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Erin Nobler, Andrew Perchlik

Erin Nobler:
Welcome to STAT Chat, a podcast from the Solar Technical Assistance Team at the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in Golden, Colorado.  I’m your host, Erin Nobler, and today, I have the opportunity to speak with Andrew Perchlik from the Department of Public Service Clean Energy Development Fund as part of our In the Field series, which is designed to provide information about innovative solar projects happening around the country.  So with that, I’d like to introduce Andrew Perchlik.  Andrew, thank you for joining us today.

Andrew Perchlik:
Well you’re welcome.  Thanks for having me, Erin.
Erin Nobler:
So Andrew, can you start by giving us an overview of Vermont’s energy policy climate?
Andrew Perchlik:
Well yeah, sure.  I guess it’s a pretty broad question, but would say the clean energy climate here is very supportive of clean energy.  There’s a lot of things going on, and we’re really moving forward I would say pretty quickly compared to other places.  We have a governor in administration that’s very supportive.  We have a legislature that’s very supportive, both branches of that, and we have utilities in the state that are also very supportive.  And we have a population that is very eager to move quickly on a new clean energy future for the state.

A couple years ago, we did a new plan, a comprehensive energy plan for the state, and that came out with a recommendation to reach 90 percent of our total energy coming from renewables by 2050, and that got support of the governor.  Legislative, we have some different goals that are mostly focused around electricity and low in carbon, but that report really focused on total energy because in the past, discussions have always been around electricity.  Electricity is only like a third of our total energy, so that study said we can probably get to a high percentage or we already are at a high percentage of our electric use with renewables.  How are we going to do it with total energy?


And that’s when we set the goal of 90 percent by 2050, and that’s what we’re trying to do, you know, one step at a time.

Erin Nobler:
And earlier this year, Vermont increased its net energy metering cap from four percent to 15 percent.  Do you mind talking about the process that led to this change?
Andrew Perchlik:
Yeah, we had reached that four percent cap.  When we passed net metering back in ’97 or whenever it was, I think it was started at one percent, and then as we were getting close to that, raised it to two percent, then it was raised to four percent.  But then the amount of solar that we were getting installed was kind of growing exponentially.  We were quickly reaching the four percent, and several utilities reached the four percent cap.  We have one large investor owned utility in the state that meets about 70 percent of the customers’ electric use, but we have a lot of municipal utilities and a couple co-op utilities.  There was quite a big range of size of utilities in Vermont, and the smaller ones that were in certain areas of the state had reached that four percent cap.


And we’re saying, “Well, what do we do now?”  So they weren’t – they weren’t allowing the solar to go on.  So the customers in those utilities weren’t allowed to install solar.  Our largest utility, Green Mountain Power, they were saying they were going to reach that four percent cap this year in 2014, so at the beginning of the year when our legislature was in session, it was clear that that was something that they had to deal with if they wanted to have more metering in general.  And most of the 98 percent or something of all the net metering is solar, but other technologies can net meter.  


And in the past, I think this kind of goes to your question about the climate here.  In the past, the utilities were some of the main objectors or roadblocks to increasing net metering or expanding net metering scope, but in this case, the Green Mountain Power came in and supported this 15 percent cap.  You know, not just going from four to seven percent or doubling it again to eight percent, but said, “We should have a cap that really allows us to keep this exponential growth through 2016 when the federal tax credits might end,” that there was going to be a lot of solar installed between 14 and 16, and we didn’t want to have any chance of hitting that cap and having to readdress it.
Erin Nobler:
And it sounds like the collaborative effort with all the stakeholders is really what contributed the most to the – to the success of this.  Is there anything else that you’d like to point out, factors that you think made this successful for Vermont?
Andrew Perchlik:
That’s what I’d say, that that’s what made it successful that there was a collaborative effort, that we didn’t have to fight the utilities.  They were on board.  They felt like this solar electricity – even though it’s net metering, we’re mainly talking about solar, that this generation is beneficial to them.  So there were some utilities that had reservations.  They weren’t saying, “Stop net metering,” or, “Don’t raise the cap,” but they definitely didn’t want just an automatic raise the cap to 15 percent with other changes.  So with the raise – the cap being raised to 15 percent, there are some sections of that legislation that gives some of the utilities – like we have a small co-op electricity utility that was already at 100 percent renewable, and they were saying, “Well we’re already at 100 percent renewable, so our customers installing solar isn’t getting us closer to some kind of renewable goal.”
Erin Nobler:
Right.
Andrew Perchlik:
And so they’re also a winter peaking utility and a nighttime peaking utility because they’re mostly a bedroom community, and so during the day, they don’t have no industrial basis.  Ninety some percent residential, so they were saying that one of the benefits of solar that year about California and around the country and here as well is it’s – it’s producing electricity when electricity is the most expensive, in the middle of the day.  But for that utility, it wasn’t the case because their peak electricity use was actually at like 7:00 or 8:00 at night when everybody comes home from work.  So there was a carve out for them to give them kind of dispensation from this cap.

