supports a building owner’s right to use solar.  Regional councils can work with their local 

governments to address each of these regulatory issues through education and outreach efforts, 

trainings, or by providing model language that can be easily customized and adopted at the 

local level.  [See Action: Incorporate in Development Regulations]

A Solarize Syracuse workshop (Credit: CNY RPDB).

http://narc.org/solarready/bmps/
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EFFECTIVE SOLAR PERMITTING PROCESSES   Process improvements are one of the fastest 

and most effective means to facilitate solar installations.  Streamlining permitting, offering 

a centralized location for information that clearly explains the process, standardizing permit 

fees, and pre-qualifying plans and installers will make the process clear and seamless.  

Regional councils can work to provide guidelines for these process improvements on a regional 

scale, thereby encouraging adoption.  This may also potentially provide consistency across 

jurisdictional boundaries, thereby saving installers time and customers money.  [See Action: 

Streamline Permitting and Processes]

FINANCING   Financing options are key to increasing the amount of installed solar.  While in 

some areas of the country the falling cost of solar has reached grid parity, in many places the 

upfront cost of solar is still a barrier to more widespread adoption.  Financing options increase 

the affordability of solar and can make it an attractive investment.  Regional councils can 

work with local governments to engage lenders and launch Solarize campaigns, helping to 

make solar energy more affordable and accessible.  [See Action: Finance a Project]

Regional Council’s Role
Regional councils are able to play a unique role in promoting solar deployment.  Although solar 

or even energy planning may seem outside the realm of typical regional council responsibilities, 

a key barrier to solar proliferation is the lack of valid information to stakeholders.  Fostering 

communication, coordination, and collaboration across member jurisdictions in a politically 

neutral setting is an important function of a regional council.  The following are ways regional 

councils already actively work to communicate important regional information, all of which 

can play a critical role in promoting solar. 

EDUCATION AND OUTREACH   The regional council catchment area is comprised of multiple 

cities, towns, and/or counties, making it an ideal avenue for the widespread distribution of 

educational and outreach tools.  Existing avenues for distribution, such as email lists, regular 

newsletters, monthly council/committee meetings, workshops, trainings, and websites, 

provide regional councils with the platform necessary to educate local governments about 

solar.  [See Action: Make the Case for Solar]

CONVENING STAKEHOLDERS   Regional councils already have systems in place for bringing 

member jurisdictions together to work on mutually beneficial goals, usually through committees 

or working groups.  Many regional councils have an environment, energy, or sustainability 

committee that could take on regional solar planning.  A regional council can also reach out to 

other types of stakeholders from the community.  [See Action: Engage Stakeholders]
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CENTRAL INFORMATION SOURCE   Communities within a region often look to their regional 

council for information.  Regional councils work hard to digest and understand federal and 

state policies and initiatives in a way that is most relevant to the local governments they 

serve.  In addition, regional councils analyze data at a scale that is pertinent to communities, 

producing maps or reports (such as a regional solar map or regional energy assessment) 

that are usually more useful than state-level information.  In terms of solar, regional councils 

can work to push out broad solar information, as well as guide local governments on how to 

provide more specific information (such as local zoning regulations or permit requirements) 

to their jurisdiction’s constituents.  [See Action: Centralize Information]

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE   Taking advantage of economies of scale, local governments often 

rely on regional councils to provide the technical expertise on projects for which they don’t 

have the capability.  Except for planning departments in large cities or counties, many local 

governments do not have the capacity to complete detailed studies or reports, or introduce 

improvements like solar.  Regional councils are often able to step in and provide a more 

sophisticated analysis or help a community combine efforts with neighboring jurisdictions for 

a bigger impact.
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Action: Make the Case for Solar

Solar Planning for a Better Tomorrow
Integrating solar into current local or regional planning activities affirms a community’s commitment to solar, promotes 
strategic long-term thinking and can help secure resources and political will to accomplish solar goals. 

Energy/Environment Goals
• Climate Change Mitigation & Adaptation
• Improve Air Quality & Public Health
• Lower GHG Emissions

Flexible
• Solar is appropriate for a diversity 

of contexts, both urban and rural.  
It can be placed on rooftops, 
integrated into buildings, or 
mounted on the ground.

• Installations can be on unused land 
like landfills or brownfields. 

• Solar can operate on- or off-grid 
depending on the need and 
inverter technology used.

• As compared to traditional power 
plants, solar can be integrated into 
neighborhoods in a non-invasive 
manner.

• Solar can provide electric grid 
stability and reduce the need to 
replace infrastructure.

Improves Economies and 
Creates Jobs3 
• Solar is growing nearly 20× faster than the overall 

economy. It’s one of the fastest growing job 
creation industries in America.

• In 2013, solar installations were valued at $13.7 
billion, up from $8.6 billion in 2011.

• As of November 2014, the solar industry employed 
over 173,000 workers.

• 1 out of every 78 new jobs in the U.S. economy was 
created in the solar industry.

• Solar creates high-skilled, well-paying jobs, 
providing a unique opportunity for workforce 
development efforts to train and retrain local 
workforces.

• For customers in 46 of America’s 50 largest cities, 
100% financed solar is a better investment than 
the stock market.

• Solar keeps energy dollars local, rather than 
outsourced.

• Nevada has enough solar energy to power 
every house in Carson City, the capitol.

• There are more solar companies in 
New Jersey than tanning salons.

• In 2012, Massachusett’s solar industry 
made more money installing panels than 
the New England Patriots’ ticket sales.

• In Maryland, the solar industry is bigger 
than its famous crab industry.

• If you stack all Colorado’s solar panels 
together, it would reach 3 miles high.

• Texas has twice the solar potential of any 
other state.

Potential1

All regions have the potential 
for solar development. The U.S. 
has 6× the solar capacity of 
Germany, the world’s leader in 
solar. Even cloudy regions like 
the Upper Northwest, have 
plenty of solar potential.

A SOLAR
ENERGY SPILL

IS CALLED
A SUNNY DAY

By the Numbers4

• U.S. boasts cumulative installed solar 
capacity of 20.5 GW.

• 2014 saw a 30% increase in installations 
than the year before, 12× the amount 
installed 5 years ago.

• More than 1/3 of all cumulative operating 
PV capacity came on-line in 2014.

• Solar is more affordable than ever: since 
2010, the average price of PV panels has 
declined 63%.

OF ALL NEW ELECTRIC
CAPACITY IS SOLAR32%

Top States for Solar2

SOLAR
EMPLOYMENT
HAS GROWN
86% SINCE 
2010

86% 

JOBS CREATED IN 2014
85% OF THESE ARE NEW31,000
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Action: Engage Stakeholders

What is it?
Regional councils are in a unique position to advance solar energy by bringing together 

stakeholders to foster communication, educate, make connections, and ensure solar energy 

efforts truly have a regional impact.  By collaborating with a range of solar stakeholders, regional 

councils have the opportunity to identify local priorities and challenges of solar adoption.

How?
•	 Identify key stakeholders, such as: 

•	 Local municipalities (e.g. city managers, building code officials, planners, public works),

•	 State government energy offices,

•	 Local utilities,

•	 Local Solar Energy Industry Association (SEIA) chapters,

•	 Renewable energy or sustainability non-profits,

•	 Local universities,

•	 Green banks and financial institutions, and

•	 Consumers.

•	 Create a working group or committee to identify the current regulatory, policy, and incentive 

framework for solar in the region, in order to accurately assess the changes needed to 

advance solar energy.

