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Executive Summary 

 The goal of the research and this report is to develop a reference guide to existing 

resources on Community Solar Gardens (CSG), write a case study and practical reference for 

Municipalities and Cooperatives interested in developing a CSG, and create a CSG customer 

interest communication tool. The project will be freely accessible assemblage of Community 

Solar Garden resources. This will be shared with Minnesota communities wishing to undertake 

community solar projects.  
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Reference Guide for Community Solar 

Introduction: 

 The reference guide acts similarly to an annotated bibliography. The purpose of the 

guide is to provide a list of resources for utilities to reference. There is a wealth of information 

regarding community solar available from various sources. This guide will help connect utilities 

with the information that is tailored to them. It is organized into reports, articles/websites, and 

videos. 

Reports: 

Title Author Link 

A Guide to Community Solar: Utility, 
Private and Nonprofit Project 
Development 

National 
Renewable Energy 
Laboratory (NREL) 

http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy12osti/545
70.pdf 

Community Solar: Obstacles and 
Opportunities 

Institute for Local 
Self-Reliance (ILSR) 

http://ilsr.org/wp-
content/uploads/files/communitysolarp
ower2.pdf 

Utility Community Solar Handbook: 
Understanding and Supporting 
Utility Program Development 

Solar Electric Power 
Association (SEPA) 

http://www.solarelectricpower.org/med
ia/71959/solarops-community-solar-
handbook.pdf 

Shared Renewable Energy for Low-
to-Moderate Income Consumers: 
Policy Guidelines and Model 
Provisions IREC 

http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016
/04/f30/IREC-LMI-Guidelines-Model-
Provisions_FINAL.pdf 

Community Solar Program Design 
Models SEPA 

http://www.solarelectricpower.org/med
ia/422095/community-solar-design-
plan_web.pdf 

Accelerating Adoption of 
Community Solar SEPA 

http://www.solarelectricpower.org/med
ia/439739/accelerating-adoption-of-
community-solar_final.pdf 

Utility-Scale Solar: The Path to High-
Value Cost-Competitive Projects SEPA 

http://www.solarelectricpower.org/med
ia/466271/utility-scale-solar-the-path-
to-high-value-cost-competitive-
projects.pdf 

Community Solar Garden Guide 

Clean Energy 
Resource Teams 
(CERTs) 

http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.
org/sites/default/files/CERTs_Communit
ySolarGuide_0.pdf 

CSG Tips for Communities CERTs 
http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.
org/solargardens 

http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy12osti/54570.pdf
http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy12osti/54570.pdf
http://ilsr.org/wp-content/uploads/files/communitysolarpower2.pdf
http://ilsr.org/wp-content/uploads/files/communitysolarpower2.pdf
http://ilsr.org/wp-content/uploads/files/communitysolarpower2.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/71959/solarops-community-solar-handbook.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/71959/solarops-community-solar-handbook.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/71959/solarops-community-solar-handbook.pdf
http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/04/f30/IREC-LMI-Guidelines-Model-Provisions_FINAL.pdf
http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/04/f30/IREC-LMI-Guidelines-Model-Provisions_FINAL.pdf
http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/04/f30/IREC-LMI-Guidelines-Model-Provisions_FINAL.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/422095/community-solar-design-plan_web.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/422095/community-solar-design-plan_web.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/422095/community-solar-design-plan_web.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/439739/accelerating-adoption-of-community-solar_final.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/439739/accelerating-adoption-of-community-solar_final.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/439739/accelerating-adoption-of-community-solar_final.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/466271/utility-scale-solar-the-path-to-high-value-cost-competitive-projects.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/466271/utility-scale-solar-the-path-to-high-value-cost-competitive-projects.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/466271/utility-scale-solar-the-path-to-high-value-cost-competitive-projects.pdf
http://www.solarelectricpower.org/media/466271/utility-scale-solar-the-path-to-high-value-cost-competitive-projects.pdf
http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.org/sites/default/files/CERTs_CommunitySolarGuide_0.pdf
http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.org/sites/default/files/CERTs_CommunitySolarGuide_0.pdf
http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.org/sites/default/files/CERTs_CommunitySolarGuide_0.pdf
http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.org/solargardens
http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.org/solargardens


