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Executive Summary
As the Trump administration turns back the dial on climate progress at the federal level, states play
an increasingly critical role in creating and stimulating clean-energy progress in the United States.
In particular, state-level policies have an enormous influence on distributed solar, such as those on
existing rooftops, parking lots and along roadways. If fully developed, distributed solar could provide
most of the United States’ electricity with minimal negative social and environmental impacts, paving
the way for important reductions on fossil fuels that are driving the climate crisis.1
For this report, we highlight 10 states with high potential for distributed solar but poor policies to
realize that potential.

Our key findings:
•

Although the 10 states in this report account for more than a third of the total rooftop-solar
potential in the contiguous United States, they account for just 7.5 percent of net generation
for 2017.2

•

Texas and Florida stand out as two of the states with the most potential but the worst
distributed-solar policies.

•

Among the most common barriers to the expansion of distributed solar in the 10 states are
lack of community solar policies, poor compensation policies, and prohibited or unclear thirdparty ownership legality.

All 10 states highlighted in this report — Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Louisiana, Oklahoma,
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia and Wisconsin — are barely skimming the surface of their technical
potential for rooftop solar. Only 0.01 percent to 0.99 percent of their technical potential is being met,
far below that of leading states such as California and Arizona, which are at least at 3.81 and 4.51
percent, respectively.3 In many of these states, fossil fuel companies and utilities are also waging
campaigns to create policy barriers and restrictions, making it harder for people to go solar.4

Recommendation:
State policies that prevent the expansion of the distributed-solar market threaten the swift
transition from fossil fuels to a fully renewable energy system. This system is needed to stave off the
worst impacts of climate change and protect the health of communities and the planet. All 50 states
should make improvements to their renewable energy policies in one way or another. But the 10 states
identified as the top offenders when it comes to blocking distributed solar can have a significant
impact on distributed-solar progress — and therefore on environmental health, energy democracy and
the climate crisis — by following the recommendations outlined in this report.
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Table 1. 10 States Blocking Distributed Solar: Overall Policy Grade, Small-scale Rooftop-solar
Photovoltaic Generation Potential Rank, and Net Generation from Small-scale Rooftop PV
State

Alabama
Florida
Georgia
Indiana
Louisiana
Oklahoma
Tennessee
Texas
Virginia
Wisconsin

Overall Policy
Grade
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F

Small Scale Rooftop PV
Net Generation from
Technical Potential: Rank Small Scale Rooftop PV:
of Contiguous U.S.
Rank of Contiguous U.S.
19
46
3
13
10
34
14
35
22
12
20
42
15
32
2
6
13
24
16
31
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Additional Report Highlights
All 10 states have significant barriers in place to distributed-solar development and have earned an
overall policy grade of “F” in our analysis. By contrast, the 10 states that obtained an “A” grade in our
analysis account for 27 percent of the total rooftop-solar photovoltaic annual generation potential in
the contiguous United States, but were responsible for about 68 percent of total generation.5
We based state grades on a thorough review of the presence, or absence, and strength of key
distributed-solar policies, and, combined with the overall rooftop-solar photovoltaic technical potential
rankings by National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL), identified the states that would benefit
most from improvements to their distributed-solar policy landscapes.6

Of the 10 states highlighted in this report:
•

Nine remain from the 2016 list. These states have made few notable improvements in the past
two years to their distributed-solar policy landscapes. Michigan updated its Renewable Energy
Standard in December 2016, so it was replaced on the list by Louisiana, which has made no
notable improvements to its solar policy landscape in the past two years.

•

Eight lack renewable portfolio standards (RPS), policies that are key to creating a safe market
for investing in rooftop solar. The two states with mandatory RPSs in place — Texas and
Wisconsin — have already met their low targets and have not taken steps to update their
policies, so these RPSs are doing nothing to bolster the solar industry at this point. In fact
Texas met its incredibly unambitious goal of 10,000 MW 15 years ahead of schedule.7

•

Five lack mandatory statewide net-metering policies, possibly the most important policy model
in place in the United States that allows for solar customers to connect with the grid. Only 12
states in the country are without these standards.

•

Only three allow for third-party power purchase agreements (PPAs) — a financing model that
has fostered a distributed-solar boom across the United States by allowing for those who
wouldn’t otherwise be able to afford solar panels outright to be able to install them on their
property. One allows for leasing but not PPAs.

•

None have state-wide community solar programs in place, which are key to encouraging broad
access to distributed-solar resources and promoting community resiliency. Virginia has a pilot
program.

•

Eight lack strong interconnection laws, making the process of installing solar panels harder for
homeowners, business owners and third-party companies alike.

•

Four don’t have any solar-rights laws that protect home and business owners from local
restrictions on solar-panel installations due to issues like neighborhood aesthetics.

All 10 of these states are bad actors in the distributed-solar policy game, but two in particular
stand out as the worst: Florida and Texas. These two states fall in the top three for rooftop-solar
photovoltaic technical potential, just after California. Both Florida and Texas could feasibly have some
of the best markets in the country for distributed-solar growth; they make up more than 16 percent of
the total generation potential for small building solar in the contiguous United States. Because of bad
policies, however, Florida and Texas only account for about 5 percent of the total net generation. By
contrast California makes up about 13 percent of total generation potential for small building solar,
but generated about 49 percent of the net generation.
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Introduction
In order to stave off the worst impacts of climate
change, the United States needs a rapid transition
to a 100 percent clean-energy system — a move
supported by leading climate scientists, industry
experts, religious groups, justice organizations and
environmentalists alike. The technology exists to
make this happen in a way that takes into account
vulnerable species, habitats and communities.
Obtaining a significant portion of our energy from
clean sources within the already-built environment
— such as on existing rooftops, parking lots and
along roadways — would allow us to address climate
change and meet our energy needs. It would enable
a transition without paving over the planet and could
help to alleviate some of the strain our energy system
has on low-income communities and communities of
color. Distributed sources such as photovoltaic (PV)
solar built on existing structures have the potential
to meet significant electricity and heating/cooling
needs with much fewer social and environmental
impacts than traditional energy sources, particularly
fossil fuels.*

What Is Distributed Solar?
Generally, when people talk about
distributed solar, they are referring to solar
panels on rooftops of homes and businesses
— but the term can refer to any kind of
solar electric system that is placed on or
near where electricity is used. Solar arrays
are often found on building rooftops, but
some emerging technologies allow for solar
cells to be incorporated onto other building
surfaces. One example of this is thin-film
cells on windows. Solar panels as shades
on parking lots, community solar farms and
even individual solar panels on street lamps
are all forms of distributed generation.
Distributed-solar generation is an
important part of a sustainable energy future
for many reasons. Reducing the distance
between where electricity is generated
and where it is used prevents energy
loss in transmission, creates ownership
opportunities in the energy system for
individuals and communities, and decreases
the amount of land destroyed by large-scale
energy operations.