•	 Host a workshop or summit to determine your region’s interest level, increase public 

awareness, and educate.

Resources
Solar Energy Resource Center – SunShot Solar Outreach Partnership   This solar resource 

database contains information and resources for educating local governments and their 

communities on various aspects of solar energy implementation and planning.

Solar Powering Your Community: A Guide for Local Governments – U.S. Department of Energy   

Local governments can use example policies and practices from this guide to better engage 

stakeholders during the planning process.

http://www.solaroutreach.org/resources
http://solaroutreach.org/download-your-copy-of-solar-powering-your-community-a-guide-for-local-governments
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Solar Community Engagement Strategies for Planners – American Planning Association   Local 

governments and planners can use this publication as a guide for engaging their communities 

in the solar planning process, developing effective policies and implementation strategies, 

and overcoming barriers to local solar adoption.

Solar Energy Industries Association State Chapters – State Solar Energy Industries Association   

These state chapters can provide advocacy, market research, industry networking, and public 

relations assistance. 

Utility Community Solar Handbook – SunShot Solar Outreach Partnership and Solar Electric 

Power Association   This report includes information on working with stakeholders to develop 

a successful local community solar program.

Interstate Renewable Energy Council – Interstate Renewable Energy Council   This website 

identifies the utilities that serve each region and contains model policies and best practices to 

make it easier and more affordable for communities to implement alternative energy.

Database of State Incentives for Renewables & Efficiency – U.S. Department of Energy and the 

North Carolina Clean Energy Technology Center   Learn about the policy landscape in your 

region by using this comprehensive map that determine incentives for solar in your state.

Solar Ready Regions: Best Management Practices – U.S. Department of Energy, Solar Ready II

Working with your local government and utility, determine the process and planning 

improvements needed to accelerate local solar energy adoption.

Planning for Solar Energy Quicknotes – American Planning Association   This resource details 

how community visioning is often the first step in incorporating solar energy into regional 

policies and plans.

 

Region in Action: Ohio-Kentucky-Indiana Regional 
Council of Governments

The Ohio-Kentucky-Indiana Regional Council of Governments (OKI) is the 

regional council serving the Greater Cincinnati area, with 117 members 

representing over 200 communities from the eight-county, three-state region.  

As a leader in regional solar implementation efforts, OKI has been successful 

in crafting a unique and effective approach to stakeholder involvement.

Following a solar workshop in 2012, OKI’s members expressed a great interest in solar 

development in the region.  The next year, OKI joined NARC and nine other regional councils 

https://www.planning.org/research/solar/briefingpapers/engagementstrategies.htm
http://www.seia.org/about/seia/official-state-chapters
http://solaroutreach.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Public-Community-Solar-Handbook-Final-Draft-122312.pdf
http://www.irecusa.org
http://www.irecusa.org
http://www.dsireusa.org/
http://narc.org/solarready/bmps/
https://www.planning.org/pas/quicknotes/open/pdf/QN40.pdf
http://www.oki.org
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on the U.S. Department of Energy SunShot Initiative Rooftop Solar Challenge Solar Ready II 

project (SRII).  This project is aimed at facilitating the implementation of proven solar energy 

best management practices to make it easier and more affordable for regions to adopt solar 

energy. 

OKI’s first step towards best practice implementation, was to form a solar energy stakeholder 

working group.  The initial group was relatively large, with over 20 participants, and OKI 

determined that smaller groups would be needed to effectively develop decision-making tools 

for all of the selected best practices.  OKI staff, with input from the stakeholders, identified 

six focus areas based on professorial discipline.

The stakeholders prioritized the best practices 

from the SRII list of proven best practices and 

established six working groups, including: the 

solar industry, real estate owners, lenders, 

architects and builders, code officials, and 

zoning administrators.  The solar energy 

stakeholder working group helped identify key 

organizations and individuals to include in each 

focus group.  OKI found that it was valuable 

to partner with area nonprofits involved in 

energy to reach groups not usually involved in 

OKI work.  This proved critical to make new 

connections in the solar industry and with 

lending institutions, as well as to other groups 

or businesses specifically interested in solar 

energy.  Overall, there were 12-30 participants 

in each focus group meeting, totaling about 

80 participants.

OKI developed a list of conclusions from each focus group meeting.  In addition to fostering 

greater communication, raising awareness, and making important connections, these focus 

group meetings and their outcomes helped OKI prioritize solar energy development efforts.  

An overarching conclusion from all focus group meetings was a greater need for education, 

outreach, and awareness of solar energy and its practical benefits.  OKI addressed these 

needs by creating a regional solar map.  The Go Solar Ready map  provides individualized 

Presentation at an OKI stakeholders meeting (Credit: OKI)

http://narc.org/solarready/
http://narc.org/solarready/bmps/
http://solar.oki.org/
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assessments of the feasibility and cost of solar on a property in the OKI region. The map 

also serves as the centerpiece of a larger outreach campaign, to educate and raise awareness 

about solar energy implementation in the region.

ADDITIONAL BENEFITS AND LESSONS LEARNED INCLUDE

•	 Including someone from the solar industry in each focus group (in addition to forming a 

separate solar industry focus group) allowed for more fruitful and practical discussions.

•	 The lenders’ focus group decided to continue meeting quarterly to keep sharing information, 

as financing solar projects is still a relatively new endeavor for many of them. 

•	 Bringing the local fire marshals and representatives from local fire departments to the 

code officials’ focus group meeting quickly dispelled the common misconception that 

firefighters were anti-solar.

•	 The architects and builders group explained that solar was not in high enough demand for 

new homes, so instead of mandating that solar is included on all new construction, the 

group included “solar ready construction” in building codes.  This guide encourages all 

new buildings to be constructed in a way to allow for future solar installations, if desired 

later or by future owners.

ADDITIONAL EXAMPLES

•	 Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission (Philadelphia, PA) – Alternative Energy 

Ordinance Working Group.

•	 Mid-America Regional Council (Kansas City, MO) – Regional Energy Efficiency and 

Conservation Strategy Steering Committee.

•	 Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Commission (Columbus, OH) – Energy and Air Quality 

Working Group.

•	 North Central Texas Council of Governments (Arlington, TX) – Regional Solar Workshops 

and Resources.

•	 Pima Association of Governments (Tucson, AZ) – Southern Arizona Regional Solar Partnership.

•	 National Association of Regional Councils (Washington, DC) – Regional Solar Workshop Map.

http://www.dvrpc.org/energyclimate/aeowg.htm
http://www.dvrpc.org/energyclimate/aeowg.htm
http://www.marc.org/Environment/Energy/Conservation-and-Efficiency/REECS-Steering-Committee
http://www.marc.org/Environment/Energy/Conservation-and-Efficiency/REECS-Steering-Committee
http://morpc.org/Sustainability/energy/energy-air-quality-working-group/index
http://morpc.org/Sustainability/energy/energy-air-quality-working-group/index
http://www.nctcog.org/trans/air/energy.asp
http://www.nctcog.org/trans/air/energy.asp
http://www.pagnet.org/Programs/SustainableEnvironment/UrbanLandscapes/SolarEnergy/tabid/684/Default.aspx
http://www.narc.org/solarops
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Action: Centralize Information 

What is it?  
Regional councils serve as a trustworthy, non-partisan, and up-to-date source of information 

for their local governments and constituents.  This quality makes them an excellent platform 

to disseminate solar energy information to the community.  There are a multitude of resources 

and materials related to solar energy available online.  Obtaining and fitting this information 

can be difficult and time consuming.  Regional councils can create a centralized information 

source, or clearinghouse, where a consumer or local government interested in installing solar 

energy can easily access relevant information and materials.  If a regional council determines 

that it does not have the capacity to host a central information source, it can assist local 

governments in constructing one by creating a solar energy landing page template. 