 

4 
 

Articles/Websites: 

Title Author Comments Link 

Better on the 
Roof? ILSR 

Compares rooftop to ground-
mounted community solar 
projects 

https://ilsr.org/community
-solar-better-roof/ 

Frequently Asked 
Questions about 
Community Solar 

Solar Gardens 
Institute 

Colorado-based nonprofit, 
one of the main advocates for 
community solar in the US 

http://www.solargardens.
org/frequently-asked-
questions/ 

Shared 
Renewables / 
Community Solar 

Solar Energy 
Industries 
Association 

Overview of community solar 
in the US 

http://www.seia.org/polic
y/distributed-solar/shared-
renewablescommunity-
solar 

Key considerations 
in choosing a 
community-owned 
solar garden EnergySage 

Things you should consider 
when choosing how and 
where to invest in solar 

https://www.energysage.c
om/solar/community-
solar/key-considerations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://ilsr.org/community-solar-better-roof/
https://ilsr.org/community-solar-better-roof/
http://www.solargardens.org/frequently-asked-questions/
http://www.solargardens.org/frequently-asked-questions/
http://www.solargardens.org/frequently-asked-questions/
http://www.seia.org/policy/distributed-solar/shared-renewablescommunity-solar
http://www.seia.org/policy/distributed-solar/shared-renewablescommunity-solar
http://www.seia.org/policy/distributed-solar/shared-renewablescommunity-solar
http://www.seia.org/policy/distributed-solar/shared-renewablescommunity-solar
https://www.energysage.com/solar/community-solar/key-considerations
https://www.energysage.com/solar/community-solar/key-considerations
https://www.energysage.com/solar/community-solar/key-considerations
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Videos: 

Video Source Comments Link 

NREL 
Community solar scenario tool 
introductory video 

https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=-
SYORKB8FNg&feature=youtu.be  

Minnesota Renewable 
Energy Society (MRES) 

Alan Wernke of Innovative Power 
Systems discusses the state of 
Solar Energy in Minnesota 

https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=hf-KaBtOQ58 

National Information 
Solutions Co-operative 
(NISC)  

Hear co-op representatives talk 
about the community support, 
cost, installation, operations and 
partnerships 

https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=qQMLWQSZbZs 

Just Community Solar: A 
Story of Faith in Action! 

People come together to address 
economic disparities through 
community solar gardens in 
Minnesota 

https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=VG4Lo1ycDiQ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-SYORKB8FNg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-SYORKB8FNg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-SYORKB8FNg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hf-KaBtOQ58
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hf-KaBtOQ58
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qQMLWQSZbZs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qQMLWQSZbZs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VG4Lo1ycDiQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VG4Lo1ycDiQ
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Tools/Resources 

Resource Comments Link 

NREL's Community 
Solar Scenario Tool 

Calculator tool that allows 
communities to asses viability of 
projects 

http://www.nrel.gov/tech_dep
loyment/tools_community_sol
ar.html 

NREL's Levelized Cost 
of Energy Calculator 

Calculator for both utility-scale and 
distributed generation renewable 
energy technologies 

http://www.nrel.gov/analysis/t
ech_lcoe.html 

Community Power 
Network (CPN) 

Provides assistance and advice about 
starting up a community solar project 

http://www.communitypower
network.com/ 

Solar Suitability 
Application 

Interactive map showing solar 
potential on a large scale across 
Minnesota using Lidar data and GIS 
technology http://solar.maps.umn.edu/  

Made in Minnesota 
Solar Incentive 
Program 

Provides financial benefits to energy 
customers who choose to install solar 
on their home or business 

http://www.mn.gov/commerc
e/consumers/your-home/save-
energy-money/mim/ 

Advanced Energy 
Legislation Tracker 

Contains information on energy 
legislation in all fifty states, which can 
be sorted by state, keyword, and 
policy area http://www.aeltracker.org/  