Current federal and state policies are not
sufficient to meet the high levels of diffusion of
distributed PV generation we need to reach a just
and wildlife-friendly energy future. At the federal level, a 30 percent investment tax credit (ITC) that
has helped to spur renewable energy market growth is set to expire at the end of 2019. With new 30
percent tariffs on imported solar panels from China and Taiwan instituted by the Trump administration,
solar prices will increase. This will set us further back on the path to a clean-energy future.8
State-level policies, which in many ways determine the success of energy markets and the
affordability of solar, largely fail to support distributed-solar growth potential. State legislation
determines how utilities work with home and business owners to connect their distributed-solar energy
systems to the electric grid, whether solar system owners get paid for excess generation supplied to the
grid, and whether there is any support for low-income homeowners or individuals who would otherwise
have a hard time installing solar panels on their own.

*Distributed generation refers to energy that is generated at or near the point of consumption. It generally includes
small-scale electricity generation, considered less than 10 megawatts (MW) in size, which is connected directly to the
distribution network (grid). It can refer PV solar or any type of energy generation of this connection type and size, including
wind, coal, natural gas, geothermal, etc.
4

Distributed generation, which plays an important role in decentralizing electricity distribution,
allows for customers to buy less power from their monopoly utility provider. Because this threatens
their business model, investor-owned utilities, which distribute power to about 75 percent of U.S.
homes, along with fossil fuel companies and even public utilities, are blocking distributed-solar
progress by pressuring state utility regulators to enact anti-solar policies.9,10 These actions, by slowing
the clean and wildlife-friendly energy transition, pose serious threats to endangered species, sensitive
habitats and communities that are often left to bear the consequences of our energy system’s public
health and economic losses without aid.
In many states there are few policies in place that require utilities to treat solar customers fairly.
Instead there are active barriers in place to prevent utility customers from “going solar.” Furthermore,
in states where policies have been successful in encouraging distributed-solar market growth, utilities
and corporate interests have been fighting to remove or weaken these policies — waging a “war on
rooftop solar.”11,12 Without strong distributed-solar policies, individuals and businesses are often left
without options to fund or install solar-energy systems on their property. And in some states, enough
barriers exist that property owners are essentially prohibited from installing solar panels even if they
have the funds.
This report highlights 10 states that have some of the highest potential for distributed-solar market
growth, and therefore the ability to mitigate the negative effects of fossil fuel use, but the worst
policies in place. All states are identified by National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) as being
in the top 25 states for rooftop-solar photovoltaic technical potential, and all have obtained poor
distributed-solar policy grades in our analysis.13
This report specifically considers distributed-solar growth and evaluates the states that are blocking
progress. That serves to identify improvements that need to be made in order to prioritize distributedsolar technology diffusion in these states and demonstrate policy changes that can increase distributed
solar across the country.

PV Installation, photo courtesy Ballonboy101, Wikimedia
Commons.
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Key state-level distributed-solar policies and barriers
There is no silver bullet to overcome distributed-solar barriers at the local, state or national level.
There are many expert opinions regarding individual model policies. States that have emerged as
leaders in distributed-solar generation, such as California, New York and Massachusetts, have done so
by creating solar-friendly policy landscapes. These leading states tend to have three categories of key
solar policies, as broken down by the National Renewable Energy Laboratory:14
•

Market preparation policies allow for home and business owners to install solar panels on their
property by creating the regulatory structure needed to connect small solar installations to the
grid. Without these policies in place, the barriers are often too great for installation, regardless
of the property owner’s interest level. These policies include interconnection standards, netmetering programs and solar-rights policies.

•

Market-creation policies set up the conditions needed for solar businesses to sell energy or
technology to home and business owners. The main market creation policy model in the United
States that influences distributed generation diffusion is a renewable-portfolio standard (RPS),
also known as a renewable-electricity standard. These standards set minimum requirements for
renewable-energy generation for utilities. RPSs that include specific minimum requirements for
solar-energy generation, or distributed generation, are said to have a solar “carveout.”

•

Market-expansion policies are those that help expand access to solar energy and technology to
those who wouldn’t otherwise have access, such as renters or low-income homeowners. These
include financial incentives such as grants, rebates and tax incentives; community solar laws
(including virtual net metering); and third-party ownership laws.

Most states are lacking in one or more of these key policies. Even some of the leading states have
barriers within their distributed-solar policies in the form of access restrictions and prohibitive fees.
By putting barriers in place or lacking key policies altogether, states and utilities are preventing home
and business owners from choosing to go solar, ultimately blocking climate action. Some of the more
common avenues that states take to do so include: prohibiting third-party ownership financing models
of solar, such as PPAs; setting unambitious renewable portfolio standards (RPS) or failing to update
them as needed; including restrictions in net-metering rules, such as fees, system size limits and
program caps; setting rates that don’t take into account the true value of solar and prioritize utility
profit-making; and excluding certain sized solar systems from tax exemptions and other financial
incentive programs.
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Image 1. Map of state overall distributed-solar policy grades
For the purpose of identifying states blocking access to distributed solar, and thus failing to meet
their solar potential, we examined key policies within each of these categories that specifically affect
the diffusion of distributed-solar generation and access: renewable-portfolio standards (RPSs), netmetering policies, community solar laws, interconnection standards, third-party ownership laws and
solar-rights laws. We did not go into great detail on tax credits, rebates or other financial incentives, as
many of these are contingent on federal and local policy and are not determined at the state level. Our
methodology for assigning policy grades can be found in Appendix B.

7

Renewable Portfolio Standards and Solar Carveouts
Mandatory renewable-portfolio standards (RPS) or renewable-electricity standards exist in 29 states
and Washington, D.C. In general these standards require utilities to generate electricity from renewable
sources — or acquire renewable energy certificates from other generators — equal to a target
percentage of their sales. Over half of the 120 GW of renewable energy capacity built since 2000 has
been driven at least in part by RPS policies.15 Across the United States, new renewable-energy sources
for RPS compliance resulted in a 3.6 percent reduction in total fossil fuel generation.16 Lifecycle
greenhouse gas emissions were reduced by 59 million metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent due to
these new sources.17
RPS requirements differ across states, not only in the percent renewable-energy contribution
required but also in the way they treat different renewable technologies. Of the 29 states with RPSs,
18 have provisions in their RPS policies that favor either solar-energy sources generally or distributedelectricity generation (which is de facto PV solar, given current technologies). Colorado and New
Jersey, for example, each require that 3 percent of their electricity comes from distributed generation
by 2020.18,19 Since the last iteration of this report, Michigan has extended its RPS with a credit
multiplier for distributed energy sources, which we hope will help distributed-solar growth.
Of the 10 states highlighted in this report, eight do not have any state-wide mandatory RPS, and
the two states that do — Texas and Wisconsin — passed their unambitious goal deadlines by 2015.
Even so, simply the presence of an RPS does not mean that it will drive distributed-solar growth
specifically. Many states have RPSs in place that do not have solar or distributed generation carveouts.
A carveout specifies that a certain portion of the RPS goal be met through specific sources and ideally
would include a generous distributed PV carveout. Without a specific carveout for distributed solar, a
solar carveout may be met with utility-scale solar, which is often sited in remote areas that may contain
sensitive habitats or imperiled species habitat. Nonetheless, it is still better for the distributed-solar
market than no carveout at all.