How?
•	 Assess what the local governments in the region are already doing to provide solar information.

•	 Review examples of how municipalities throughout the country have created a 

centralized landing page for solar in their jurisdictions.

•	 Become familiar with state and utility policies for your state, so that links and 

information about these policies can be included in the solar central information source.

•	 Educate local governments about what a solar central information source is and why it 

is needed in the region or local jurisdiction. 

•	 Consider ways to centralize information:

•	 Draft a template that can be customized by local governments in the region; 

include resources and examples of best management practices to promote 

process improvements;

•	 Create and maintain a regional central information source if there isn’t capacity at 

the local level; 

•	 Partner with local or regional non-profits to serve as the central source of 

information; or

•	 Develop a regional solar map.
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Resources
Streamline Permitting: Centralize Information – U.S. Department of Energy, Solar Ready II   Use 

these guidelines to create a central clearinghouse of information for potential solar customers 

in your region. 

Solar Roadmap – U.S. Department of Energy, American Solar Transformation Initiative   Use this 

website to create a customized “solar roadmap” to benchmark your community and track 

progress in solar energy deployment.

Interstate Renewable Energy Council Website – Interstate Renewable Energy Council   This 

website contains a comprehensive database of publications, reports, and other resources to 

help utilities, local governments, and communities develop the right regulatory framework for 

accelerating clean energy adoption.

Database of State Incentives for Renewables & Efficiency – U.S. Department of Energy and the 

North Carolina Clean Energy Technology Center   Regional councils can use the information on 

this website to populate their central information source with incentives for solar in their state.

Solar Mapping – National Association of Regional Councils   Learn about solar mapping including, 

what it is, how to create one, and examples of solar maps from around the country.

Region in Action: Southwest Florida 
Regional Planning Council 

As the Sunshine State, Florida is ripe for solar development, but is not without 

its own challenges.  Serving the six-county region along the southwestern coast 

of Florida, Southwest Florida Regional Planning Council (SWFRPC) is working 

to help overcome some of the education and outreach obstacles for solar 

deployment in the region.

SWFRPC recognized a need in their region for a central information source that hosted relevant 

and up-to-date information on solar energy. Through collaboration with their neighboring 

regional council, the Tampa Bay Regional Planning Council (TBRPC), SWFRPC created Solar 

Ready Florida, a comprehensive, collaborative, and flexible website focused exclusively on 

helping local governments find tools and resources to promote solar at the local level.

http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/BMP-Process-Step-1-PR-1-C-Provide-centralized-information-source_FINAL.pdf
http://www.solarroadmap.com
http://www.irecusa.org
http://www.dsireusa.org/
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Solar-Mapping-DOE-Toolkit-6.pdf
http://www.swfrpc.org
http://www.solarreadyflorida.org
http://www.solarreadyflorida.org
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KEY FEATURES OF THE WEBSITE INCLUDE

•	 The option to select your region (Southwest 

or Tampa Bay), allowing users to focus on 

information that is most relevant to them. 

•	 Links to national information and resources, 

especially best management practices (BMPs), 

allowing users easy access to the best resources 

for implementing solar. 

•	 Links to meeting invitations, agendas and 

documents, which has become one of the most 

practical features of the website. This allows 

information to be quickly and efficiently spread 

to all stakeholders, thereby saving time and preventing duplication of effort.

•	 A checklist of which local governments have implemented specific BMPs, which has helped 

SWFRPC and TBRPC track progress as well as introduce a new element of competition 

between municipalities. 

•	 The “become a partner” button, which quickly and easily identifies new stakeholders and 

allows them to be informed of new additions to the website content.

SWFRPC found that a checklist identifying each local governments’ progress towards 

implementing BMPs, is a motivating tool that fosters a healthy competition between 

jurisdictions.  Being able to quickly see that a neighboring municipality is implementing a 

BMP has catalyzed similar efforts across the region. Additionally, an important component of 

the website is its ability to evolve and expand to include all 11 regional councils in Florida, if 

the opportunity arises.  Lastly, a surprising outcome is the large number of stakeholders who 

have connected to the effort through the “become a partner” button.  SWFRPC continues to 

work with stakeholders to adjust the website so it better meets the needs of its users, making 

sure it is up-to-date, flexible, and includes new features when possible.   

Region in Action: Tampa Bay Regional Planning Council 
The Tampa Bay Regional Planning Council (TBRPC) serves 43 

jurisdictions in the Greater Tampa Bay region in Florida.  In addition 

to their partnership with SWFPRC on the Solar Ready Florida website, 

TBRPC decided to assist their local government members by developing 

a solar permitting and resource template. The template is designed for TBRPC’s local governments 

to use as guidance for creating a solar landing page on their jurisdiction’s website.  TBRPC knew 

Screenshot of the Solar Ready Florida website

http://www.tbrpc.org/
http://www.tbrpc.org/solarreadyflorida/solarlandingpage_template.shtml
http://www.solarreadyflorida.org
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that a solar landing page template would be beneficial for its members  since, at the time, only 

one local government in the region had a solar resource webpage in place.

To develop the template, TBRPC surveyed its constituents to understand what solar 

information sources already existed in the region and reviewed solar information sources 

from municipalities across the country.  After that assessment, TBRPC identified what types 

of information should be included on a solar energy webpage for a local government.  TBRPC 

organized the template into: solar permitting, solar resources, utility interconnection and net 

metering information, incentives, other links, and contacts. The template demonstrates how 

easily a municipality can create a simple but effective webpage that organizes all the relevant 

information for anyone interested in solar installations.  

TBRPC hopes that this solar information template will not only help increase solar deployment 

region-wide, but also work as a tool to educate local governments about solar.  In each 

information category, TBRPC includes links to examples from other communities (e.g., a 

streamlined permitting guide from Boston).  Therefore, the template lays the groundwork for 

replication of best practices in TBRPC’s region.

ADDITIONAL EXAMPLES

•	 Ohio-Kentucky-Indiana Regional Council of Governments (Cincinnati, OH) – Go Solar 

Ready website.

•	 Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (Washington, DC) – National Capital 

Region Solar Marketplace. 

•	 Mid-America Regional Council (Kansas City, MO) – Solar Central Information Source 

and KC Solar Map. 

•	 Boston’s Metropolitan Area Planning Council (Boston, MA) – Regional Solar Initiative.

•	 Metropolitan Energy Policy Coalition (St. Paul, MN) – Solar Toolkit.

•	 SEDA Council of Governments (Lewisburg, PA) – Energy Resource Center.

•	 North Central Texas Council of Governments (Arlington, TX) – Solar Power Ready II Toolkit. 

•	 Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (Chicago, IL) – Brownfields Prioritization for Solar. 

