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Erin Nobler:

Welcome to STAT Chat, a podcast from the Solar Technical Assistance Team at the National Renewable Energy Lab in Golden, Colorado.  I'm your host, Erin Nobler, and today I will be chatting about community solar with Jason Coughlin, a solar financing analyst here at the lab.



We wanted to talk with Jason as part of our hot topic series, which is meant to give you a better understanding of current issues in the solar industry.  So with that I'd like to welcome Jason.  Thanks for joining us today, Jason.
Jason Coughlin:
My pleasure, Erin.
Erin Nobler:

So Jason, you've done a lot of work in the area of community solar.  Can you explain to us what that is?
Jason Coughlin:
Sure.  In simple terms community solar is when multiple utility customers all participate in the share of the output of a single larger PV system.  Sometimes you'll hear it called solar garden, or possibly shared solar, depending on the state where the program's located.
Erin Nobler:

Okay, and visually can you give us an idea of what this looks like?  Is it on a rooftop?  Is it in a field someplace?
Jason Coughlin:
Actually all of the above.  We see small community solar gardens of 10 kilowatts or less up to large ground-mounted systems of one megawatt or more.  So the size actually runs the gamut, as does the structure of the payment system.
Erin Nobler:

Okay, so can you tell us a little bit more about that?  How are they structured?
Jason Coughlin:
Sure.  There's two primary structures out in the marketplace today.  There is an upfront payment structure, whereby, for example, the community solar subscriber will pay a couple of thousand dollars for a kilowatt's worth of electricity that's going to be generated over the life of the program.  Conversely, you can structure a pay-as-you-go community solar farm, where instead of making that one-time, upfront payment you might pay somewhere between $20 to $35 a month for a certain set of kilowatt hours, depending on how much your share produces over time.
Erin Nobler:

So just to clarify for people, because this can be a bit confusing, can you explain the difference between a kilowatt and a kilowatt hour?
Jason Coughlin:
Sure.  So when we talk about kilowatts we're talking about the size of a system.  So there's 1,000 kilowatts and one megawatt.  When we talk about kilowatt hours folks are probably used to kilowatt hours from their utility bill.  That's how much electricity you use on a monthly basis.
Erin Nobler:

Great.  Thanks for the explanation.  So what makes a good candidate for a community solar project?
Jason Coughlin:
Well first and foremost I would say you need to have a utility that's willing to participate.  Obviously they're a key player there in the solar garden, development of a solar garden.  And they're also going to need to allow what we call virtual net metering, which is basically allowing for the production of solar electricity that's taking place offsite, to be credited to the various homeowners' utility bills.  You might find community solar gardens as a nice option in areas that don't have the solar lease or the residential PPA models available because otherwise folks might be looking at an expensive investment for their own rooftop PV system.

One of the nice things about community solar is that you don't have to own your own home, so big renter markets might be an attractive area for solar gardens.  And then cities with limited roof space.  Again, we're talking about systems that are located offsite, if you will, in maybe more remote locations, of folks who live in the city in a condo or own an apartment still can participate.
Erin Nobler:

And we know that you were recently involved with the creation of a tool, an online tool to help communities and utilities look at the feasibility of community solar projects.  Can you tell us a little more about that?
Jason Coughlin:
Sure.  With some colleagues here at NREL we developed a spreadsheet-based tool that we see as a first cut for both small utilities and community groups looking to model what would it cost to offer a community solar project and what would it cost to participate in a solar project.  So it's a first cut analysis for folks that are just beginning to investigate the community solar option.
Erin Nobler:

Okay, that sounds interesting.  So if people want to find this where can they go?
Jason Coughlin:
Well sure.  So the tool is actually called the community solar scenario tool, and that can be found on our technology and deployment section of the NREL website.
Erin Nobler:

Okay.  So one last question:  what big financing innovations or changes do you see happening in the solar market?
Jason Coughlin:
Well actually a lot of folks now are beginning to focus on what 2017 looks like.  2017 is when we see the investment tax credit falling from 30 percent to 10 percent for commercial projects, and to zero percent for residential projects.  So there's a lot of talk around securitizations, master limited partnerships, real estate investment trusts, crowd source funding.  So I think we're going to see a lot of competing financial innovations even developing in the solar market, and whether or not we're going to have a clear winner we'll just have to wait and see until 2017.
Erin Nobler:

So Jason, thanks for taking the time to talk with us today.  And thank you to our listeners for tuning in to today's podcast.  Be sure to check back for future podcasts covering topics like value of solar, policy stacking, and our in the field series.  



STAT Chat is supported by the U.S. Department of Energy Sun Shot Initiative working to make solar energy cost competitive in the United States by 2020.  Learn more about our program by visiting www.NREL.gov and clicking on the technology deployment link.  Or email us at STAT@NREL.gov.  




Until next time.
[End of Audio]
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