Image 2. Map of mandatory state renewable portfolio standards (RPS)
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Net Metering
Net-metering policies have proven critical to the deployment of distributed solar.20 Net-metering
policies allow utility customers to sell excess electricity generated from their rooftop-solar panels
back to the utility and receive credit on their bill. This credit helps to offset the customers’ electricity
consumption from the grid during other times of the day or year, reducing their total electricity
purchases from the utility.21,22 As of the end of 2017, 38 states and Washington, D.C., had netmetering policies in place.23 Seven states offer distributed generation compensation rules other than
net metering.
As distributed PV has reached higher levels of market penetration, debates across the country
have waged about whether to maintain full-retail net metering — i.e., net metering that allows for
solar customers to be paid full retail rate for the excess electrical generation they send to the grid, as
a pricing mechanism.24,25 Some argue that higher levels of rooftop-solar diffusion will challenge the
traditional utility business model by altering the relationship between the customer and utility.26
In response to increased levels of solar, electric utilities and pro-fossil fuel special-interest
groups who do not support solar energy expansion, such as Edison Electric Institute, Americans for
Prosperity and Consumer Energy Alliance, have raised concerns about “cost shifting.” They claim
that the net-metering fees paid to solar customers for excess generation unfairly transfer costs both
to non-solar customers and the electric utilities by reducing the number of customers contributing to
grid maintenance.27,28,29 These groups have attacked distributed solar policies across the country by
developing model legislation, funding and political cover for anti-solar campaigns.30
To address “cost shift” and other solar-pricing-model concerns so that solar customers can be paid
for their excess generation without impacting non-solar customers unfairly, many states and utilities
have conducted cost-benefit studies of net metering. Two meta-analyses of such studies revealed that
the marginal value of solar connected via net-metering programs exceeds the retail rate of electricity,
and that net metering therefore provides a net benefit to all customers, not just those with solar
panels.31,32 The savings are possible because rooftop solar provides electricity exactly when it’s needed,
taking pressure off the grid during peak hours and reducing the need for inefficient and expensive
peak power plants. It also reduces the wear and tear to transmission infrastructure and energy loss.
One meta-analysis found that utilities tend to exclude environmental and social benefits of solar and
focus only on costs and savings that affect the direct costs of operating the grid. Further, this analysis
found that studies conducted by non-utility analysts generally value solar higher than those that are
conducted by utilities.33 Despite the widespread success of net-metering programs, these debates have
increased in recent years.
There are 12 states without mandatory net-metering programs in place.34 Almost all are all falling
significantly behind other states in meeting their distributed-solar capacity potential (Table 1). Five of
these states, Alabama, Georgia, Indiana, Tennessee and Texas, are highlighted in this report.
Almost every state saw policy actions related to net-metering policy or rate design in 2016 and
2017, according to the NC Clean Energy Technology Center.35,36 In 2017 alone, 31 states saw actions
related to distributed solar compensation rules and 21 saw actions related to solar valuation or netmetering studies.37 In general, states are allowing utilities to decrease rates paid to customers through
net-metering and other compensation programs and apply fixed and demand charges specifically for
solar customers, making solar less affordable.38 Although this has become less common in recent
years, many states have allowed utilities to put caps on the amount of net energy generated through
net-metering programs. Once a net-metering program cap is reached, no new net-metering customers
are able to join, which eliminates this primary compensation mechanism for homeowners to install
distributed solar.
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The Wild West of Solar Fights
Net-metering policy fights are spreading across the United States rapidly, and have been
especially dramatic in the sunny western states.
The first big fight to see national coverage was in Arizona, which after years of debate decided
in late 2016 to replace retail-rate net metering for the state with export credits based on short-term
valuation methods, which is making solar more financially burdensome for utility customers in the
state.39
Similarly, Utah started phasing out retail-rate net metering in 2017. Although existing netmetering customers’ rates are being grandfathered in at the retail rate, any new customers will
receive three years’ of credits at a lesser rate. After that, a new fee structure, which will be
determined by the state’s Public Service Commission by 2020, will take effect.40
Nevada’s solar market has seen a turbulent two years. In December 2015, NV Energy, one
of Nevada’s largest public utilities, relied on the refuted “cost shift” argument to convince the
Nevada Public Utilities Commission (PUC) to drastically cut the state’s net-metering program,
causing the state’s three largest providers of rooftop solar to temporarily leave the state entirely.
This resulted in an immediate drop in PV solar installations; NV Energy issued permits for 33MW of
solar in the fourth quarter of 2015 but only 3MW in the first quarter of 2016.41 But due to broad
and substantial public outcries, the legislature intervened and passed A.B. 405. This immediately
allowed rooftop-solar customers to be reimbursed for their excess generation at 95 percent of the
retail rate, although with a declining compensation rate over time.42 In general, this move is seen
as a win for solar advocates and will likely revive the threatened distributed-solar market in the
state.

Image 3. Map of mandatory state net-metering policies
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Community Solar
Community or shared-solar programs allow
multiple utility customers to connect to one
shared solar installation, benefiting from the
power provided and financial savings. Customers
who otherwise wouldn’t be able to install solar
panels on their homes, either because they’re
renters, they can’t afford panels on their own or
due to structural or shading issues, are able to
access clean solar energy through these programs.
Community solar projects can share similarities
with utility-scale solar projects (e.g., large capacity
size and often found as ground-mounted systems),
but they are generally considered distributed solar
due to their benefiting communities directly, and
as they can be built near to where electricity is
used.
States can encourage community solar
installations through a variety of policies,
including virtual net metering and specific
community solar acts. Virtual net metering is a
type of aggregate net metering, where credits from
one PV solar system are used to offset multiple
customers’ electricity bills. Eighteen states and
Washington, D.C., currently have community solar
or virtual net-metering policies in place, but some
of these policies are limited to pilot projects or
only certain utilities.