•	 Los Angeles County (Los Angeles, CA) – Regional Solar Map.

http://solar.oki.org/
http://solar.oki.org/
http://www.energysage.com/mwcog/
http://www.energysage.com/mwcog/
http://www.marc.org/Environment/Energy
http://www.marc.org/Environment/Energy
http://www.mapc.org/regional-solar
http://www.mepcsolartoolkit.org/
http://erc.sedacog.org/
http://www.nctcog.org/trans/air/solar.asp
http://www.cmap.illinois.gov/programs-and-resources/lta/will-county-brownfields
http://planning.lacounty.gov/solar/
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Action: Plan for Solar

What is it?
By including solar initiatives in broader regional plans, regional and city planners can 

coordinate local efforts and reach common goals more quickly, while laying the foundation 

for more energy investment in the region. Plans for solar energy development should not 

be viewed as isolated projects; they should be integrated into ongoing regional activities. 

Planning for solar energy development can take a variety of forms, whether integrated into a 

comprehensive region plan or a component of a more focused energy strategy.

How?
•	 Designate a staff position in your organization to champion energy (or specifically solar) issues.

•	 Evaluate opportunities to incorporate solar into existing activities (e.g. regional energy 

plans, economic development strategies, emergency preparedness plans, transportation 

and air quality planning, and/or sustainability plans).

•	 Designate a committee or coordinate with a public-private agency willing to implement 

solar policies and plans.

•	 Work with stakeholders to select solar priorities, consider using best management 

practices (BMPs).

•	 Set implementation goals for priorities, including education and outreach, information 

dissemination, advocacy, and technical assistance.

•	 Communicate with all areas of your organization, so that other departments can help find 

new opportunities for integrating solar.

Resources
Solar Powering Your Community: A Guide for Local Governments – U.S. Department of Energy   

Use the best practices and lessons in this comprehensive guide to develop a strategic plan 

for implementing solar in your region.

Planning for Solar Energy – American Planning Association   This guide includes fundamental 

information, resources, and examples for successful solar energy planning.

Planning for Solar Energy Through Five Strategic Points of Intervention – National Association 

of Regional Councils and the American Planning Association   Learn about visioning and goal 

setting, public investments, plan making, development work, regulations, and incentives to 

develop a comprehensive regional solar plan.

http://solaroutreach.org/download-your-copy-of-solar-powering-your-community-a-guide-for-local-governments
http://www.planning.org/store/product/?ProductCode=BOOK_P575
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ztxGKEZUVEQ
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Planning for Solar Energy Briefing Papers – American Planning Association   This series of 

briefing papers is designed to help planners and public officials understand the key issues in 

planning for solar energy use. 

Planning Improvements: Engage Homeowner Associations – U.S. Department of Energy, Solar 

Ready II   This overview includes examples of association guidelines, state regulations, and 

guidance for developing homeowners’ association guidelines.

Planning for Solar Energy Quicknotes – American Planning Association   This resource explains 

how solar energy initiatives can be integrated into new plans or as amendments to existing 

community plans. 

Solarize Your Region Toolkits – National Association of Regional Councils   These resources 

provide an overview of how regional councils can incorporate solar energy into their 

environmental, economic development, public safety, and transportation planning activities.

Region in Action: Mid-America Regional Council
An innovator in regional energy planning and implementation, the 

Mid-America Regional Council (MARC) serves the nine-county 

region surrounding Kansas City, Missouri and Kansas.  With years 

of experience promoting renewable energy, energy conservation, and 

efficiency, MARC is a leader in regional planning for solar.

MARC’s focus on energy began in 2009 with the U.S. Department of Energy’s Energy Efficiency 

and Conservation Block Grant (EECBG). Through this program, MARC worked with jurisdictions 

in the region to develop a Regional Energy Efficiency and Conservation Strategy (REECS). During 

the process, MARC identified an interest in the region to focus on energy issues, but recognized 

there was a lack of capacity to address them. REECS identified the current status of energy 

planning in the local governments, and set priorities for implementation, education and outreach, 

and advocacy. REECS formed the foundation for MARC’s future initiatives in solar energy.

In 2011, MARC received another grant from the U.S. Department of Energy to focus 

specifically on solar energy development and implementation in the region.  MARC initiated 

Solar Ready KC, a project that brought together the regional council, a local utility, and five 

jurisdictional partners, to develop a comprehensive set of solar Best Management Practices 

aimed at reducing soft costs and improving market conditions in the Kansas City region.  These 

BMPs provided a framework for municipalities to streamline solar planning and permitting 

https://www.planning.org/research/solar/briefingpapers/pdf/solarpaperscompendium.pdf
http://www.marc.org/Environment/Energy/pdf/BMP-Planning-Step-3-1-Engage-HOAs.aspx
https://www.planning.org/pas/quicknotes/open/pdf/QN40.pdf
http://www.narc.org/solarops
http://www.marc.org/
http://www.marc.org/Environment/Energy/Conservation-and-Efficiency/REECS
http://www.marc.org/Environment/Energy/Renewable-Energy/Solar-Ready-II/Solar-Ready-KC
http://narc.org/solarready/bmps/
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processes, explore financing options, and identify their own best practices.  The BMP model 

is one methodology a regional council can take to frame planning efforts for solar. It allows 

local governments to select their own priorities, with guidance for moving forward, while still 

remaining flexible.  

MARC works hard to send a cohesive message to its member jurisdictions and realized early on 

that all energy planning, including solar, has to be integrated into other aspects of its mission 

as a regional council.  Staff working on solar projects need to communicate with transportation 

planners, housing staff, and economic development departments. In addition, MARC learned 

that there are opportunities to integrate solar 

or other energy issues into existing plans and 

efforts.  A great example of this is how MARC 

integrated energy efficiency and renewables 

into MARC’s Sustainable Code Framework, a 

resource to help local governments identify 

code strategies, with local examples.  

As MARC’s work in solar energy has evolved, 

so has its approach to plan implementation.  

Initially, the goal was to bring stakeholders 

together, learn from each other in training 

workshops, tackle issues in advisory 

meetings, and to push out information.  Over 

time, MARC realized that it needed a new 

approach to reach the communities in the region that had not yet been involved in energy 

work.  This has translated into more one-on-one conversations, technical assistance, and 

individualized attention to local governments.  A more tailored approach can be tedious, but 

more effective.  In addition, it brings new people to the table, expanding the stakeholder 

group and incorporating new voices in MARC’s regional energy planning efforts.

ADDITIONAL EXAMPLES

•	 Southwest Florida Regional Planning Commission (Ft. Myers, FL) – Solar Ready Florida.

•	 Mid-Region Council of Governments (Albuquerque, NM) – Solar Technology Cluster Report.

•	 Pioneer Valley Planning Commission (Springfield, MA) – Climate Action and Clean Energy Plan.

•	 Pima Association of Governments (Tucson, AZ) – Greater Tucson Solar Development Plan.

•	 Merrimack Valley Planning Commission (Haverhill, MA) – Clean Energy Action Plan & 

Collaborative Regionalism. 

Installation of rooftop solar panels (Credit: SolarOPs).

http://www.marc.org/Regional-Planning/Creating-Sustainable-Places/Tools/Sustainable-Code-Framework
http://www.solarreadyflorida.com
http://www.mrcog-nm.gov/images/stories/economic_development/pdf/solar-technology-cluster-report-05-2013.pdf
http://www.pvpc.org/plans/climate-action-and-clean-energy-plan
http://www.pagnet.org/documents/solar/SolarDevPlan2009-01.pdf
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Solar-Case-Study-MVPC-062013.pdf
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Solar-Case-Study-MVPC-062013.pdf
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Action: Incorporate in
Development Regulations

What is it?
Regional councils often work with local governments to draft or update ordinances.  These 

regulatory improvements are an excellent way to codify a jurisdiction’s support of a building 

owner’s right to use solar.  By introducing model language, disseminating templates, or providing 

technical assistance, regional councils can help foster a region that supports the choice for solar. 