Local Government 
Community Solar 
Toolkit 

Created by CERTs to help cities, 
counties, and other local governments 
get involved with community solar 

http://www.cleanenergyresour
ceteams.org/solargardens/tool
kit 

Clean Energy Project 
Builder 

Search for CSGs based on utility, 
availability, and county location. 

http://www.cleanenergyprojec
tbuilder.org/solar-gardens 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.nrel.gov/tech_deployment/tools_community_solar.html
http://www.nrel.gov/tech_deployment/tools_community_solar.html
http://www.nrel.gov/tech_deployment/tools_community_solar.html
http://www.nrel.gov/analysis/tech_lcoe.html
http://www.nrel.gov/analysis/tech_lcoe.html
http://www.communitypowernetwork.com/
http://www.communitypowernetwork.com/
http://solar.maps.umn.edu/
http://www.mn.gov/commerce/consumers/your-home/save-energy-money/mim/
http://www.mn.gov/commerce/consumers/your-home/save-energy-money/mim/
http://www.mn.gov/commerce/consumers/your-home/save-energy-money/mim/
http://www.aeltracker.org/
http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.org/solargardens/toolkit
http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.org/solargardens/toolkit
http://www.cleanenergyresourceteams.org/solargardens/toolkit
http://www.cleanenergyprojectbuilder.org/solar-gardens
http://www.cleanenergyprojectbuilder.org/solar-gardens
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Case Study for Municipalities and Co-operatives interested in Community Solar 

Introduction: 

 As the community solar industry continues to grow in Minnesota, energy utilities across 

the state are adapting to the evolving energy landscape. Community solar gardens present 

unique opportunities and challenges to municipally and co-operatively owned utilities. This 

section of the report provides answers to frequently asked questions regarding the 

opportunities and challenges these utilities may experience when planning and implementing 

community solar gardens (CSG). The answers are provided by three utilities in Greater 

Minnesota that have had varied experiences with projects. Each utility is at a different stage in 

the planning and implementation process and each provides a unique perspective when 

answering questions. The table below summarizes each utility’s situation and how they will be 

identified in this report: 

Structure Situation Identified in Case Study 

Municipality Planning first CSG project Muni 1 

Co-operative Implemented two CSG projects, considering a third Co-op 1 

Co-operative Implemented first CSG project recently  Co-op 2 

 

 The case study questions were identified through independent research and input from 

CERTs. Answers were collected through face to face interviews with a utility staff member. In 

hopes of providing an easy-to-use and readable guide, answers are summarizations (not direct 

quotations) of each interviewee’s responses. The questions have also been categorized by the 

following topics: 

 Internal Planning 

 Marketing/Outreach 

 Member Base 

 Subscribers Contract 

 Internal Operation 

 Reflection/Future 

The purpose of this case study is to help municipally and co-operatively owned utilities 

across the state learn from the experiences of others in the industry. 
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Internal Planning 

1. What motivated you to initially explore the viability of a community solar garden 

project? 

 

Muni 1: We are driven to serve the broad customer base.  In addition to discussing 

community solar (CS) internally, we received numerous requests from customers by the 

end of 2015. We received CS interest from customers as an alternative to installing 

their own panels because CS is scalable, cheaper, and easier for them to be involved in 

solar energy. It also offered us an opportunity for our utility to gain knowledge by 

building and designing the system. 

 

Co-op 1: We were aware of general public interest from media stories. However, we 

received a lot of phone calls from members curious about solar, particularly net-

metered solar. At that point our members were not aware of community solar.    

 

Co-op 2: As a member-owned Co-operative, our mission is “Serving our Members” If 

they express interest in an area, we research it and assess its viability for our members. 

Most interest was shown over the phone and in-person visits from members. 

 

 

2. Were there key messages or approaches that made the project easier or harder to get 

approved? 

 

Muni 1: Controlling our own destiny. Customer service is a priority for us. CS allows the 

utility to provide maintenance and support to ensure the reliability of the system. We 

are best equipped to monitor the output and be proactive on maintenance. This relieves 

our customers from these types of risk. 