Community Solar Gardens Blooming in
Minnesota
Minnesota leads the country in community
solar, largely due to its Solar Energy Jobs Act,
enacted in 2013. Although the state-created
solar garden program took a few years to get
off the ground, it grew rapidly in 2017, and
that growth is expected to continue in 2018.
The state added 48 new solar gardens to the
existing 10 from the year prior and now has
enough community solar to power 32,000
homes. Minnesota’s largest utility, Xcel,
administers the program and independent
companies install and run the solar gardens
themselves. Utility customers receive a bill
credit for their portion of the energy produced
by the solar garden, at retail rate at first and
then at a value of solar (VOS) rate. The VOS
rate calculation must take into account all
the benefits solar offers to the utility system,
including the value of energy and its delivery,
generation capacity, transmission capacity,
line losses and environmental value. Two of
the projects, in Montrose and Waverly, serve
residential customers exclusively while the
others rely primarily on businesses.43,44

Image 4. Map of state community solar policies
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Interconnection Standards
Interconnection standards are requirements to connect solar panels to the utility grid. They
determine the ease and cost of installing solar energy systems for homes and businesses. Without
interconnection standards, the installation process can be too unwieldy and often too expensive for
homeowners or even third-party solar companies. Even with interconnection standards, if they are
complicated or have unnecessary barriers in place, installation rates can be negatively affected. A
barrier commonly found in interconnection standards is a provision for unnecessary liability insurance
for all solar customers connected to the grid. This raises costs and ultimately decreases the benefits
gained from installing solar panels. Another barrier is the requirement for a redundant external
disconnect switch, which again increases costs and decreases solar benefits unnecessarily.45
Vote Solar and the Interstate Renewable Energy Council (IREC) assessed states’ interconnection
standards and net-metering standards, assigning them grades based on their overall friendliness
towards distributed-solar customers.46 32 states and Washington, D.C., have interconnection standards
with passing grades including two of the 10 states highlighted in this report (see Appendix B).

Image 5. Map of state interconnection standards
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Third-party Ownership
Third-party ownership is an important driver of distributed-solar markets. Of the 1.3 GW of
residential solar installed in 2014, 72 percent was third-party owned.47 In New Jersey, a leading
distributed-solar state, more than 90 percent of residential solar systems are third party owned.48 This
financing structure is common and has benefited the distributed-solar industry immensely.
Third-party ownership or third-party financing generally occurs through two models: leases and
PPAs. A customer can sign a traditional lease and pay for the use of a solar system or enter into a PPA
to pay a specific rate for the electricity that is generated each month.
One of the more obvious attacks on the distributed-solar market is that of third-party ownership
bans. By barring these types of agreements, states restrict rooftop-solar development. The majority
of the states that disallow third-party ownership have an installed residential solar capacity of 1,000
MWh or less.49
Six states currently explicitly disallow third party ownership of solar — both leases and PPAs.
Five states disallow PPAs but allow leases. The legality of third-party ownership is unclear in 20 other
states, making them risky places for solar companies to operate. Without clear third-party ownership
legality, this financing model cannot benefit those who don’t have the money to buy solar panels and
install them outright — which, at this point, is most Americans. Of the states highlighted in this
report, Alabama and Oklahoma explicitly disallow both leases and PPAs, Florida and Louisiana allow
leases but not PPAs, and legality is unknown or unclear in Indiana, Tennessee and Wisconsin.

Image 6. Map of state third-party ownership laws
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Solar Rights Laws
Local ordinances or private groups such as homeowners’ associations are sometimes able
to put barriers in place to distributed-solar development by claiming that solar panels reduce the
aesthetic value of a neighborhood or by preventing shade removal around rooftops. Solar rights laws
provide protections to solar customers from installation bans, unreasonable expenses and restrictions
that might be imposed by these groups at the local level and thus help prevent barriers to distributed
generation.

Image 7. Map of state solar-rights laws
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10 Sunny States Blocking Distributed Solar
To identify the states blocking distributed-solar development through bad policy landscapes, we
considered three factors:
1) Overall policy grades, determined primarily by the presence or absence of market-preparation,
market-creation and market-expansion policies for distributed solar. Partial scores were given
for weak net-metering and interconnection policies, previously analyzed by Interstate Renewable
Energy Council (IREC) and Vote Solar in their 2015 “Freeing the Grid” report. Full methodology
for creating policy grades is explained further in Appendix B.
2) Rooftop-solar photovoltaic technical potential, as determined by National Renewable Energy
Laboratory (NREL).50
3) Minor consideration of subjective factors — including the extent to which policymakers opted to
actively block distributed solar due to utility pressure when given the opportunity to create fair
market policies.
Many other states could also have been included in this report, due to active distributed-solar
policy fights, bad policy scores overall, lack of policies or programs directed at increasing access for
low or moderate-income communities, or the absence of any distributed-solar market. Thus the present
report isn’t intended to function as an inclusive summary of all states blocking access to distributedsolar development, but rather to highlight how much weak state-policy landscapes are preventing
distributed-solar growth in states with high potential. It also seeks to provide clear avenues for
advocacy and policy improvements in the near term.

Table 2. 10 States Blocking Distributed Solar: Key Policies
State

Mandatory RPS
- Active

RPS Solar or
DG Carve-Out

Mandatory Net
Metering

Third Party
Ownership

Community
Solar

Interconnection
Standards

Solar Rights
Laws

Alabama

no

NA

no

no

no

no

no

Florida

no

NA

yes

no

no

no

yes

Georgia

no

NA

no***

yes

no

no

no

Indiana

no*

no

no***

no*

no

yes

yes

Louisiana

no

NA

yes

yes**

no

no

yes

Oklahoma

no*

no

yes

no

no

no

no

Tennessee no

NA

no

no*

no

no

no

Texas

no**

no

no**

yes***

no

no

yes

Virginia

no*

no

yes

yes***

no*

yes

yes

Wisconsin

no

no

yes

no*

no

no

yes

*voluntary by
utility

**voluntary by
utility

* legality is
unknown or
unclear

*pilot program

yes = grade of A,
B, or C in IREC and
Vote Solar's Freeing
the Grid report

**RPS requirements already
met or timeline
passed

***policy like net
metering in place
that doesn't meet
criteria set by
DSIRE

**leases are
legal, but
PPAs are
prohibited

**has virtual
net metering
(VNM)

no = no standards or
grade of D or F

***legal but
with limitations
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Alabama
Although many states have made improvements
over the past two years with regard to renewableenergy policy, Alabama has done virtually nothing.
Still with no RPS, net-metering or community
solar laws in place, and barriers to third-party solar
companies operating in the state, it’s no surprise
that Alabama is falling far behind its solar potential.
The state legislature has made no moves to support
the distributed-solar industry — and in fact has
blocked net metering multiple times, most recently
in 2016 — despite the opportunity for reliable, clean
electricity, community resilience and job creation in
a state that desperately needs it.51