How?
•	 Review your local governments’ current zoning and building codes for solar. 

•	 Review national best practices for solar ordinances. 

•	 Work with stakeholders to develop model language or a template specific to the region 

(using best practices examples); include language for local zoning codes, building 

codes, solar access, and solar ready ordinances.

•	 Advertise model language to local governments and/or launch a technical assistance 

campaign to promote its implementation.

•	 Reassess the template with feedback from municipalities and other stakeholders as it is 

adopted throughout the region.

Resources
Best Management Practices: Planning Improvements – U.S. Department of Energy, Solar Ready II   

Removing local ordinance barriers, adopting facilitating codes, and enabling solar access in 

new developments are all important aspects of building a community that is attractive to 

solar investments.

Integrating Solar Energy into Local Development Regulations – American Planning Association    

Learn how to build a supportive regulatory environment for solar energy by removing barriers, 

creating incentives, and enacting standards.

Model Solar Ordinances from Across the United States – American Planning Association   This 

section of APA’s Essential Info Packet provides an extensive collection of sample ordinances 

for solar access and installations, and examples from communities nationwide. 

Model Ordinances for Solar – SunShot Solar Outreach Partnership and the National Association of 

Regional Councils   Use this presentation to create common sense land use regulations for 

solar energy systems in your region. 

https://www.planning.org/research/solar/briefingpapers/localdevelopmentregulations.htm
https://www.planning.org/pas/infopackets/open/pdf/30revpart5.pdf
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Model-Ordinances-for-Solar.pdf
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Encouraging Solar Development through Community Association Policies and Processes – 

The Solar Foundation   This report provides a comprehensive guide to incorporating solar 

development regulations into homeowners associations.

Region in Action: Delaware Valley Regional 
Planning Commission

The Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission (DVRPC) 

coordinates planning activities, fosters regional cooperation, 

and unites the nine counties in the Greater Philadelphia region.  

Encompassing 352 municipalities across two states, DVRPC is 

familiar with the challenge of creating regional cohesion.  Regulatory inconsistency in a region 

is often a key roadblock that stymies solar PV deployment; but DVRPC has worked to create 

a model zoning ordinance framework to promote clear, consistent solar zoning ordinances 

throughout the Greater Philadelphia 

region.

In 2009, at the request of a handful 

of the region’s counties, DVRPC 

established the Alternative Energy 

Ordinance Working Group (AEOWG) to 

support the appropriate development 

of small-scale alternative energy 

systems, including solar PV, small wind 

(<100 kW), and geothermal.  Drawing 

upon the AEOWG’s expertise and 

experience, DVRPC drafted a series of 

model ordinance frameworks, which 

were intended to serve as a resource 

for municipalities to develop and 

update their own local ordinances.  

The frameworks provided a “menu” of language options to choose from in order to promote a 

customizable approach to regulating alternative energy adoption.  This was done by surveying 

zoning ordinances from within the region, identifying key issues to incorporate in the model 

ordinance framework, then extensive reviewing among the AEOWG members.  The reviews 

Philadelphia was selected as a Solar America City, spurring interest in solar across the 

region (Credit: DVRPC).

http://www.thesolarfoundation.org/a-beautiful-day-in-the-neighborhood-encouraging-solar-development-through-community-association-policies-and-processes/
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were set up to confirm that the frameworks were consistent with best practices, compatible 

with evolving renewable energy systems, meeting the needs of local governments, and 

consistent with state regulations.

The framework was published online as an evolving draft in early 2012, but DVRPC did not 

receive many inquiries from local governments.  When DVRPC received funding to do local 

technical assistance specific to solar, it was able to focus its attention on the framework 

once more.  Staff reached out to county planning officials and found a renewed interest, 

and so began a process to update and promote the framework.  This time, the steering 

committee elected to be more definitive and clear about whether specific language promoted 

or restricted solar deployment.  Local municipalities still have the choice of what type of 

language to include, but now with clearer guidance about the impacts that the language 

options will have on local solar implementation.

DVRPC sees this newly revised Renewable Energy Ordinance Framework for Solar PV as 

a tool that provides sample language options and also educates local governments about 

solar.  The framework is an evolving document that will be updated as DVRPC and the 

region’s municipalities gain more insight into local municipal challenges with implementing 

and enforcing ordinances for solar.  DVRPC has taken steps to ensure that the framework will 

continue to be used and developed.  Training local government officials is a key component.  

In March 2015, DVRPC hosted a training workshop for municipal and county zoning code 

officials. The goal was to “educate, not just regulate” when it came to solar.

ADDITIONAL EXAMPLES

•	 Mid-America Regional Council (Kansas City, MO) – Solar Ready Construction Guidelines.

•	 CR Planning (Minneapolis, MN) – Updated Model Ordinances for Sustainable Development.

•	 North Carolina Clean Energy Technology Center (Raleigh, NC) – Template Solar Energy 

Development Ordinance for North Carolina.

•	 Utah’s Solar Simplified (Salt Lake City, UT) – Model Solar Zoning Ordinance.

•	 Maricopa Association of Governments (Phoenix, AZ) – Development Checklists.

•	 Southwest Florida Regional Planning Council (Ft. Myers, FL) – Zoning Model Ordinances; 

Solar Ready Guidelines.

•	 Ohio-Kentucky-Indiana Regional Council of Governments (Cincinnati, OH) – Solar 

Ready Guidelines.

•	 Tampa Bay Regional Planning Council (Tampa, FL) – Solar Ready Guidelines.

http://www.marc.org/Environment/Energy/Solar-Resources/Solar-Ready-Construction-Guidelines
http://www.crplanning.com/_ordinances/energyeff.pdf
http://nccleantech.ncsu.edu/technology/renewable-energy/solar/template-ordinance-for-solar-energy-development-in-north-carolina/
http://nccleantech.ncsu.edu/technology/renewable-energy/solar/template-ordinance-for-solar-energy-development-in-north-carolina/
http://solarsimplified.org/zoning/solar-zoning-toolbox/solarzoningordinance
http://www.azmag.gov/Projects/Project.asp?CMSID=7171&MID=Information%20Services
http://www.solarreadyflorida.com/swfrpc.html
http://www.solarreadyflorida.com/swfrpc.html
http://solar.oki.org/
http://solar.oki.org/
http://www.solarreadyflorida.com/tbrpc.html
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Action: Streamline Permitting 
and Processes

What is it?  
Improvements in the permitting process are one of the fastest and most effective means 

to facilitate solar installations. Regional councils can help their member local governments 

streamline permitting processes, standardize permit fees, and pre-qualify plans and installers. 

These strategies reduce costs and confusion by providing clearly defined requirements.

How?
•	 Survey the solar permitting and inspection processes currently used by local 

governments throughout the region. 

•	 Review best practices and engage stakeholders to identify opportunities for 

consolidation and simplification.

•	 Develop a standard process template for all local governments in the region.

•	 Include opportunities for municipalities to streamline processes by:

•	 Accepting online submissions;

•	 Allowing over-the-counter permits for standard residential systems; and

•	 Allowing document exchanges to be conducted by company representatives, not just 

licensed electricians.

•	 Work with local utilities to expedite interconnection and inspection processes.