 

Co-op 1: If our members want to purchase renewable energy, why shouldn’t we be the 

entity to provide it for them? Why should we let a third party get between us and our 

members? We are a local entity best positioned with resources and staffing to provide 

these new services. Our members have representation in the governance of the co-op, 

so if there are issues, the members will be heard and any issues will be resolved. 

 

Co-op 2: A great approach for us was working with our power supplier to achieve 

economies of scale for our project. They were installing a research and development 

project at our site, so being able to use the same contractors, permits, etc. allowed our 

project to be more economical for our members. 
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We had a good relationship with a Co-bank already. They were able to take advantage 

of savings associated with renewable energy, and we were able to get great financing 

rates. 

 

 

3. How do you navigate the decision process with your Board/Council/Decision Makers? 

 

Muni 1: We are governed by a Utility Commission. They are excited and we have made 

sure to keep them in the loop. After we receive enough interest, we will go out and get 

price quotes. Then a contract is taken to the commission for approval of the purchaser 

of output or panels. The commission will then approve bids and construction. 

 

Co-op 1: The opportunity was discussed at board meetings as we developed our plan 

based on the direction we received. Ultimately, we presented a business plan to our co-

operative board for approval. 

 

Co-op 2: Our board of directors has a duty to ensure the services we offer to our 

members are safe, affordable, and reliable. CS was a good option to research and bring 

to our members because of the economies of scale and increased reliability from having 

a centralized large scale solar project where our members receive direct benefit from 

the output.  

The board was involved from the beginning and very helpful. Transparency was key to 

the success. 

 

 

4. What is the initial size of the project? What factors led you to choose that size?   

 

Muni 1: Ideally we receive enough interest for a 40 kW system. We are targeting a 20 - 

40 kW system because it is important for economies of scale (panels will be cheaper). 

 

Co-op 1: 40 kW DC with 96 panels. Small projects help mitigate risk because we were 

also able to build it using our own personnel and equipment. 

 

Co-op 2: Our project is 46kW. The total array which includes our power supplier’s 

portion (in addition to ours) is 66 kW. 

 

 

5. From idea to the first kWh produced, how long of a process was this for you? 
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Muni 1: 6 months so far. We are still in the planning process. 

 

Co-op 1: Maybe a year and a half from the first staff discussion. It was about 10 months 

from the first discussion with the board of directors to the first kWh on the first project 

and about 6 months on the second. 

 

Co-op 2: Year and a half. September 2013 was the first time it was mentioned to our 

membership in a monthly newsletter that this was something the co-operative was 

researching. The system was energized in March 2015. 

 

Marketing/Outreach: 

1. How did you get at “willingness to pay” before you had a subscription price to offer? 

 

Muni 1: Still working with this, it really depends on the size of the project. 

 

Co-op 1: We did a member survey and we had the benefit of seeing the success of 

Wright Hennepin Electric Co-op Minnesota. We were also aware of the successful 

experience of electric co-ops in Colorado with community solar. 

 

Co-op 2: We included a ballpark cost estimate in our March 2014 Member Satisfaction 

Survey. We asked members if they would be interested in investing in a community 

solar project if the upfront investment was $1,000 - $1,400 for a panel and they would 

receive approximately 400 to 600 kilowatt-hours annually for 20 years. 51% said they 

may, probably, or definitely purchase a panel. When we included a financing option, the 

interest increased to 54%. 

 

 

2. How did you gauge the interest of potential members/customers before you had your 

system up? 

 

Muni 1: Started with article in annual newsletter. We sent mailings to customers 

participating in wind power program. We put up a banner up at the local community 

Home Show. 

 

Co-op 1: When we first published our interest in offering CS in our newsletter, we 

received a lot of calls and emails from interested members, more than enough to sell 
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out our first project. They didn’t all ultimately purchase a panel however and we 

developed and refined our marketing, advertising, and messaging to sell the 

remainder. 

 

Co-op 2: Our monthly newsletter contained an interest survey to gauge overall interest. 

Our CEO talked about it in the address at the Co-operative Annual meeting. 