Quick Facts
•

#19 in technical potential (TWh) for
rooftop solar

•

#46 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: None

•

Net-metering policy: None

•

Third-party ownership: None

•

Community solar laws: None

Not only does Alabama lack all key distributed• Interconnection standards: None
solar policies, it also lacks any clear avenues for
public involvement in the policymaking process.
• Solar-access laws: None
With the first iteration of this report, we noted that
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) does supply a netmetering-like option to its customers, but it only operates in a small part of northern Alabama. For the
rest of the state, under utility Alabama Power, no payback or financing option exists. Further, the utility
charges a punitive, fixed fee of 5 dollars per kilowatt per month to solar customers.52
Thanks to a 2015 report by Institute for Energy Economics and Financial Analysis, we also know
that the Alabama Public Service Commission does not allow the public to meaningfully comment
on Alabama Power’s integrated resource plan.53 Utilities use integrated resource plans to identify
affordable ways to meet the needs of the electricity market, and public input would help to create a
more realistic understanding of the demand for distributed solar in the state. Public input is a key
component of a fair, transparent government. Without allowing it in the IRP development process,
potential solar customers have essentially no say in the types of policies that could benefit them.

Recommendations:
•

Increase transparency by allowing public input on Alabama Power’s IRP.

•

Create mandatory targets by enacting a strong RPS with a distributed-solar carveout.

•

Create a strong net-metering policy and an interconnection law using criteria outlined in IREC
and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the Grid” report.

•

Allow for third-party PPAs and leasing to improve accessibility of distributed-solar resources.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.

•

Remove the $5 per kilowatt monthly fixed charge for solar customers

•

Create solar rights policy to protect individual home and business owners’ rights to install solar
panels on their properties.
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Florida
Florida, despite being known as “the Sunshine
State,” has one of the weakest distributed-solar
policy landscapes in the United States. It remains
one of the worst actors on our list, in spite of the
clear public support for solar. With no RPS, PPAs
or community solar policies, Florida has essentially
blocked all potential distributed-solar development,
especially for those who cannot afford to buy solar
panels outright and install them on their own.
Florida is one of the fastest-growing states in
the country, with ever-growing demand for solar
resources and one of the highest technical potentials
for rooftop solar in the United States. Even without
an RPS, if Florida allowed for PPA financing of solar
installations, Floridians could decide for themselves
to put solar panels on their homes in order to save
money over time, and many would.

Quick Facts
•

#3 in technical potential for rooftop solar

•

#13 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: None

•

Net-metering policy: Weak

•

Third-party ownership: Leases allowed,
PPAs disallowed

•

Community solar laws: None

•

Interconnection standards: Weak

As Florida’s demand for clean and affordable energy sources has grown, it’s faced some tough
fights over distributed-solar policy. In 2016 Florida lawmakers introduced Amendment 1, a ballot
measure that would have ensured monopoly utility control over solar power by locking out third-party
competitors. The amendment, deceptively named “Rights of Electricity Consumers Regarding Solar
Energy Choice,” was backed by an interest group funded by state utilities and fossil fuel companies.54
Had it been successful, Amendment 1 would have made PPAs not only illegal, but unconstitutional
in the state. It also attempted to grant utilities a constitutional basis to challenge any policy that they
perceived to unfairly favor solar power. Fortunately, due to a wide-reaching public-awareness campaign
by a broad coalition of solar advocates, Floridians showed their support for solar by voting the ballot
measure down.55
Despite the clear message from residents at the ballot box, Florida legislators have done little to
improve the state’s policy landscape for distributed-solar development. The “Sunshine State” needs to
start living up to its name and its technical potential by allowing its residents to go solar.

Recommendations:
•

Create mandatory targets by enacting a strong RPS with a distributed-solar carveout.

•

Strengthen net-metering policy and interconnection standards using criteria outlined in IREC
and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the Grid” report.

•

Explicitly allow for third-party PPAs to improve accessibility of distributed-solar resources.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.
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Georgia
Georgia, like Florida and Texas, is high on the
list for rooftop PV technical potential but falling far
behind in overall net generation. Because Georgia
still has no RPS, net metering, community solar
or solar-access policies, it remains on the worst
offenders list.
Like Florida, Georgia’s solar market has a lot of
opportunity for growth. This is thanks in large part to
a years-long and high-profile fight led by an unlikely
team: environmentalists and an offshoot of Tea
Party activists. This unlikely coalition led the fight
against Georgia’s utility commission and anti-solar
Americans for Prosperity to require Georgia’s primary
utility, Georgia Power, to get more of its energy from
solar, and successfully fought a proposed fee on
solar customers.56

Quick Facts
•

#10 in technical potential for rooftop
solar

•

#34 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: None

•

Net-metering policy: None

•

Community solar laws: None

•

Interconnection standards: Weak

•

Solar-access laws: None

Due to continued successes by solar advocates in the state, Georgia made a notable improvement
in its solar policies by allowing for third-party ownership of solar panels, putting it in a position to
move off the list of worst solar states in coming years. Also, Georgia Power now sells rooftop-solar
systems to customers.

Recommendations:
•

Enact a strong RPS with a distributed-solar carveout.

•

Enact a strong net-metering policy using criteria from IREC and SEIA’s “Freeing the Grid”
report.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.

•

Strengthen interconnection standards using criteria outlined in IREC and Vote Solar’s “Freeing
the Grid” report.
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Indiana
Indiana’s already dismal solar-policy landscape
has been hit hard over the past few years. With the
passage of S.B. 309 in 2017, Indiana opted to
phase out retail rate net metering. A review by The
Indianapolis Star showed that Indiana legislators
received thousands of dollars in gifts from utility
interest groups while writing this legislation. These
interest groups used the false argument that netmetering compensation acts as a “subsidy” for solar
to convince legislators to revoke the policy. Because
of these insidious relationships, Indiana legislators
have dealt an unfair hand to Hoosiers who want to
have the freedom to go solar at a fair rate.57

Quick Facts
•

#14 in technical potential for rooftop
solar

•

#35 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: Voluntary
and weak

•

Net-metering policy: None

•

Third-party ownership: Unclear

• Community solar laws: None
Between a voluntary RPS, a net-metering policy
that is being phased out, no community solar and
• Interconnection standards: Weak
unclear third-party ownership laws, plus a pending
residential monthly fixed charge increase for
Indianapolis Power and Light customers, Indiana is essentially blocking any chance of substantial
distributed-solar development. This is true even without the threat of additional barriers and is
especially problematic for low-income communities. The anti-solar landscape is taking a toll on solar
job creation in the state; according to the 2017 Solar Jobs Census by The Solar Foundation, Indiana
added 93 percent fewer jobs in 2017 than 2016.58

Recommendations:
•

Strengthen the RPS by making it mandatory, creating a more ambitious target and including a
distributed-solar carveout.

