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Great Plains Institute Today

17-yr. old non-partisan, non-profit that:

1. Develops better energy policy via consensus.

2. Catalyzes deployment of best energy 
technologies, practices & programs.

3. Provides reliable analysis & decision tools.

Mission:  To transform the way we produce, 

distribute and consume energy to be both 

economically and environmentally sustainable.
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Sustainable Communities

1. GreenStep Cities

2. Metro Clean Energy 

Resource Team (CERT) 

3. Grow Solar Partnership

4. Sustainability Planning and 

Technical Assistance 



Why Does Local 
Government Matter?



Source: Bloomberg New Energy Finance

1977 - $76.67/watt

2014 - $0.67/watt

 The wholesale price of solar 
photovoltaic (PV) panels ($/watt) has 
dropped by 99% since 1977.

Evolution of Solar Energy . . . 



Evolution of Solar Energy . . . 
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2014 - $0.67/watt

 The wholesale price of solar 
photovoltaic (PV) panels ($/watt) has 
dropped by 99% since 1977.

 More significantly, since 2007, the 
price has declined by 83% . . . 

2007 - $4.00/watt



Source: Tracking the Sun VII Briefing, LBN Labs

 DOE (SunShot) estimates that installed costs need to 

be well below $2/watt (rooftop) to sustain the market.

 However, the “soft cost” component for rooftop 

systems in particular remains difficult to address

Evolution of Solar Energy . . .



Source: Tracking the Sun VII Briefing, LBN Labs

Evolution of Solar Energy . . .



Local governments are a critical partner 

in the task of creating a self-sustaining 

solar energy market

If you remember one thing .  .  .
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Solar energy development 

is local development

Local government development oversight 

determines how, and whether, local solar 

resources are used

If you remember one thing .  .  .
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Role of Local Government . . . 



1. Comprehensive Plans that 

acknowledge and address solar resources and 

development

2. Development Regulations that 

explicitly address solar development in its 

varied forms

3. Permitting Processes that are 

predictable, transparent, and documented

4. Public Sector Investment in the 

community’s solar resources

5. Local Programs to limit market barriers 

and enable private sector solar development

Five Principles for Solar Ready Communities…  
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Typical Local Government Roles in 

Development Activities

Regulator – policy, zoning, permitting

Educator – providing information to help 

people make informed decisions

Financier or Assembler – EDA type 

role, providing financing tools, development 

preparation, assembly of resources for 

private sector investment

Developer - HRA or public housing 

authority type role, owning and managing 

development for private sector use 

Consumer – developing solar for public 

sector use

Solar Development is Development
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Solar energy development is local development

Is investment adding value to homes and 

businesses 

Creates economic opportunity

Uses local resources

Poses potential conflicts

Solar Development is Development
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Local Solar Policy



Comprehensive Plans that

address solar resources 

acknowledge solar 

development benefits and 

opportunities in the 

community.

 Property value

 Job creation

 Import substitution

Solar Ready Communities
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Comprehensive Plans that

acknowledge perceived nuisances or 

potential conflicts between solar 

development and other resources; 

 Agricultural practices

 Urban forests

 Historic resources

 Airports

 Natural areas

Solar Ready Communities
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Source: GPI 2015

Thinking about your Solar “Reserve”



Rochester’s Solar “Reserve”



Rochester’s Solar “Reserve”

 Gross solar reserve – Over 7,000 MW of 

capacity, enough to generate almost 100 times 

the amount of electricity used in Rochester 

every year. . .  



Source: GPI 2015

Rooftop Solar Reserves



Source: GPI 2015

Rooftop Solar Reserves



Source: GPI 2015

Rooftop Solar Reserves

 Rooftop solar reserve – 470 MW of capacity, 

enough to generate approximately 50% of the 

amount of electricity used in Rochester every 

year. . .  



Chapter 4: Plan Making
David Morley, AICP, and Erin Musiol, AICP

 Common Features of Local Plans

 Solar in the Comprehensive Plan

 Solar in Subarea Plans

 Solar in Functional Plans

 Summary

Planning Best Practice

25



Regulation of Solar Development



Permitting Processes with 

predictable and clear submittal 

requirements, review timeframes, 

and permit fees.

