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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 policy stacking with Elizabeth Doris, a senior project leader here at the lab.



We wanted to talk with Elizabeth as part of our Hot Topics series, which is meant to give you a better understanding of current issues in the solar industry.  So with that I'd like to introduce Liz.




Hi Liz.  Thanks for joining us today.
Elizabeth Doris:
Hi Erin.

Erin Nobler:

So Liz, let's start with the basics.  Can you tell us what is policy stacking?
Elizabeth Doris:
So policy stacking is a research area that we have here at NREL where we are trying to figure out quantitatively what the best staged policies are for helping support solar markets.  We really are trying to understand that so that when we get technical assistance requests from states and localities we can give them really high-quality information that actually helps them select policies that really will move the market forward in the most cost-effective way.
Erin Nobler:

I know that you've been working on policy stacking for more than just this year.  Can you tell us how long you've been researching this and what started this research?
Elizabeth Doris:
We started working on this in about 2008, and it's come a long way just because as the solar market has evolved we've gotten a lot more data, and the ability to do some really interesting quantitative analyses and get some insights into which policies work and which don’t.

We first started doing this research because we were visiting a state through technical assistance at one point and they had one of the best in the nation incentive programs.  And no one was using it; no one was picking up on it.  And they were interpreting this to mean that no one wanted solar in their state.  And so therefore they should end the program and they shouldn't continue to support solar markets.


And in looking a little deeply at that we realized that they actually had really, really poor interconnection standards, making it virtually illegal for people to connect to the grid.  So it didn't really matter what the cost of the solar was; they weren't able to connect.  So they weren't going to take the incentive.  At that point we started to think how can we stage policies and put them in place in a way that makes sense for states.
Erin Nobler:

And so you're working on this currently, of course; how does your current work build on the past research that you've done?
Elizabeth Doris:
Well, like I mentioned, we have such better data now.  You know, originally when we started doing this the early findings that are published a few years back really talk about, you know, we were able to see that non-financial incentive policies, combined with population, could explain about 70 percent of capacity growth.  So we were able to see really early on that policies played a major part in the development of markets.

And then what we started to look at was which specific policies.  And now what we're really looking at is how do you combine the demographic context of a state and the interest in solar in the state with the most effective policies, and in which order.
Erin Nobler:

With the research that you've been doing recently can you give us any information, any interesting findings?
Elizabeth Doris:
Some of the most interesting findings that we've seen are that we really are able to have a menu of policies that are most effective in any state context for developing solar markets.  And those are:  having really high-quality, best practice interconnection standards; having some sort of best practice valuation of payment for excess energy, most commonly known as net metering but there are other options out there; having a renewable portfolio standard with a set aside that really helps set the long-term market; and then the legality of third party ownership is also driving a ton of solar installations regardless of the sort of context of the state.
Erin Nobler:

Great.  Okay, so you've talked about some of your recent work; you've talked about some of your past work.  Can you tell us where does policy stacking go from here?
Elizabeth Doris:
Yeah, you know, one of the things that we found this year that we're really looking forward to exploring next year is that since 2009 there has been this huge drop in costs in solar for installed costs, and we would really expect to see a huge uptake in installed capacity.  And we have.  But what's really interesting about it from a policy perspective is that the costs have disproportionately affected different markets.  So in some states costs have dropped -- and you've seen this huge rate of increase in installed capacity, and in some states the costs have also dropped and you're just not seeing the same rate of increase.  

And so this upcoming year what we're really going to look at is what drives those differences and how can policy support markets so that we can really move forward in install capacity.
Erin Nobler:

That sounds interesting.  We're looking forward to hearing more about that research as well.  So Liz, thank you so much for taking the time to talk with us.  And thank you, listeners, for tuning in to today's podcast.  Be sure to check back for future podcasts covering topics like community solar, value of solar and our Meet a Solar Expert 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 STATE@NREL.gov.




Until next time. 
[End of Audio]
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