•

Strengthen net-metering policy and interconnection standards by using criteria outlined in IREC
and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the Grid” report.

•

Allow for third-party PPAs and leasing to improve accessibility of distributed-solar resources.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.

•

Prevent further attempts to create unfair fees for distributed-solar customers.
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Louisiana
Louisiana is the only new state on the list in this
update. It secured its spot in part because Michigan
made an improvement to its RPS, and also because
it’s made no notable improvements to its policy in
the last two years despite a dire need.
Louisiana may seem as though it’s doing
something right in terms of distributed-solar policy
since it’s ranked #12 for net generation. The
installations that account for this number seem to
be due to a surprisingly generous solar tax credit
that covered 50 percent of installation costs up
to $25,000 for solar customers who installed
systems before mid-2015.59 The state’s overall
policy landscape lacks an RPS, has no community
solar laws and is weak on net-metering and
interconnection standards. The legality of PPAs is
also unclear in Louisiana.

Quick Facts
•

#22 in technical potential for rooftop
solar

•

#12 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: None

•

Net-metering policy: Weak

•

Third-party ownership: Leases allowed

•

Community solar laws: None

•

Interconnection standards: Weak

As of July 2015, the solar tax credit took a steep dive due to a suite of new restrictions, including
a cap of $10,000 per PV solar system. Nothing has been done to improve the incentive since.60 And in
the summer of 2016, the state ran out of funds for the program.61 Louisiana saw about half as many
residential solar installations in 2016 as in 2015 or 2014, likely due to this decline.62
Now the Louisiana Public Service Commission staff has proposed to eliminate retail rate net
metering and replace it with a “two channel billing” mechanism, likely at an avoided cost rate.63
This would apply even to existing solar customers after a short five-year grandfathering period. That
means that those Louisiana customers who went solar expecting to be paid back for their investment
over the course of a certain number of years will now have to wait even longer for their investment to
pay off. Additionally, calculating the costs and benefits of solar would be largely left to the utilities,
and the draft proposal would potentially allow for utilities to impose discriminatory charges on solar
customers.64,65 It’s unclear when this proceeding will be resolved, but if rooftop solar is to have a
fighting chance in the state, it’s clear that these proposed changes need to be rejected. On the flip
side, the proposal does include community net metering, so there would be a community solar policy
of some kind if the proposed rules are approved.

Recommendations:
•

Create mandatory targets by enacting a strong RPS with a distributed-solar carveout.

•

Create a strong net-metering policy and strengthen interconnection standards using criteria
outlined in IREC and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the Grid” report.

•

Allow for third-party PPAs and leasing to improve accessibility of distributed-solar resources.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.

•

Reject the LPSC proposal to replace net metering.
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Oklahoma
With no notable changes to its overall solar-policy
landscape, Oklahoma once again makes the list
of sunny states blocking distributed-solar progress
through bad policy. It may not have as much
technical potential for rooftop solar as the other
states on this list, but Oklahoma is also nowhere
near meeting its technical potential or providing fair
access to distributed solar. There are fewer than 700
homes with solar statewide as of the end of 2017.66
This low figure is problematic, as improved rooftopsolar access could benefit Oklahoma’s low-income
and rural residents significantly.

Quick Facts
•

#20 in technical potential for rooftop
solar

•

#42 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: Voluntary
and weak

•

Net-metering policy: Weak

• Third-party ownership: None
Unfortunately, with a voluntary and weak RPS
• Community solar laws: None
with an expired goal of 15 percent renewable
energy by 2015 and no solar carveout, there’s
• Interconnection standards: Weak
no real mandate for the state to invest in solar.
Voluntary RPSs in general don’t provide the incentive • Solar-access laws: None
needed to effectively promote solar power for either
distributed or utility-scale sources. Oklahoma also
lacks a third-party ownership policy, has no community solar or solar-rights policies and has very weak
interconnection standards. Finally, although Oklahoma does have a net-metering program, it has a
fairly low system-size limit and does not require that utilities pay customers back for the net energy
they generate; this significantly decreases the payback for distributed-solar owners.
Until Oklahoma’s legislature decides to create policies that encourage distributed-solar
development, its residents will miss out on energy choice, clean-air benefits and electricity savings
that rooftop-solar markets can provide.

Recommendations:
•

Strengthen the RPS by making it mandatory, create a more ambitious target and include a
distributed-solar carveout.

•

Strengthen net-metering policy and interconnection standards by using criteria outlined in IREC
and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the Grid” report.

•

Allow for third-party PPAs and leasing to improve accessibility of distributed-solar resources.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.

•

Create solar-access laws to protect individual home and business owners’ rights to install solar
panels on their properties.
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Tennessee
Tennessee’s legislature has done essentially
nothing to support its distributed-solar market,
despite the fact that 88 percent of Tennessee voters
expressed a desire to have solar on their homes.67
It has remained on the list of worst states, with no
marked improvement since 2016. The lack of clean
energy support by legislators may seem inevitable in
the heart of coal country, but other coal states like
West Virginia have market preparation policies in
place, which provides a minimum framework to allow
residents to choose to spend their own money to
install solar panels.

Quick Facts
•

#15 in technical potential for rooftop
solar

•

#32 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: None

•

Net-metering policy: None

•

Third-party ownership: None

• Community solar laws: None
With no RPS, net metering, third-party
ownership, community solar laws, interconnection
• Interconnection standards: None
standards or solar-access laws, Tennessee has nixed
any opportunity for distributed-solar development.
• Solar-access laws: None
This makes the switch to clean energy even more
of a financial hurdle in Tennessee than it would be
in other states with similarly poor markets. What little distributed-solar capacity there is installed in
the state is due to the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), the power utility that services almost all of
Tennessee. TVA has a voluntary net-metering-like program in place to support its distributed generation
customers — a program created in response to users’ requests for a net-metering program.68 Huge
changes would have to be made in the state for this market to be a viable one. And in the meantime,
TVA has recently proposed a new rate structure expressly designed to make distributed solar less
attractive in its service area.69

Recommendations:
•

Create mandatory targets by enacting a strong RPS with a distributed-solar carveout.

•

Create a strong net-metering policy using criteria outlined in IREC and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the
Grid” report.

•

Allow for third-party PPAs and leasing to improve accessibility of distributed-solar resources.

•

Strengthen interconnection standards using criteria outlined in IREC and Vote Solar’s “Freeing
the Grid” report.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.

•

Create solar-access laws to protect individual home and business owners’ rights to install solar
panels on their property.
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Texas
As catastrophic storms like Hurricane Harvey
become more frequent and intense in southern
states like Texas, improving access to distributed
solar becomes even more urgent. When distributedsolar systems are designed with disaster resiliency
in mind, they can provide power even when the rest
of the grid goes down and communities rebuild after
disaster strikes. That’s why improving statewide solar
policy is so important in Texas. With the state’s large
population, continuous development, high electricity
demand and incredible technical potential for
rooftop solar, it’s primed for a huge distributed-solar
boom.