•	 Implement an outreach plan:

•	 Publicize the new, user-friendly permit and inspection process;

•	 Host a workshop for building and electrical inspectors; and

•	 Work with utilities to provide incentives for local government adoption of the processes.

Resources
Solar ABCs – Solar America Board for Codes and Standards   Take common characteristics of 

small-scale solar PV systems to expedite the permitting process. 

Best Management Practice: Process Improvements – U.S. Department of Energy, Solar Ready II   

These steps outline how to standardize and streamline the permitting process and includes 

examples from various regions.

Project Permit – The Vote Solar Initiative   This website scores your local permitting and 

inspection processes and provides actionable information for improving them. 

http://www.solarabcs.org/about/publications/reports/expedited-permit/
http://projectpermit.org/toolkit/
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National Solar Permitting Database - U.S. Department of Energy and Clean Power Finance   This 

database compiles solar permitting requirements around the nation into one user-friendly website.

The Impact of Local Permitting on the Cost of Solar Power – SunRun   Learn how much the 

permitting and inspection process can add to the cost of a solar energy system.

SolarOPs Toolkit: Solar Permitting, Inspection & Interconnection – SunShot Solar Outreach 

Partnership   This toolkit provides clear, efficient, and cost-effective ways to simplify and 

streamline solar permitting, inspection, and interconnection processes.

Region in Action: Metropolitan Area Planning Council 
The Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC) of Greater Boston 

has long been supportive of clean energy initiatives in its region.   

A highlight of this work is their Regional Solar Initiative, an effort to 

work with many of their 101 member communities on municipal solar 

installations, from rooftops and landfills to carports.  The current program could result in 15 

to 20 MW of new solar generation.

As MAPC’s experience with solar deployment grew, it became evident that the “soft costs” 

of solar were a hurdle that needed to be addressed.  Staff saw issues with permitting and 

zoning from both the private and 

municipal side of installation.  In 2008, 

the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 

had passed the Green Communities 

Act, which underscored the need for 

updated permitting and zoning practices 

for clean energy.  

MAPC recognized that the state-led 

Green Communities Act provided 

excellent guidance and tools, and that 

there were several good resources 

available from national organizations, but 

MAPC’s member jurisdictions weren’t 

aware or didn’t have the capacity to 

take full advantage.  MAPC decided to step in and provide a brief, regionally relevant and 

user-friendly Clean Energy Toolkit, that it could push out to its municipalities.  

Example of paperwork required to install solar (Credit: Forbes).

https://solarpermit.org/
http://www.sunrun.com/solar-lease/cost-of-solar/local-permitting/
http://solaroutreach.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/SPII_Final.pdf
http://www.mapc.org/clean-energy
http://www.mapc.org/regional-solar
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/green-communities/
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/green-communities/
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/renewable-energy/solar/solar-permitting-and-structural-review-rsc2.html
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In addition to a variety of other brief “how-to” guides, MAPC’s Clean Energy Toolkit 

addresses permitting for solar in its Guide to Streamlining the Solar PV Permitting Process 

and Developing Supportive Zoning Bylaws.  In developing the guide, staff assessed current 

permitting processes from a diverse variety of municipalities within the Greater Boston region, 

and investigated federal and state guidelines on best practices.  

In early 2015, MAPC hosted a successful workshop in which about 35-40 attendees were 

introduced to the guide and heard from two regional municipalities that have worked to 

streamline permitting. The workshop confirmed for MAPC staff how valuable it is to provide 

opportunities for municipal representatives to hear from each other, network, and make 

connections.  MAPC anticipates moving forward with more outreach, working to update the 

guide as needed, and continuing to provide technical assistance for solar implementation.  

Region in Action: North Central Texas 
Council of Governments

The North Central Texas Council of Governments 

(NCTCOG) works on regional issues with its 

238 member governments within 16 counties 

surrounding the Dallas-Fort Worth area.  NCTCOG 

has been a regional leader for solar initiatives in Texas, incorporating it into their work on air 

quality and renewable energy initiatives.  

NCTCOG’s local governments, solar industry stakeholders, and building codes committee 

identified permitting as a key challenge in the region after they evaluated what the regional 

council could do to enhance access to and deployment of solar energy systems in the region. 

These groups saw a need for guidance on how to successfully permit solar energy systems at 

the local level. In addition, they believed taking a regional approach would promote permitting 

consistency across jurisdictional boundaries, a critical strategy to lowering cost of installation.

As a first step in developing a recommended solar energy system permit checklist, NCTCOG 

administered a questionnaire to its local governments to learn about their permitting 

processes and their other solar-related regulations. NCTCOG then reviewed examples of 

permit checklists from around the country and within the Dallas-Fort Worth area.  With input 

from building code committees, solar industry stakeholders and local governments, a series 

http://www.mapc.org/system/files/bids/Solar%20Permitting%20and%20Zoning%20Bylaws.pdf
http://www.mapc.org/system/files/bids/Solar%20Permitting%20and%20Zoning%20Bylaws.pdf
http://www.nctcog.org/trans/air/solar.asp
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of draft permit checklists were developed.  Several iterations and feedback opportunities 

were provided to ensure the resulting Solar PV System Permit Application Checklist echoed 

a variety of viewpoints and suggestions.  The resulting checklist is reflective of current local 

government and industry state-of-practice in the region and is meant to be modified to meet 

individual local government ordinances, code requirements, and permit procedures.

ADDITIONAL EXAMPLES

•	 Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (Washington, D.C.) – Regional 

Permitting Guide.

•	 Mid-America Regional Council (Kansas City, MO) – Solar Permit Application and Checklist.

•	 Long Island Power Authority (Uniondale, NY) – Solar Energy System Fast Track Permit 

Application. 

•	 California Solar Energy Association, (Sacramento, CA) – Streamline Rooftop Solar 

Permitting Legislation. 

•	 California Solar Permitting Guidebook (Sacramento, CA) – Improved Statewide 

Streamlined Permits. 

•	 NY-Sun Intiative (Albany, NY) – Standard Solar Permitting Form.  

•	 Southwest Florida Regional Planning Council (Ft. Myers, FL) – Simplified Solar Checklist 

and Permit Template.

NCTCOG permitting checklist (Credit: NCTCOG).

NCTCOG, in partnership with the National Association of Regional Councils, the Mid-America Regional Council, Meister Consultants Group, Inc., and the Council of 
State Governments, is participating in the Solar Ready II program.  Solar Ready II is part of the U.S. Department of Energy SunShot Initiative Rooftop Solar 
Challenge which is striving to position the United States as a global leader in the rapidly-growing solar market. 

 

 

                                                                                 

 

 
 
SOLAR PHOTOVOLTAIC (PV) SYSTEM PERMIT 
APPLICATION CHECKLIST 
  

 

This Permit Application Checklist is intended to be used as a best management practice when establishing local 
government requirements for residential and commercial solar photovoltaic (PV) system permits.  Local governments may 
modify this checklist to accommodate their local ordinances, code requirements, and permit procedures.  The following 
application items may, at the community’s discretion, be replaced by an expedited process such as those published by the 
Solar America Board for Codes and Standards or referenced as examples in the Solar Ready II materials posted at 
www.nctcog.org/solar.

1. REQUIRED INFORMATION 

Type of Application 
☐ Residential 
☐ Commercial (Also see Part 2:  Commercial Building Requirements) 

Type of Solar PV System 
☐ Roof Top 
☐ Ground Mount 
☐ Other: Click here to enter text.

