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Emerging Community Solar Market

Innovations in Program Design



What’s Driving Community Solar?

Customer 
Benefits

• Access to solar

• Hedge costs

• Catalyzes green 

energy

• Transferable

• Economies of scale

• Low O&M concerns

• Stand-alone pricing

Utility 
Benefits

• Engage customers

• Support local 

industry

• Understand your 

solar resource

• T&D deferral

Developer 
Benefits

• Secure multiple off-
takers

• Diversify portfolio

• Customer 
acquisition

• Development in new 
markets
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Community Solar Market To Date

• In 2017 Community Solar was 
~4% of installed solar capacity
• Total installed capacity 734 MW

• Strong growth forecasted
• Declining solar costs

• Customer demand

• New enabling policies Community 

Solar

Source: SEPA Community Solar Database and NREL (Q3/Q4 

2017 Solar Industry Update)

Roofto

p

Utility-Scale

Still Emerging but Growth is Expected
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U.S. Community Solar Map

• 228 Utilities in 36 states 

• 160 cooperative utility 
programs

• 31 investor-owned utility 
programs

• 37 public power utility 
programs

• Enabling policies in 17 states 

State with Enabling Policy

State without Enabling Policy

Utility with Community Solar in its Service Territory
Source: SEPA Survey Data
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Developer v. Utility Implementation

• 14 states with developer led 
programs
• 90% of capacity is located in 

CO, MN and MA
• 95% of developer led 

programs are in states with 
Enabling Policy

• 33 states with utility led programs
• 54% of utility led programs 

are in states without Enabling 
Policy
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State with Enabling Policy
State without Enabling Policy

Source: SEPA Database thru 12/31/2017

Source: SEPA Community Solar Database
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Community Solar Decision Tree
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Program 
Administration

Utility Role

Asset Owner

Economics

Subscriber 
Payment 
Structure

Subscriber 
Initiation Fee

Subscriber 
Credit

Generation 
Guarantee

Target 
Participation

Target 
Customer 
Classes

Siting & Scale 
Impacts

Subscription 
Limit

Participation 
Limit: Non-
Residential

Terms and 
Conditions

Minimum Term

Program 
Length

Unsubscribed 
Energy

Subscription 
Transferability
Additional Grid 

Benefits
REC 

Treatment
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Community Solar Resources

• SEPA Research and 
Reports available online at 
www.sepapower.org
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Where is Community Solar?

One-Off Programs (1-5)
Policy-Enabled 

Market
One-Off Programs (5+)
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Community Solar Capacity by State 
(Q2 2018)



Where is Community Solar Going?

https://votesolar.org/policy/policy-guides/shared-renewables-policy/csvisionstudy/



Community Solar Vision Study: Looking from 2020 
to 2030



Community Solar Evolution 2020 to 2030



Community Solar Evolution 2020 to 2030
Compensation



Community Solar Evolution: 2020 to 2030
Low and Moderate Income



Appendix: Resources



Resources: Community Solar Policy Decision Matrix

• Community Solar Policy Decision Matrix, released 
November 2016 and updated in December 2017

• Offer policymakers, community leaders, utilities, 
and stakeholders a a guide to navigate key decision 
points and offer recommendations on how to best 
develop successful community solar programs 
state-by-state

• How to use?
 Step 1: Establish policy goals
 Step 2: Use the Matrix to engage local 

stakeholders in process to develop programs 
that best achieve policy goals

 Step 3: Past two years – working with a 
number states to develop programs with 
Matrix, and updated the Matrix with input 
from policymakers, utilities, local stakeholders, 
etc.

http://www.communitysolaraccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/CCSA-Policy-Decision-Matrix-Final-11-15-2016.pdf
http://www.communitysolaraccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/CCSA-Policy-Decision-Matrix-Final-11-15-2016.pdf
http://www.communitysolaraccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/CCSA-Policy-Decision-Matrix-Final-11-15-2016.pdf


CCSA Matrix components

• Program Structure
 Program size – limits vs. open ended 

depending on policy goals

 Project selection and approval – tariff/first 
come first serve preferred over RFP

• Compensation
 Compensation value – need for 

predictability, transparency, and consumer 
benefit

 Credit mechanism – monetary or volumetric 
assuming transparency or predictability

 Unsubscribed energy comp. – utility 
purchase at avoided cost, holding credits for 
unsubscribed energy

 REC treatment 

• Consumer Participation
 Minimum subscriber threshold – more than 

one

 Subscription sizes – depends on credit 
methodology 

 Customer class carve outs – yes, but 
dependent on policy goals and local 
considerations

 Standard consumer protections – Yes, 

including existing state law coverage and 
standardized consumer checklist

 Transferability and geographic limitations –
Should be transferable and located within 
same utility districts 

 Rate schedule changes – no new charges or 
un-vetted changes through stakeholder 
process

• Project Characteristics
 Project size – Up to 20 mW

 Collocation – Yes

 Licenses – Same for other solar projects

• Low-to-Moderate Income (LMI) 
Considerations
 Provide differential incentives to ensure 

participation and cost savings

 Enhanced financing

 Leverage existing

programs



Resources: model legislation



Contact: Brandon Smithwood, Policy Director
brandon@communitysolaraccess.org

mailto:brandon@communitysolaraccess.org
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COMMUNITY SOLAR REVIEW 
 
Key Takeaways: 

 In 2018, 19 states and DC took a total of 39 actions on community solar policy and 
implementation of statewide community solar programs. 