Solar Ready Communities
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Permitting best practice goals

A. Reduce time spent on acquiring 

permits and conducting inspections

B. Make the permit process transparent 

and predictable to both staff and 

applicants

C. Ensure the permit process reflects 

industry best practices

D. Establish a permit fee that 

appropriately covers local 

government review and inspection 

costs

Solar Ready Communities
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Permitting Best Practices
Solar Permit Checklist – Minneapolis/St. Paul

1. Identifies when the checklist is 

applicable 

2. Collects basic information 

about the installation

3. Identifies required drawings and 

technical information to acquire 

a permit

4. Identifies when structural 

engineering review is necessary

5. Identifies criteria for other 

permit or process 

requirements



Permitting Best Practices
Solar Permit Checklist – Minneapolis/St. Paul

Required Drawings and Plans

7. Provide construction drawings 

that include a building section 

detail and complete notation of 

method of fastening equipment to 

the roof of the subject property, 

including the following details:



Permitting Best Practices
Solar Permit Checklist – Minneapolis/St. Paul

Structural Assessment

11. The minimum structural 
threshold for installing a flush-
mounted PV system is a roof 
structure with at least 2 x 4 
rafters no more than 24” on-
center spacing. . .  

12. Non-flush-mount installations 
have different potential structural 
considerations. If the answer to 
question 10 (is the system flush-
mounted?) is no, please provide 
the follow ng additional 
information. . .



Permitting Best Practices
Solar Permit Checklist – Minneapolis/St. Paul

Ground Mount Submittal 
info

Electrical Information

Heritage Preservation

18. Legislative Code § 73.06 
provides that exterior work, 
including installation of solar 
energy systems, within city 
designated heritage preservation 
sites and districts is subject to 
review and approval by the 
Heritage Preservation 
Commission (HPC) prior to the 
issuance of city permits. 



Standardizing Permitting 

Structural engineering 

studies on residential 

rooftop solar installations.

 http://mn.gov/commerce/energy/

images/SolorRoofsReport.pdf

 http://mn.gov/commerce/energy/

images/FINAL-Standardized-

Load-Table-Report.pdf

 http://prod.sandia.gov/techlib/ac

cess-

control.cgi/2014/1420600.pdf



Development Regulations that: 

explicitly address solar 

development in its varied forms, 

create as-of-right installation 

opportunities, and 

set clear and predictable 

standards for balancing solar 

resources with other resources.

Solar Ready Communities
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Model Ordinances:

1. For urban areas, addressing 

solar as accessory uses

2. For counties, addressing 

solar as a principle use 

(solar farms, solar gardens)

mn.gov/commerce/energy/topics/clean

-energy/Solar/Minnesota-Solar-

Challenge.jsp

Solar Ready Communities
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Do your basic zoning tools - uses, setbacks, heights, 

coverage – create barriers for  home and business 

owners to capture solar resources?

Uses - Are accessory solar land uses allowed?

Dimensional standards -What exceptions does 

your ordinance allow for height and setback 

standards? 

Coverage - Is a ground-mount solar energy system 

the same as a shed or garage?

Does your ordinance define an “as-of-right” 

installation for accessory uses?

Basic Solar Energy Zoning – Accessory Uses 
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Do your basic zoning tools set clear standards for solar 

farm or garden development?

Uses - Are principal solar land uses allowed?  Are 

clear land use priorities set in districts, overlays?

Submittal requirements – What information do 

you need from solar farm developers? 

Coverage – How does your ordinance consider 

solar collector surfaces in coverage  or impervious 

surface ratios?  

Are solar principal uses treated equivalently as 

other industrial or natural resource based uses?

Basic Solar Energy Zoning – Principal Uses
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Does your zoning use advanced regulatory concepts that 

can affect solar development? 

Design standards - Are community aesthetic or character 

standards part of local regulations?

Solar easements or cross-property protection - Does 

local regulation protect the long-term solar resource when 

someone makes a long-term investment in solar infrastructure?

Home Owners Associations– Does the community have an 

interest in ensuring solar development rights in common 

interest communities?

 Integrating with other processes – agricultural protection, 

municipal utility, historic preservation, etc.

Advanced Solar Zoning
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Does your development regulation use incentives? 

Density bonus for solar development 

Protect solar resources when subdividing

 Identify preferred areas for solar farms

Financial incentives in fee structure

Planned Unit Development conditions

“Solar ready” construction

The community has an long-term interest in 

sustainable infrastructure – housing, 

transportation, energy systems

Incentives and Requirements
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THANK YOU!

Brian Ross, AICP, LEED GA
Senior Program Director

bross@gpisd.net
612-767-7296