☐ Size of System (kW): Click here to enter text.
☐ Completed permit application(s) and supplement information sheet, if required. Select all that apply:  (Please contact 

Building Department for standards) 
☐ Roof Top:  An electrical permit is required. 
☐ Ground Mount:  Building and electrical permits are required. 
☐ Other:  Building and/or electrical permits may be required. 

☐ Installed in accordance with the National Fire Protection Association National Electrical Code (NFPA 70) as adopted by 
the State of Texas, applicable ordinances, districts, and/or special use categories (e.g.: zoning or special use, etc.); 
subject to plan approval. 

NOTE:  The National Electrical Code (NEC) is the Texas state electrical code.  The state adopts the NEC as the State 
Code on September 1 of any year in which the new NEC Code book is published (every three years). 

NOTE:  Potential impacts of solar PV projects to other development such as airports should be considered and 
evaluated by the local government as appropriate. 

☐ Construction Documents: Two copies of construction documents shall include, but are not limited to, the following 
items:
☐ Site specific, stamped engineering drawings (reviewed or designed, and sealed by a licensed professional 

engineer, if determined to be necessary by the building official or their appointed designee), assembly 
installation plans, manufacturer’s installation instructions, and/or equipment manufacturer’s data sheets. 

☒ Make, model, and quantity of module, inverter, and racking system certified to the UL 2703, UL 62109, and UL 
1741 standard by a Nationally Recognized Testing Laboratory as appropriate. 

☐ Framing plans 

http://www.nctcog.org/trans/air/solar/Solar_Permit_Application_Checklist_9-30.pdf
http://www.regionforward.org/dc-area-governments-work-to-green-tape-solar-power/
http://www.regionforward.org/dc-area-governments-work-to-green-tape-solar-power/
http://www.marc.org/Environment/Energy/Solar-Resources/Solar-Permit-Checklist
http://www.nyserda.ny.gov/-/media/Files/About/Statewide-Initiatives/CGC-Plans/Guidance/LIPA-permit-application.pdf
http://www.nyserda.ny.gov/-/media/Files/About/Statewide-Initiatives/CGC-Plans/Guidance/LIPA-permit-application.pdf
http://www.calseia.org/ab2188
http://www.calseia.org/ab2188
http://www.opr.ca.gov/docs/California_Solar_Permitting_Guidebook_2014.pdf
http://www.opr.ca.gov/docs/California_Solar_Permitting_Guidebook_2014.pdf
http://www.nyserda.ny.gov/-/media/Files/About/Statewide-Initiatives/CGC-Plans/Guidance/NYS-unified-solar-permit.pdf
http://www.solarreadyflorida.com/content/swfrpc/Solar_Ready_Permitting_Template.pdf
http://www.solarreadyflorida.com/content/swfrpc/Solar_Ready_Permitting_Template.pdf
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Action: Finance a Project

What is it?
Financing options are key to increasing the amount of installed solar.  Although the cost of 

solar is dropping and many places are seeing “grid parity,” the up-front cost of installation is 

still a barrier to more widespread adoption.  Regional councils can play an important role in 

educating local governments about their options, bringing lenders to the table, and launching 

regional Solarize campaigns.  

How?
•	 Include local lenders in solar stakeholder meetings and workshops.

•	 Understand your unique regional solar market and the regionally-specific costs of solar.

•	 Educate and disseminate information to lenders and local governments demonstrating the 

economic benefits and true, updated costs of solar.

•	 Launch a Solarize campaign, either at a local or a regional level.

Resources
Solarize – SunShot Solar Outreach Partnership   The Solarize program helps homeowners and 

businesses work together to collectively negotiate rates, competitively select an installer, and 

increase demand for solar energy systems.

Local Lending for Solar PV – SunShot Solar Outreach Partnership and Meister Consultants Group   

Engage local lending institutions on financing residential and commercial solar PV systems.

Planning and Implementing a Solarize Initiative – Clean Energy States Alliance   This guide 

contains information on how to launch an effective Solarize program in your state with 

examples from Solarize Mass and Solarize Connecticut.

Best Management Practice: Financing – U.S. Department of Energy, Solar Ready II   Explore 

how to create Solarize campaigns as well as engage green banks and lending institutions in 

your region to make solar more affordable for local communities.

Power Purchase Agreements – National Association of Regional Councils   This webinar will 

teach you how to use power purchase agreements to reduce upfront costs and make solar 

affordable in your region.

http://solaroutreach.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Local-Lending-for-Solar-PV-Final-Feb-2014.pdf
http://www.cesa.org/assets/2014-Files/Solarize/CESA-Solarize-Guide-September-2014-lowres.pdf
https://youtu.be/fw7RWozgnco
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Innovative Solutions for Solar Financing – National Association of Regional Councils   This 

webinar explores several solar finance options that were successfully implemented in regions. 

Solar Power Purchase Agreements – Interstate Renewable Energy Council   Learn how to 

finance local government solar projects with power purchase agreements to reduce upfront 

costs and make solar affordable in your region. 

Regional PACE Programs – National Association of Regional Councils   Discover how regions 

can take advantage of Property Assessed Clean Energy (PACE) programs to reduce the 

upfront costs to solar adoption.

Region in Action: Central New York Regional Planning 
and Development Board

The Central New York Regional Planning and 

Development Board (CNY RPDB) serves the 

five-county region of Greater Syracuse, New 

York.  CNY RPDB has worked hard to create opportunities for solar in the region and is 

currently pioneering a regional Solarize program in Central New York.

CNY RPDB first got involved working on solar energy in 2009 after receiving an EPA Climate 

Showcase Communities award. In addition to other initiatives, this funding led CNY RPDB to 

implement some solar demonstration projects throughout the region.  Most of the projects 

were solar PV systems installed on municipal facilities, but one in rural Madison County was 

a countywide Solarize campaign.  This was the first Solarize campaign in New York State, and 

although it was done primarily with volunteer support, it was a success. 

The success of the Madison County campaign led CNY RPDB to launch the Solarize Syracuse 

campaign in 2014, in partnership with local community and environmental not-for-profit 

organizations, and open to residents and businesses in eight municipalities in the region. 

The campaign more than doubled the amount of residential solar in the Greater Syracuse 

area, resulting in 77 new PV systems and nearly 530 kW of new solar capacity.  In addition, 

the campaign helped lower costs of solar installation in the region and garnered great media 

attention.

https://youtu.be/U4lhoLmnwR0
http://www.irecusa.org/solar-power-purchase-agreements-a-toolkit-for-local-governments/
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Regional-PACE-Programs-DOE-Toolkit-8.pdf
http://www.cnyrpdb.org/
http://www.cnyrpdb.org/
http://www.solarizemadison.com/our-systems.html
http://www.solarizesyracuse.org/


41Regional Solar Deployment Handbook   |National Association of Regional Councils

Furthermore, the success of the two Solarize campaigns helped CNY RPDB gain support from 

the NY State Energy Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA) Community Solar NY 

program to initiate the development of an expanded, region-wide Solarize campaign.

By strategically knitting together a variety of funding opportunities and pinpointing key 

demonstration projects, CNY RPDB has been able to expand and grow their solar efforts.  The 

relatively slow and steady pace has allowed CNY RPDB to build capacity and gain credibility 

in the region and the state.  This is starting to bear fruit as other solar-related efforts, like 

a commercial PACE program and a unified solar permit initiative, have been more readily 

gaining support from communities in the region.  Although regional planning organizations 

may not imagine Solarize as a typical regional planning tool, CNY RPDB found that it was 

a great opportunity for promoting policy change. Growing the market through Solarize has 

increased the level of awareness in the community and created a constituency for greater 

support of solar at the municipal level.