 

 

3. How did you recruit subscribers/market to your members, once you decided to develop 

a project? 

 

Co-op 1: We promoted the project in our direct mail and monthly newsletter, which is 

well read and really the best way to communicate with our membership because we 

have so many seasonal members.  Most of the seasonal members are from Twin Cities 

metro area and Fargo, but we have members from all 50 states.   

 

Co-op 2: Website, newsletter, social media, yard signs, ribbon cutting/open house, 

bill-stuffer. We also targeted wind energy participants. 

 

 

4. What are key messages you have conveyed to potential subscribers when marketing 

your program? What has worked best? 

 

Co-op 1: We included bill inserts with colorful photos and images in our monthly 

newsletter.  Our messaging focused on monthly bill credits from solar production that 

will rise as retail electric prices rise.  Buying a panel upfront allows members to lock in a 

price for 20 years. Or, members can buy a half or single panel if “you just want to get 

your feet wet”. Community solar is hassle free – the co-op is responsible for operations, 

maintenance and warranty for 20 year. Seasonal members can have solar credits 

earned in winter carried forward to spring when they open their lake homes. 

 

Co-op 2: Due to the demographics of our member base consisting of 40% of seasonal 

residents, our message included information regarding maintenance, security, and 

insurance of the solar array. They do not have to be present year around; we can take 

of everything right on-site. 

Educational tool on website measuring the carbon offset of the solar array also proved 

to be effective. 
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5. How do you think the subscription price impacted involvement? 

 

Co-op 1: Two types of interest:  

1). People who love clean renewable energy. They were pleased with our subscription 

price because they could participate with just a panel or half panel and it was much less 

expensive than installing personal arrays. We were much more successful subscribing 

these people. 

2). People looking for an investment opportunity. They were less enamored and 

wanted a tax credit and better rate of return. The expected 17-year payback (based on 

the subscription price and forecasted energy price increase) was not as appealing 

compared to other investment opportunities. 

 

Co-op 2: Different in each case. For example, a couple of members who had looked at 

installing solar on their own property were surprised at how economical the price was. 

In contrast, other members saw it as too expensive. The 20 year commitment was a 

concern for older members, so we added a 5 year option. 

 

 

6. If you have had issues getting subscribers, why? 

 

Co-op 1: No issues, enough interest for a third project. We are getting calls again 

regarding interest in net metering and community solar, so we see there is demand for 

another project. 

 

Co-op 2: We have not sold all of our capacity yet due to affordability, education, and 

lack of interest in renewable energy. With seasonal members, we have a short time 

frame to engage members. The timing of the project going online did not work for 

many of our members. Local residents have not shown much interest. 

 

Member Base: 

1. Who are eligible customer participants? 

 

Muni 1: Everyone who receives electricity from our utility. It will not be available to 

people outside our service area. 
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Co-op 1: All members, residential and commercial. 

 

Co-op 2: All members. 

 

 

2. How many members have subscribed? 

 

Co-op 1: 122 

 

Co-op 2: 31 members have purchased 66.5 out of 112 panels 

 

 

3. What is the service area that can subscribe? 

 

Co-op 1: Otter Tail, Wilkin, Becker, Clay, Grant counties. 

 

Co-op 2: Hubbard, Becker, Clearwater, Cass, Wadena counties. 

 

 

4. Any other demographics collected (age, income, and ethnicity)? 

 

Co-op 1: Members in their late 50’s to 70’s. They tend to be retired or close to it.  Many 

have a permanent address elsewhere but maintain a lake home here. 

 

Co-op 2: We collect some information in our billing information (history, records of 

interaction). Not really demographics and it doesn’t go much deeper than that. 

 

Subscribers Contract: 

1. What is your subscription price? By kW or per panel? How was it determined? 

 

Co-op 1: 1st Project: $1,500 a panel. 2nd Project: $1,400 a panel. 

It was determined by preparing an estimate of Engineering, Procurement, Construction 

(EPC) cost much like a bid. And we included future costs such as maintenance, land, 

taxes, etc. and brought that back to present value. 