Quick Facts
•

#2 in technical potential for rooftop solar

•

#6 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: Extremely
weak

•

Net-metering policy: Voluntary

•

Community solar laws: None

•

Interconnection standards: Weak

Unfortunately the state’s legislature and
regulators have consistently blocked progress on
distributed-solar policy for the last decade and have made no moves to improve the state’s policy
landscape since the last iteration of this report came out. Texas met its incredibly unambitious
RPS goal of 10,000 MW in 2009 — more than 15 years ahead of schedule — and no tangible
improvements have been made in the eight years since. A “non-wind sources” carveout for the state’s
RPS was approved in 2005 only to be blocked by the utilities commission after corporate interests
threatened to sue. In 2007 a bill that would have mandated statewide net metering was blocked by
the public utility commission. In 2009, 2011 and 2013, efforts to circumvent the commission’s
authority to require that retail electricity providers offer net metering to their customers failed to pass
the state legislature.70
Although Texas’ solar-rights law and allowance for third-party ownership puts it a step
ahead of many other states on this list, the Lone Star State earns its spot in the top 10 ranking of
states blocking solar progress due to its weak distributed-solar policy landscape overall despite the
highest technical potential for rooftop solar of any state other than California. With even moderate
improvements to its net-metering law and its RPS, Texas could dramatically improve accessibility to
distributed-solar sources.

Recommendations:
•

Update the RPS to include a new ambitious target and a strong distributed-solar carveout.

•

Strengthen net-metering policy and interconnection standards by using criteria outlined in IREC
and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the Grid” report.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.
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Virginia
Virginia does have a couple of policies in place
supporting its distributed-solar market, such as solaraccess rights and strong interconnection standards.
But it only has a voluntary RPS with no solar
carveout, unclear legality for third-party ownership
and no true community solar policy. Without
mandatory and meaningful goals, the RPS doesn’t
provide any real incentive to promote distributed or
utility-scale solar development. And like many other
states on this list, Virginia has done little to improve
its solar outlook since the last iteration of this report.

Quick Facts
•

#13 in technical potential for rooftop
solar

•

#24 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: Voluntary
and weak

•

Net-metering policy: Weak

With S.B. 1393, enacted in March 2017,
• Third-party ownership: Unclear
the state did require that the two investor-owned
• Community solar laws: None
utilities in the state develop “community solar”
pilot programs in the state. But these would not be
community solar programs in their true form, as they
would not allow for community ownership or administration of the solar installations.71
The state’s weak net metering improved slightly when the legislature signed S.B. 1395 into law in
March 2015. This legislation allowed for more mid-size installations by increasing the net-metering
system size limits from 500 kW to 1,000 kW. However, it is still an overall weak program because it
requires that customers create a PPA with their utility prior to connecting their PV solar system to the
grid. These agreements are up to the utility’s discretion. This barrier prevents potential solar customers
from accessing net-metering program benefits and ultimately gives all power to the utility rather than
ensuring solar customers are compensated fairly for the energy they provide.

Recommendations:
•

Strengthen the RPS by making it mandatory, create a more ambitious target and include a
distributed-solar carveout.

•

Strengthen net-metering policy by using criteria outlined in IREC and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the
Grid” report.

•

Clearly allow for third-party PPAs and leasing to improve accessibility of distributed-solar
resources.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.
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Wisconsin
No major policy improvements have been made
for distributed solar in Wisconsin since the last
iteration of this report. Although the state came
close to an RPS success story a handful of years
ago, but dropped the ball. Its target of 10 percent
was actually fairly ambitious for the time, but similar
to Texas, the state met its goal two years early in
2013. The Wisconsin legislature has made no moves
to implement any new renewable energy goals as of
yet, and therefore its existing RPS is outdated and
ineffective. In addition, there is no solar carveout.

Quick Facts
•

#16 in technical potential for rooftop
solar

•

#31 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: Weak

•

Net-metering policy: Weak

• Third-party ownership: Unclear
Wisconsin’s net-metering program could also be
• Community solar laws: None
strengthened by increasing or removing the systemsize cap and allowing for community solar inclusion.
• Interconnection standards: Weak
The state’s interconnection standards obtained a low
grade on IREC and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the Grid”
report due to the fact that they require solar customers to buy extra liability insurance and install a
redundant external disconnect switch, both of which create burdens for potential customers who might
already find it financially challenging to install solar panels without access to third-party ownership
agreements.

Recommendations:
•

Update the RPS with a more ambitious target and a distributed-solar carveout.

•

Strengthen net-metering policy by using criteria outlined in Vote Solar and IREC’s “Freeing the
Grid” report.

•

Allow for third-party PPAs and leasing.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.

•

Strengthen interconnection standards using criteria outlined in Vote Solar and IREC’s “Freeing
the Grid” report.
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(Dis)honorable Mentions
Although Kentucky, Michigan and South Carolina didn’t make our list of the top 10 states blocking
solar progress, it wasn’t for lack of bad policy. Kentucky’s low policy score would have guaranteed it a
spot if it ranked higher in overall technical potential — it’s only 26 on that list. Michigan has improved
its overall ranking since the last iteration of this report by updating its RPS, but the state’s solar policy
landscape remains poor overall. And although South Carolina has some key policies in place, they tend
to be voluntary and weak measures that don’t support the solar market as well as they could.

Michigan

Quick Facts

Michigan is known for being cold and snowy
for a significant part of the year, and it’s easy to
underestimate the state’s solar potential. However,
Michigan comes in eighth for rooftop PV technical
potential in the United States — above even Georgia
and Virginia. With high electricity prices and such
high potential for distributed solar, what’s holding
the state back is its bad policy. These policies don’t
come from lack of interest; 80 percent of Michigan
voters want to see more solar, with majority support
from both Democrats and Republicans.72

•

#8 in technical potential for rooftop solar

•

#26 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Net-metering policy: Weak

•

Community solar laws: None

•

Interconnection standards: Weak

• Solar-access laws: None
Michigan has extended its previously-met RPS
to 15 percent by 2021, part of why it was knocked
off the top 10 list from the 2016 rankings to a dishonorable mention. Unfortunately its net-metering
policy includes barriers in the form of low system-size limits and aggregate capacity limits, and the
Public Service Commission staff recently proposed changing their net-metering policy to a “netbilling” policy to compensate solar customers at a lower rate. The state’s interconnection standards are
complex and include a requirement for additional and redundant insurance. Furthermore, Michigan
lacks both community solar laws and solar-access laws, two policies that could directly benefit lowerand moderate-income home and business owners. Communities in Michigan, particularly low-income
communities and communities of color, could benefit immensely from the opportunity to generate
reliable, clean electricity while increasing community resilience and creating jobs.