They still have the cap, but they have a different structure about the way it’s priced and things like that.  They were basically allowed to create their own net metering tariff based on their needs.  But in addition, we do have a renewable energy industry in the state that was able to lobby this as a business issue.  And that wasn’t always the case maybe, like seven years ago.  All the renewable energy advocacy was happening from the environmental side.  It was all the environmental groups advocating for more renewable energy.


And so the business community are those decision makers in the legislature that just weren’t environmentalists or didn’t feel like they were part of that group with saying like, “Well I’m not going to make a decision on energy, utility regulations, on environmental issues.”  But they were able to bring them along when we had more and more businesses and more and more people working in the industry be able to say, “No, these are good jobs.  This is a good thing for Vermont’s economy.”

Erin Nobler:
To take a step back just a little bit, I know that Vermont does not have a renewable portfolio standard.  How does that affect policy decisions for solar development?
Andrew Perchlik:
Well, it has affected it because even though Vermont does not have an RPS or a requirement for a certain level of utilities to have renewables in their portfolios, there are goals listed.  You know, there’s legislative goals, and we have a statewide goal that kind of pushes utilities in that direction, but we also are part of a New England system, and several of, if not all the other New England states, do have renewable portfolio standards.  In particular, Connecticut and Massachusetts have aggressive requirements and the utilities in those states can meet those requirements by purchasing renewables in Vermont.

So a lot of the bigger projects, the utility scale projects, and even some of the larger net metering projects are selling the renewable attributes to utilities in Connecticut and Massachusetts so those utilities can meet the regulatory requirements in those states.  There’s more and more pressure building on Vermont to adopt an RPS, and I think we’ll see that over the next year or two years.

Erin Nobler:
And then on another slightly different note, I know that Vermont is constructing the country’s first 100 percent solar powered micro-grid on a repurposed landfill.  Can you give us a little more information on what prompted this idea?
Andrew Perchlik:
Yeah, well it came from our largest utility, again.  One, they were doing a thing called the solar city in Rutland City in Vermont where they wanted to make the city with the most solar – I think originally, they wanted to make the most solar of any city in the US, but then they just figured out that some other cities have these giant 100-megawatt facilities, so they couldn’t do that.  I think they’re saying it’s going to have the most solar per capita in New England or something like that.

But they were focusing on that city, and landfills, cap landfills are big open spaces that can’t be used for other things.  So it was a good place for the – for a larger solar ray.  And it was close to a school, and the school is an emergency shelter.  So then there was also some discussion – we have an in-state manufactured dynapower that works on power storage systems, and we had some money and interest to support power storage to start looking into that as we reached these higher and higher penetrations of PV and other renewables, intermittent renewables.  

Like how are we going to deal with this?  And so people wanted to start investigating storage in general, and in particular, we had a couple storms over the last few years where we had longer power outages, whether they’re ice storms in the winter or big hurricanes that wash out roads or power infrastructure.  So people were more interested in backup power systems as well.  So they said, “Well, this is a good opportunity to build this larger array to meet their solar plans,” as well as see, can we do storage in a way that’s economical.  And they’re going to try some different kinds of batteries, so it’s kind of a pilot project working with Sandia and in-state folks about just how these would be setup, and then interconnecting it with the school, and I think maybe some other loads in that – on that circuit that could be islanded if need be if there was an emergency so they could supply power for a certain number of hours for that site.


So they’ll be doing some testing on that as they go forward with that.

Erin Nobler:
Great.  That’s very exciting.  Thanks for that.  And then Andrew, is there anything else you’d like to tell us about solar market development in Vermont?
Andrew Perchlik:
We are starting to see as we get more and more out there in bigger and bigger projects, we’re starting to see some pushback on the aesthetics of acres and acres of land being taken up with solar rays, and some concern about agricultural land.  But in general, it’s just a state that’s very supportive of renewable energy, and solar has been a renewable energy that’s been the easiest to deploy and get going, so there’s been a lot of support for it.  I think we’ll continue to see it, and I think you’ll continue to see Vermont innovating on this and becoming even more and more on the lists of states – the top ten states with the amount of solar installed per capita.  In Vermont since we don’t have a lot of people, we measure everything on a per capita basis.  Makes us look better.
Erin Nobler:
Yeah, of course.  Well Andrew, this is a great overview about what’s going on in Vermont in regards to solar.  It’s very exciting to see so much innovative work.  So thank you.  I really appreciate you taking the time to speak with us today.
Andrew Perchlik:
Yeah, any time.
Erin Nobler:
And thank you also to our listeners for tuning in to today’s podcast.  Be sure to check back for future podcasts covering topics like policy stacking, community solar, and value of solar.  STAT Chat is supported by the US 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.Enrail.gov and clicking on the technology deployment link, or e-mailing us at STAT@Enrail.gov.  Until next time.
[End of Audio]
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