 

Co-op 2: $1,295 per panel output with 20 year contract (people who signed up last 

year). $1,230 per panel output with 19 year contract (people who signed up this year). 
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We adjust price to keep with 20 year timeline from installation. 

 

 

2. What if a subscriber generates more than they use? How does the carryover work? 

 

Co-op 1: The credits carry over from month-to-month, a selling point for our seasonal 

residents. If the credits sit idle for a year, then they are lost, but as long as they are 

using their electric service, the credits they will be carried over. They are not able to sell 

credits back to the co-op as excess production. Community solar is intended to offset 

their electric usage and we help recommend the number of panels to interested 

members based on their usage history. 

 

Co-op 2: First applied to $33 basic charge. Then we would carryover month-to-month. 

Wipes clean on Dec 31st. 

 

 

3. How do you compensate subscribers? Is it a $ amount credit? An energy credit? How 

often is the credit applied? 

 

Co-op 1: The credit appears as a separate line on their electric bill and tells them how 

many kWh’s their panels produced and the total credit amount. 

 

Co-op 2: Monthly credit at current kW price 

 

 

4. Aside from monetary compensation, do subscribers receive any recognition for their 

support? If so, in what ways? 

 

Co-op 1: We just provided a small gift of a vinyl window sticker to allow members to 

show that they have invested in renewable energy. 

 

Co-op 2: We send them a thank you letter and a yard sign. Since the panels are not 

physically on the roof, it is important to them that they can show their support for 

renewable energy. 

 

 

5. What is your procedure for subscription change/ cancellation? 
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Co-op 1: Members have a right to sell subscription to another member for whatever 

price; we can’t get involved in the brokerage. They can be donated to another member 

and many will probably be transferred with the sale or ownership change of a home. If a 

person cannot find a buyer, they can make a request to the co-op board for the co-op 

to buy back the subscription at a straight line depreciated price. 

 

Co-op 2: We have provisions for transferring, donating, and ability to switch it to new 

residence if a member moves to a new home within the service area. 

 

Internal Operation: 

1. How does this program fit into your current contract agreement(s) with your primary 

power provider? 

 

Muni 1: We are just finalizing new contracts with our primary power provider now. We 

can offer up to 5% of the general load as self-generated renewable energy. 

 

 

Co-op 1: We are allowed to purchase 5% of our requirements from outside renewable 

sources. Our projects fall below that. 

 

Co-op 2: It is allowed in our current agreement. 

 

 

2. Which parts of the project did you do yourself and which parts did you contract with 

others to do? 

 

Muni 1: Everything has been done in-house so far. Our engineering firm will help later 

in the process. 

 

Co-op 1: We used the services of engineering consultants for planning, and 

construction diagrams. Co-op personnel built and interconnected the array. We also did 

all of the marketing and sales. 

 

Co-op 2: We used the same contractor that our power supplier was using in their 

construction for engineering and building. Our staff collaborated on this too. We had a 

legal counsel review contracts and documents. 
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3. How are the physical solar assets managed? 

 

Co-op 1: The co-op manages monitors, and maintains the arrays.  The first two projects 

are on co-op office grounds.   

 

Co-op 2: The arrays are on our property. We have had warranty work on micro-

inverters. We keep taps on maintenance, but want to see how it performs by itself 

(without snow clearing, dusting). 

 

 

4. How did you finance your system? 

 

Muni 1: Pre-purchase of the output for each panel, at least for the first project. 

 

Co-op 1: We made the decision to build based on the number of potential subscribers. 

Our first project utilized a “tax equity flip”; which allowed us to take some advantage 

from the solar tax credit, because as a non-profit co-op, we don’t have the tax appetite 

ourselves. For the second project, utilized a lease through Great River Energy that also 

allowed us to get some benefit from the tax credit. We did not pre-sell either project. 

  

Co-op 2: We worked with a Co-bank, who is a co-operative bank interested in tax 

incentives. The financing is structured as a lease, with negative interest rate to account 

for tax advantages of the project. 

 

 

5. What level of internal staff education/training was necessary to implement the 

program? 