 New Jersey adopted a community solar policy in 2018, becoming the 19th state to do so. 
 Two of the most common issues addressed by states in 2018 were participant credit 

rates and low income-access. 
 
Community solar continues to grow in popularity as a way to expand solar access to larger 
potential target markets of individuals and businesses. The community solar model meets the 
needs of customers who want to utilize solar energy, but may not have the physical, financial, or 
situational ability to install rooftop panels on their residence or workplace. Community solar 
facilities also have the potential to take advantage of economies of scale to help bring the cost 
of these projects lower than that of rooftop solar. Furthermore, careful siting of community solar 
facilities can generate important locational benefits that can increase the value for both 
participating customers and the utility system as a whole. 

Figure 13. State Community Solar Policies & Utility Community Solar Programs 
 

 

Source: NC Clean Energy Technology Center; Smart Electric Power Alliance [fn omitted] 
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Community solar activity increased for the third year in a row, with a total of 39 actions taken by 
19 states and DC. At the end of 2018, 19 states and DC had policies enabling community solar. 
Utilities in at least 41 states have active community solar programs, according to the Smart 
Electric Power Alliance (SEPA).[fn omitted] SEPA found that 229 utilities have active community 
solar programs, as of the end of 2017.[fn omitted] Notably, this is up from the 171 active 
programs SEPA identified at the end of 2016.[fn omitted] 
 
During the 2018 legislative session, lawmakers in several states, including Colorado, 
Connecticut, Maine, Minnesota, New Jersey, and New York, considered bills to either authorize 
new community solar programs or expand existing programs. Legislatures in Connecticut and 
New Jersey enacted bills, each creating new community solar programs, while the Minnesota 
Legislature enacted a bill increasing the size limit for Xcel Energy’s Solar*Rewards program, 
which community solar projects are eligible for. 

Figure 14. 2018 Action on Community Solar Policy 
 

 
 
Credit rate design for community solar participants continued to be one of the focal points of 
community solar activity in 2018. The value of credits offered to participants ultimately 
determines the cost-effectiveness of program participation. In 2018, the Oregon Public Utility 
Commission decided to initially use a retail rate credit for its community solar program until the 
utilities’ resource value of solar rates are finalized. In Minnesota, Xcel Energy updated its value 
of solar rate, which is used as the credit rate for its community solar program, while the Public 
Utilities Commission approved a $0.015 per kWh adder for residential community solar 
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subscribers. New York continues to revise its value of distributed energy resources rate, which 
is also used as the credit rate for its community solar program. 

Table 6. Examples of State Community Solar Credit Rate Approaches 

State Credit Rate Description 

Colorado Total aggregate retail rate 

Hawaii 
Phase I: Flat credit rates, based on mid-day rates; Phase II: Time-varying 
credit rates 

Minnesota Value of solar rate 

New Jersey Retail rate 

New York Value-based rate plus market transition credit 

North Carolina Avoided cost rate; utilities may propose avoided cost methodology 

Vermont 
Blended residential retail rate; all production is subject to credit adjustors 
based on system size, site location, and REC ownership 

Virginia Market value of energy and capacity 

 
One of the most significant trends in community solar action during the year was states 
evaluating program design options to increase low-income customer participation. Both 
Connecticut’s and New Jersey’s new programs include carve-outs for low-income customers. 
Connecticut’s program reserves 10% of total program capacity and 10% of each project’s 
capacity for low to moderate income customers or low-income service organizations, while New 
Jersey’s program includes a 40% carve-out for low to moderate income customers. 

Table 7. Examples of Low-Income Community Solar Provisions 

State Low-Income Provisions 

California 
The CPUC directed Pacific Gas & Electric and Southern California Edison 
to solicit Community Solar Green Tariff projects to serve disadvantaged 
communities in the San Joaquin Valley. 

Connecticut 
Connecticut’s program reserves 10% of total program capacity and 10% of 
each community solar project’s capacity for low to moderate income 
customers or low-income service organizations. 

Illinois 
The Illinois Solar for All program includes an additional 6 to 13 cents per 
kWh for low-income community solar projects. 

Maryland 
Maryland’s pilot program includes a 60 MW carve-out for projects focused 
on low to moderate income customers. 

Massachusetts 
The SMART program includes an adder of 6 cents per kWh for community 
solar projects serving low to moderate income customers. 

Minnesota 
Xcel Energy’s Rehabilitation and Efficiency: Neighborhood Energy Works 
(RENEWs) pilot program combines community solar subscriptions with 
energy efficiency improvements for certain low-income customers. 

New Jersey 
New Jersey’s community solar pilot program rules include a 40% carve-
out for low to moderate income customers. 
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