Recommendations:
•

Maintain the state’s existing net-metering policy and strengthen it and the state’s
interconnection standards by using criteria outlined in IREC and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the Grid”
report.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.

•

Create solar-access laws to protect individual home and business owners’ rights to install solar
panels on their properties.
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South Carolina
On the surface it may appear as though South
Carolina is not doing badly in terms of solar policy —
as it has an RPS and net-metering program. In truth,
however, both of these policies are substantially
weak, and both are voluntary. South Carolina’s RPS
is one of the weakest in the country — calling for
utilities in the state to produce just 2 percent of
their total capacity from renewable-energy sources
by 2021. Like many other states on this list, South
Carolina’s RPS does not include a solar carveout. Its
net-metering program also expressly prohibits meter
aggregation, which would allow for multiple homes to
benefit from a shared solar installation.
South Carolina also has unclear third-party
ownership legality, weak interconnection standards,
no community solar programs in place and no
solar-access rights. In order to even come close
to its distributed-solar potential, South Carolina’s
legislature needs to step up its distributed-solar
policy game. Since it’s made no clear moves to
improve its policy in the past two years, it remains a
dishonorable mention on this list.

Quick Facts
•

#23 in technical potential for rooftop
solar

•

#18 in net generation (thousand MWh of
residential solar)

•

Overall policy grade: F

•

Renewable portfolio standard: Voluntary
and weak

•

Net-metering policy: Mandatory but
capped

•

Third-party ownership: Leasing allowed,
PPAs disallowed

•

Community solar laws: None

•

Interconnection standards: Weak

•

Solar-access laws: None

Recommendations:
•

Strengthen the RPS by making it mandatory with an ambitious distributed-solar carveout.

•

Strengthen the net-metering policy by making it mandatory, allowing for meter aggregation, and
using criteria outlined in IREC and Vote Solar’s “Freeing the Grid” report.

•

Allow for third-party PPAs and leasing to improve accessibility of distributed-solar resources.

•

Strengthen interconnection standards using criteria outlined in IREC and Vote Solar’s “Freeing
the Grid” report.

•

Create community solar and low-income financing programs to help diversify access to
residential solar.

•

Create solar-access laws to protect individual home and business owners’ rights to install solar
panels on their properties.
27

Conclusion
Distributed solar is a necessary and drastically undervalued component of our clean-energy future.
Rooftop-solar prices are becoming increasingly competitive with fossil fuel sources, and we know
what policies work to encourage installations. While there are some federal policies that can influence
distributed solar, given the anti-climate action agenda of the Trump administration and Congress, the
real power lies with the states.
We do have some real success stories to look to for inspiration: Distributed-solar markets have
blossomed in California, New York and other states that have adopted generally strong solar policies.
Unfortunately, distributed-solar development is under attack from monopoly utilities and fossil fuel
interests across the country. From net-metering fights to outright bans on third-party ownership, the
number and intensity of these fights are increasing year by year.
Energy, climate, wildlife and social-justice advocates need to stand together to support policies that
can maximize our solar potential and protect the rights of individuals and communities to create and
benefit from clean, reliable energy where they live and work.
The states outlined in this report are far from the only states that need to improve their policies
— all 50 states have room for improvement. What these states do represent is significant missed
opportunity for clean energy generation. This hampers community resilience and empowerment, job
creation and wildlife protection. The states on the list are missing out on avoided fossil fuel use as well
as eliminated environmental costs due to poorly sited utility-scale renewable energy sources.
The lack of key solar policies and the presence of active barriers to distributed generation diffusion
in these states are representative of policy issues many other states are dealing with or will likely face
in the near future. The hope is that by outlining some of these issues home and business owners,
solar advocates and policymakers will have an easier time identifying ways to improve distributed-solar
policy in all states. Through these improvements, we can achieve the necessary transition to a just,
wildlife-friendly and fully renewable energy system.

For more information on policy models that can encourage distributed-solar access, check out
the recently released “Shared Renewable Energy for Low- to Moderate-Income Consumers: Policy
Guidelines and Model Provisions” report by Interstate Renewable Energy Council and “Low-Income
Solar Policy Guide: A road map to successful policies and programs creating access to solar technology
and jobs nationwide” report by GRID Alternatives, Vote Solar and Center for Social Inclusion.
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Appendix B: State Distributed-solar Policy Grades: Methodology
States are credited as having the following solar energy policies if they meet these criteria:
•

Renewable Portfolio Standard (or Renewable Electricity Standard): Presence of a mandatory
RPS or RES included in DSIRE’s database, verified by National Conference of State Legislature
(NCLS 2016).

•

Distributed-solar carveout: Presence of a carveout for solar or distributed generation in
mandatory RPS requirement, as described in DSIRE’s database

•

Net-metering policies: Presence of statewide net-metering policies obtaining an “A” in
IREC and Vote Solar’s 2015 “Freeing the Grid” report. Those obtaining a “B” or below were
considered “weak”

•

Interconnection standards: Presence of statewide interconnection policies obtaining an “A”
in IREC and Vote Solar’s 2015 “Freeing the Grid” report were considered “strong”. Those
obtaining a “B” or below were considered “weak”

•

Solar rights: Presence of statewide solar rights (or solar access) policy, determined by a review
of “solar/wind access policy” category in DSIRE’s database

•

Community solar: Presence of a statewide community, shared or virtual net-metering solar
program, determined by a review of DSIRE’s database

•

Third-party Ownership: States in which third-party leases or PPAs are explicitly legal, according
to DSIRE database and summary map

Distributed-solar policy scores were determined using the following scoring system:
Criteria

Points

No mandatory RPS?

-1.0

Mandatory RPS but no solar carveout?

-0.5

No mandatory net metering?

-1.0

Mandatory net metering, but policy is “weak”? (defined above)

-0.5

No third party ownership policy?

-1.0

No community solar policy?

-1.0

No interconnection standards, or interconnection standards with “D” or “F” grade?

-0.5

No solar rights policy?

-0.5
Max deductions

-5.0

*The highest policy score that could be obtained is 5.
To select the 10 states guiltiest of blocking access to distributed solar through bad policy, we
used NREL’s Rooftop-solar Photovoltaic Technical Potential (GWh) rankings for small scale rooftops to
narrow down the states to those in the top 25 for rooftop PV technical potential. We then ranked the
states according to their distributed-solar policy scores, assigned grades based on a standard academic
scale (88-100% = A, 78--87.9% = B, 68-77.9% = C, 58-67.9% = D, 0-57.9% = F) and identified 10
that had “F” grades.
Further information on these states and their solar policies, legislative history and political climate
were obtained through an examination of policies on DSIRE’s website and through a review of existing
literature.
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