 

Muni 1: Marketing solar is new for all of us. Technical aspects will be new for our crews, 

including installations and maintenance. Communication with customers to show them 

the output of panels. 

 

Co-op 1: Modular design of the tenK system made construction and assembly pretty 

straight forward and allowed us to do on-site training. Electrical work and 

interconnection requires licensed commercial electricians, which we have on staff. 
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Co-op 2: We have worked with solar arrays in past. We have a local solar installer who 

we had worked with. More education was needed in the structure of the program - 

price per panel, member FAQs, etc. 

 

 

6. Who owns the RECs produced by the project? How are they used? 

 

Co-op 1: According to our purchase agreement, rights to the RECs belong to the 

subscribers. We are beginning the process of registering the RECs with M-RETS. Right 

now, the RECs have little value 

 

Co-op 2: We retain the RECs associated with the solar production. To date, we have not 

registered or retired any RECs associated with the project. 

 

Reflection/Future: 

1. Do you have current plans to expand your community solar program? If not, will you 

make plans if the demand arises? 

 

Co-op 1: Considering third project. These decisions are demand driven, and we see the 

demand there. 

 

Co-op 2: We don’t have plans to expand right now. But if demand increases, we would 

research again to see if we could take advantage of new technologies to provide the 

best value to our members. One of the advantages of being a member owned co-op is 

the flexibility to respond to member interest. 

 

 

2. How would you describe internal management’s opinion on solar? Has it evolved? 

 

Muni 1: Our commission is involved in the political environment and regulation field. 

They know it will be a piece of the puzzle going forward for power supply. A lot of 

information is out there but we are interested in using this as a good metric to look at 

the true performance of solar in this part of Minnesota. 

 

Co-op 1: Our internal management is supportive. Providing energy for our members is 

what we do here, and that includes solar. We expect this outlook to continue to evolve. 
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Co-op 2: Internal management’s philosophy is to do what is best for our membership. 

For the energy industry, it takes an all-of-the-above approach to satisfy challenges we 

face in the future. 

 

 

3. If you were to do it over again, what would you change? 

 

Co-op 1: Marketing. We sold half of our panels but ran into a slow stretch. Maybe we 

should have launched with multiple payment options available to make it as easy as 

possible for members to invest. Perhaps we could have looked at sizing the projects 

differently. 

 

Co-op 2: You can’t do enough public educational sessions. I think solar can act as a 

catalyzer to have a larger conservation about the future of energy. 

 

 

4. What long term implications do you anticipate will come from this program? 

 

Muni 1: We hope we can get the community to support CS, but a concern is trying to get 

the customer to make a 20 year commitment to community solar now when there 

could be better technologies that make it cheaper down the road. We want to instill 

confidence in our customers, not buyer’s remorse. 

 

Co-op 1: We see our involvement in renewable energy and storage as essential to our 

future. We will be involved in those types of initiatives. 

 

Co-op 2: Energy education is always a positive. Engagement has led to more curiosity, 

interest, and ownership with members. I see the benefits of this engagement 

continuing.  

 

 

5. What, if anything, are you most concerned about going forward? 

 

Muni 1: Technical aspect - with our weather and climate in this part of the state. 

Sunshine is inconsistent here, which would vary output of panels. Can our system 

respond fast enough to maintain a high quality of power for the distribution system? 

Will this high variability of output from multiple solar panels create anomalies in the 

system that we haven’t seen before? 
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Will people be able to make the commitment? We can build up interest, but will people 

be willing to sign the contract and submit a deposit when that time comes? 

 

Co-op 1: Long-term commitment. Will production hold up for 20 years? Concerns 

include maintenance costs and equipment availability down the road. 

  

 

6. What, if anything, are you most excited about going forward? 

 

Muni 1: Energy conservation. With the talk of smart grids and big picture advances to 

the industry, will adding another output such as solar panels create more noise for the 

system? It will be interesting to able to use our first project to test some of this. 

 

Co-op 1: New initiatives and new projects that serve our members. 

 

Co-op 2: Continuing the conversation about energy use and engaging our members! 

