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Erin Nobler:
Welcome to STAT Chat, a podcast from the Solar Technical Assistance Team at the National Renewable Energy Laboratory here in Golden, Colorado.  I’m your host, Erin Nobler, and today I’ll be talking about PV interconnection process issues with Kristen  Ardani, a solar technology markets and policy analyst here at the lab.


We wanted to feature Kristen as part of our Hot Topics series, which is meant to cover timely issues that impact the solar market.  So, with that brief introduction, I’d like to go ahead and introduce Kristen Ardani.  Thanks for joining us today.

Kristen Ardani:
Thanks, Erin.

Erin Nobler:
So, Kristen, will you tell us a little bit about your background and how you came to work on solar issues?

Kristen Ardani:
Sure.  Well, in San Diego, when I was working on my master’s degree, I started with a small integrator, a small-scale residential company in San Diego looking at PV.  I got largely interested in the economics and policy of solar, and have been at NREL now for about four years working on solar issues.

Erin Nobler:
Great.  So, can you take a moment and explain what interconnection means in the solar world?
Kristen Ardani:
Sure.  Interconnection refers to any time you’re going to add a new generating asset onto the utilities grid.  And you can add new generating assets at the transmission level or at the distribution level.  And most often, people typically think about the technical and engineering requirement, safety requirements related to adding new generating assets.

Erin Nobler:
Yep.

Kristen Ardani:
But there is another facet of interconnection that might not come to mind first, which are the non-hardware or soft costs of interconnection related to the application processing times, the time it takes to get approvals from the utility.  And in parallel with that,  you are also needing to get all of your building permits from the municipality or the AHJ.


So, there is this whole process element of interconnection from the moment you submit your application to when you are actually given approval to energize your system or permission to operate.  That’s another facet of interconnection.

Erin Nobler:
Okay.  Great.  So, what purpose does an interconnection policy serve?

Kristen Ardani:
So, interconnection policies are typically called tariffs.  Really, all they are are requirements that outline the time frames, the safety requirements, the technical and engineering aspects of any new asset going onto the grid.  And what it really does is: It provides a common framework for the utilities in the state to adhere to a set standard of guidelines.  With many utilities in the US, it’s increasingly complicated to understand each unique utility’s requirements.  So, what we’re seeing now more at the state level is harmonization at the state level for utilities to operate under the same framework.

Erin Nobler:
Great.  So, do all utilities have these policies in place?  These tariffs?

Kristen Ardani:
Ah.  I should mention that interconnection tariffs or requirements are set by the Public Utilities Commission, which only oversees investor-owned utilities.  So, IOUs are the ones that have these policies in place.  Although, in some states like Colorado, municipal utilities and rural cooperatives are also subject to the tariffs.  So, it’s really on a state-by-state basis.  But for the most part, just investor-owned utilities are subject to the tariffs.

Erin Nobler:
Okay.  So, that makes a lot of sense.  So, this is usually happening at the state level?  Is the federal level involved in any way?  Or, is this primarily seen just at the states?

Kristen Ardani:
Well, the states really take their guidance from the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission in many cases.  So, back in May of 2005 – so, just about 10 years ago – FERC established guidelines and procedures for what they call small generating assets – or, these small generating interconnection procedures apply to all assets that are interconnected within FERC’s jurisdiction.  And what FERC did was: They established set time frames and guidelines for all new interconnections.  And those are being held up as an example for states to follow.  Although there’s no direct mandate that states need to follow FERC, we’re seeing by and large many states are adopting standards that look very similar to FERC’s.
Erin Nobler:
Okay.  Okay.  Got it.  So, that leads me to my next question: What are you currently working on in regards to interconnection?

Kristen Ardani:
So, the focus of our current projects here at NREL are really focused on the process elements and soft cost elements that I mentioned prior.  So, what we’ve done is: We’ve pulled together a consortium of utilities, developers, and other people interested in the PV industry to brainstorm and understand what are the current interconnection challenges and what are some of the proposed solutions or replicable innovations taking place in different utilities.  


So, we call this consortium the Distributed Generation Interconnection Collaborative – or, the DGIC.  And at this point, the DGIC has more than 100 members that actively engage in this discussion.  And alongside this discussion, we’ve been collecting system-level data for actual PV systems installed to understand the time frames and all of the different process elements of getting your system connected to the grid, for example.


We have a sample across the US – across 16 states in the US, more than 30,000 systems.  And we now have a clear understanding of how long it took to finish the application versus how long does it take to construct and inspect your system, say, versus getting your final authorization – the point from when a developer or an installer submits all the final paperwork to the point when the utility finally says, “You can interconnect and energize your system.  You’re good to go.”  There was really no previous understanding of how long that was actually taking on the ground, even though the tariffs and requirements have set time frames for how long some of these steps should be taking.
Erin Nobler:
Right.  So, Kristen, if we have this information, where do we need to go from here with interconnection?  What’s next?

Kristen Ardani:
So, Erin, I think it really depends on who you ask.  If you look to the developer community and the installer community, I think that they’re looking to have more consistency and harmonization in requirements – not just across utilities within the state but across states.  But we are seeing some really innovative solutions and leadership on the part of the utilities.  So, for example, San Diego Gas & Electric recently moved their online – their interconnection process to an online interconnection, and they’ve been able to reduce the time frame for interconnection and costs by more than half.  So –

Erin Nobler:
Just by going online?

Kristen Ardani:
By going online, and they’ve actually automated a lot of their processes.  And you can actually track your application actively as it makes its way through the SDG&E queue.  Now, this is just for the energy-metered systems, but they’re looking to expand their tool to non-net-energy-metered systems. 

So, these kind of win-wins that save time and costs for both developers and utilities is probably going to really help us in the future, in addition to looking at: How can we get more consistency and requirements across states?  Because even if there are standards in place, it’s at the state level – and each state can be different.

Erin Nobler:
Right.  Okay.  Well, that sounds exciting.  I’m looking forward to seeing what happens with interconnection in the future.


So, Kristen, thank you for joining me today.  I really appreciate your time.  And thank you all for listening to today’s podcast, and be sure to check back for future podcasts covering topics like “Components of value-of-solar,” “Policy stacking,” and our “Meet a solar expert” series.

STAT Chat is supported by the U.S. Department of Energy SunShot 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, e-mail us at STAT@nrel.gov. 


Until next time!
[End of Audio]
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