Region in Action: Metropolitan Washington 
Council of Governments

The Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (MWCOG) is 

the regional organization of 22 of the Washington, D.C. area’s major 

local governments, plus the region’s representatives in the Maryland 

and Virginia state legislatures, and U.S. Congress.  MWCOG has done 

extensive work on innovative financing strategies for renewable energy 

deployment and has played a key role in educating stakeholders about the potential for solar 

in the D.C. region.

In an effort to determine the most effective way to support solar market development in the 

D.C. region, MWCOG recognized that there were already a number of small but successful 

organizations working in this space.  Therefore, rather than initiate its own Solarize campaign, 

MWCOG elected to support these existing efforts.  Working with its committees, MWCOG 

went through a request for proposal process to select Community Power Network (CPN) as 

the region’s “solar co-op” administrator.

CPN is a D.C.-based non-profit organization that works to develop community-based solar 

(and other renewable energy) cooperatives, similar to Solarize campaigns.  Their approach 

differs from traditional Solarize in that they work initially with residents and neighborhood 

http://ny-sun.ny.gov/Get-Solar/Community-Solar
http://www.mwcog.org
http://www.communitypowernetwork.com/bulkpurchase
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anchors, like churches or government entities, to garner interest and support, and then assist 

the group in developing an RFP to hire an installer.  Although this process is more grassroots 

and group sizes are generally smaller than with Solarize campaigns, co-ops produce highly 

educated and motivated participants, and tend to have a higher percentage of participants 

install solar. 

MWCOG supports CPN’s outreach, marketing, administration, and organizing efforts.  This 

enables CPN to use its resources more effectively and reach more neighborhoods and 

community groups throughout the region.  MWCOG has the benefit of catalyzing these projects 

without the demands of administering them. Once the initial steps of outreach, education, 

recruitment, and site assessment are complete, CPN takes the reigns fully with the second 

phase, helping the community to develop an RFP and hire an installer.

By working with CPN and its partners, MWCOG has broad impact, prevents duplication of 

efforts, and contributes to developing a sustainable model for solar market development in 

the region.

Solar panel installation at FedEx field in Hyattsville, MD (Credit: MWCOG).
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ADDITIONAL EXAMPLES

State-wide Solarize programs:
•	 Massachusetts Clean Energy Center (Boston, MA) – Solarize Mass. 

•	 The Connecticut Green Bank, John Merck Fund, and SmartPower (Connecticut) – 

Solarize Connecticut.

•	 Solar Oregon (Portland, OR) – Solar Oregon.

Regional Solarize campaigns:
•	 Northern Virginia Regional Commission (Arlington, VA) – Solarize NOVA.

•	 Windham County (Vermont) – Solarize Windham.

•	 Frederick County (Maryland) – Solarize Frederick.

•	 Northwestern Indiana Regional Planning Commission (Portage, IN) – Solarize Campaign.

•	 Solarize Plano (Plano, TX) – Grassroots Solarize Initiative.

Financing tools:
•	 Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, Environmental Protection Agency, and 

Optony (Washington, D.C.) – Metro D.C. Clean Energy Collaborative Procurement Initiative. 

•	 Western Riverside Council of Governments (Western Riverside, CA) – Regional 

Property Assessed Clean Energy Program.

•	 Clean Energy States Alliance (Alameda County, CA) – A Model of Collaborative Solar 

Purchasing.

•	 Metropolitan Area Planning Council (Boston, MA) – Collective Purchase.

http://www.masscec.com/content/solarize-mass-reference-guide
http://solarizect.com/
http://solaroregon.org/residential-solar/solarize-communities
http://solarizenova.org/
http://www.solarizewindham.com/
http://frederickcountymd.gov/5350/Solarize-Frederick-County
http://nirpc.org/environment/solar.aspx
http://www.solarizeplano.org/
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Metropolitan-Washington-Council-of-Governments-DOE-Case-Study.pdf
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Western-Riverside-Council-of-Governments-DOE-Case-Study.pdf
http://narc.org/wp-content/uploads/Western-Riverside-Council-of-Governments-DOE-Case-Study.pdf
http://www.cesa.org/assets/2014-Files/RREP-Case-Study
http://www.cesa.org/assets/2014-Files/RREP-Case-Study
http://www.mapc.org/regional-solar
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NOTES FOR FIGURES
1 GTM Research/SEIA: U.S. Solar Market Insight®

2 GTM Research/SEIA: U.S. Solar Market Insight for Q3 2013®

3 http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/APU000072610?data_tool

4 SEIA Solar Means Business 2014.

5 U.S. Department of Energy

6 National Renewable Energy Laboratory

REFERENCES FOR ‘ACTION: MAKE THE CASE FOR SOLAR’
1 www.nrel.gov

2 www.seia.org

3 www.seia.org and www.thesolarfoundation.org

4 www.seia.org

DISCLAIMER
This report was prepared as an account of work sponsored by an agency of the United States Government.  Neither the United 

States Government nor any agency thereof, nor any of their employees, makes any warranty, express or implied, or assumes any 

legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, completeness, or usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process 

disclosed, or represents that its use would not infringe privately owned rights.  Reference herein to any specific commercial product, 

process, or service by trade name, trademark, manufacturer, or otherwise does not necessarily constitute or imply its endorsement, 

recommendation, or favoring by the United States Government or any agency thereof.  The views and opinions of authors expressed 

herein do not necessarily state or reflect those of the United States Government or any agency thereof.

http://www1.eere.energy.gov/solar/pdfs/39081.pdf
www1.eere.energy.gov/solar/pdfs/39081.pdf
https://www.db.com/cr/en/concrete-deutsche-banks-2015-solar-outlook.htm
http://www.icleiusa.org/solar-and-resilience-guidebook/view
http://www.thesolarfoundation.org/solar-jobs-census/national/
file://localhost/Users/heerycr/Downloads/Michigan%20Regional%20Workshop%2001.23.2013%20combined%20final.pdf
http://apps3.eere.energy.gov/greenpower/resources/pdfs/43532.pdf
http://emp.lbl.gov/sites/all/files/lbnl-6942e-fullreport-factsheet.pdf
http://emp.lbl.gov/sites/all/files/lbnl-6942e-fullreport-factsheet.pdf
http://www.seia.org/research-resources/solar-means-business-2014-top-us-commercial-solar-users
http://www.thesolarfoundation.org/brighter-future-a-study-on-solar-in-us-schools/
http://www.epa.gov/oswercpa/
http://www.seia.org/research-resources/solar-market-insight-report-2014-q4
http://www.ren21.net/REN21Activities/GlobalStatusReport.aspx
http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy14osti/60412.pdf
http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy14osti/60412.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/energy/securing-american-energy
http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy13osti/59155.pdf
http://www.dsireusa.org/
http://www.seia.org/sites/default/files/ITC%20101%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%201-27-15.pdf
http://www.seia.org/policy/finance-tax/depreciation-solar-energy-property-macrs
http://www.seia.org/research-resources/solar-market-insight-report-2014-q4
http://www.seia.org/research-resources/solar-industry-data
http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/APU000072610?data_tool=XGtable
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