When our members visit the Co-op, they love that they can tangibly see panels that 

produce the energy they buy. 

 

 

7. What information would be helpful for you moving forward in this process forward? 

 

Muni 1: Marketing the system. Knowing how to answer frequently asked questions. Get 

information into people’s hands that they will keep and use in the future. Advice in 

ways to deliver the right message in a clear affordable way would be helpful. We don’t 

have the resources that some large solar developers do for advertising. 

 

Co-op 1: We will be stepping up our technical capabilities to take advantage of industry 

changes. With the energy business, you always wonder what the next regulation or 

innovation might be. What will these changes do to our past initiatives? 

 

Co-op 2: Interested in other systems in the state. How do they operate? What is their 

capacity? Any warranty issues? What are good companies they have worked with that 

will be reliable long-term.  

Marketing advice would also be helpful. As a Co-op we are not used to ‘selling’ services, 

so that has been a new experience for us. 
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Community Solar Garden Customer Interest Tool 

Introduction: 

The Community Solar Garden Customer Interest Tool is intended to connect people 

interested in community solar garden with their utility company. People who visit the CERTs 

website (www.cleanenergyresourceteams.org/solargardens) can find out if their utility 

company already has a community solar program that they are then able to find out more 

information on or are able to express their interest to their utility if a program is not offered. 

Utility companies will receive emailed letters from their interested customers, helping them 

gauge the level of interest their customer base has in Community Solar. The Layout below 

provides the content for the tool, which will be passed on to CERTs Communications Manager 

so it can be fully developed and posted on the live website. 

Layout: 

 Step 1: This tool will first ask visitors to fill out the following information. 

o Name: 

o Address: 

o Name of Utility Company listed on your power bill: 

 Based on this information, the following information will pop up: 

 If the utility company already has a Community Solar program, 

the website/contact information for the appropriate utility will 

pop up. 

 If the utility company does not have a Community Solar program, 

the visitor will be brought to the second section (see Step 2). 

 

 Step 2: The second section asks the visitor to fill out a few short questions: 

o Q1: Are you interested in having your utility provide the option to subscribe to 

Community Solar Gardens? 

 Yes 

 No 

o Q2: I would be particularly interested in having my utility provide a Community 

Solar Garden subscription if (check all that apply): 

 Shorter term commitment (less than the typical 20-year commitment) 

subscriptions would be available 

 Pay-as-you go subscriptions would be available 

 Educational opportunities were provided with the project 

 Solar gardens included pollinator-friendly habitats 

 Other:__________________ 
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o Q3: Regarding community solar, I would like to make the following 

question/comment: 

 Fill in the blank:____________________ 

o At the bottom, provide a button that says: 

 Generate Letter of Interest based on my answers. You will be able to 

review and confirm the letter before it is sent. 

 Generate a general Letter of Interest. You will be able to review and 

confirm the letter before it is sent. 

 

 Step 3: Based on the answers from the earlier steps, a letter template (with answers 

filled in) is provided: 

Email Letter of Interest Template 

[Your Name] 

[Street Address] 

[City, St Zip] 

[Optional – Email Address] 

 

[Today’s Date] 

[Name of Utility Company] 

[Address] 

[City, St Zip] 

[Email Address] 

 

Dear [Name of Utility Company], 

 I am a customer of [Name of Utility Company] and I would support my utility providing a 

Community Solar Garden subscription option to their customers. I would be particularly 

interested in participating if [insert answers from Step 2 Q2]. Additionally, I would like to make 

the following comment/question regarding community solar: [insert answers from Step 2 Q3] 

 Thank you for taking my thoughts on the subject into consideration. 

Sincerely, 

[Your Name] 
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* General Letter of Interest would not include sentences that require answers from Step 2* 

 Step 4: Provide an option to add or edit letter content. 

o At the bottom, provide a button that says: 

  Confirm and send letter of interest email to my utility company 

 

 Step 5: Confirmation page that the email was sent. Thank the person who filled out the 

Community Solar Garden Customer Interest Tool. 

 

 

 

 


