                                                                [image: image1.png]u

King County




Transportation, Economy and Environment Committee

REVISED STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	
	Name:
	Jenny Giambattista 

	Proposed No.:
	2011-0360
	Date:
	September 13, 2011


SUBJECT

A motion related to solar energy, requesting the executive to review the Renewable Energy System Cost Recovery Program and provide a report to the Council on options for the County to participate in community solar projects as part of the renewable energy system cost recovery program under RCW 82.16.110, 82.16.120, 82.16.130 and 82.16.140; and requesting the executive develop options to protect solar access by January 15, 2012. 
COMMITTEE ACTION

On September 13, 2011, the Transportation, Economy and Environment Committee unanimously approved Proposed Substitute Motion 2011-0360, as amended with a "do pass" recommendation. The committee adopted an amendment requested by the Executive to change the due date for the options to protect solar access from January 15 to March 1 2012. In addition, two additional “Whereas” statements were added to the motion related to solar access. 

SUMMARY
Proposed Motion 2011-0308 requests the executive to review the state Renewable Energy System Cost Recovery Program and provide a report to the Council on options for the County to participate in community solar projects as defined under RCW 82.16.110 and develop options to protect solar access.
BACKGROUND
Councilmember Phillips, the chair of the Transportation, Economy, and Environment Committee requested that staff identify opportunities for King County to help promote solar energy. Staff identified two opportunities where King County could serve as a model for other local jurisdictions in solar energy. These two areas, solar access and community solar projects, are discussed in this background section.
1. The importance of solar access 

One of the barriers to solar installations is a lack of solar access protection from development on neighboring properties. This issue was discussed during the review of the Comprehensive Plan and Policy F-316 establishes that King County should study measures to protect solar access and implement best practices in this area.
2. State law authorizes incentive payment for renewable energy.

Washington State established the renewable energy system cost recovery program in RCW 82.16.110 through .140 that authorizes an incentive payment to help offset the costs associated with the purchase and use of renewable energy systems located in Washington State that produce electricity.  In 2009, the concept of a community solar project was added to the states Renewable Energy System Cost Recovery Program in order to expand local solar energy projects and encourage a broader participation in the development of solar energy.
The state legislation allows for the formation of community solar project ventures to enable individuals to pool resources and install solar panels on public properties and facilities that might provide a more suitable site for installation of a solar project than an individual’s property.  Community solar projects allow individuals, regardless of whether they own property, to own all or part of a solar energy system that generates up to 75 kilowatts of electricity
 and to receive incentive payments. The incentive payments for community solar projects are twice those available individual projects.  Additional incentives are available for project using solar systems and equipment made in Washington State. 

The state legislation envisions three types of community solar projects. 

1) A project owned by local individuals, households, nonprofit organizations, or nonutility businesses that is placed on property owned by a local government entity. 
2) A utility-owned project that is voluntarily funded by ratepayers where the utility gives contributors a payment or credit for their share of the value of the electricity indentifies. 
3) A project on property owned by a local government entity and this is owned by a company. The local government may own the company. Projects can be owned by limited liability companies, cooperatives, or mutual corporations or associations to receive the incentive. The company itself is not eligible, but owners may take advantage of the incentive. 
The electricity generated by the renewable energy system must be able to be transmitted into the local utility grid.

3. How much is the incentive? 
For qualified "community solar" projects the base incentive payment for energy generated from solar systems is $.30 per kilowatt hour.  In order to encourage the manufacturing of solar systems in Washington, the incentive program allows for participants to receive a higher incentive payment for solar systems manufactured in Washington State.  So, for solar modules manufactured in the Washington state, the payment would be $.72 per kilowatt hour and for projects equipped with an inverter
 manufactured in the Washington State the payment would be $1.08 per kilowatt hour. The incentive payments offered for the energy generated by community solar projects are considered very high, up to as much as about 10 times higher than the current value of electricity. For example, the County currently pays about $.09 cents per kilowatt hour. 
The incentives for community solar are much greater than the incentives for residential homes. The maximum residential incentive is $.54 kilowatt hour for solar modules and inverters manufactured in Washington State, compared to $1.08 for community solar projects.  Because of the high incentive rate, the investment payback period for a community solar project would be much faster than a regular residential home.
The generous incentive rate offered by the Washington state law is balanced by the fact that incentive payments are capped at $5,000 per year per individual for community solar projects. The incentive payments expire June 30, 2020 although generators will still be able to net-meter and collect Renewable Energy Certificates ("RECs")
 which could have some value. 
The program also limits incentive payment, such that for each utility district, 70% of the payments are to individuals, 25% are to utilities, and 5% are for corporations.  The total amount paid out by utilities may not exceed one-half percent of the light and power business’ taxable power sales or $100,000, whichever is greater. 
The incentive payments are made by local utilities, but ultimately the program is funded by the state's General Fund because the utility companies are allowed a credit against public utility taxes in an amount equal to the incentive payments. 

Individuals and corporations with tax liabilities may also be able to take advantage of federal tax credits available for up to 30 percent of the cost of the system.
4. Opportunity for local government participation

Community solar projects are an exciting opportunity for local governments to participate in the expansion of solar energy because the program calls for the placement of the solar energy system on the property owned by a cooperating local government.  There is also the potential for the cooperating local government entity that owns the property on which the solar energy system is located to also be a member of the company that owns the solar system.  There are many different options on what such participation could look like.  For example, a group of individual investors could build a solar installation on County property or facility that connects to the grid. Assuming sufficient energy is generated, each investor could receive an incentive payment of up to $5,000 annually.  Each investor is eligible for an incentive, but only in proportion to the ownership share of the project.  The potential benefits to King County for “hosting” community solar installations include:  facilitating local investments in solar energy, reducing expenditures for energy (through net metering), contributing to community-scale reductions in energy use and greenhouse gas emissions, and helping to build a local market for solar technology.  At the same time, the County would need to consider costs for maintenance and replacement, public safety, and transaction costs for establishing community solar projects on county property.
Under a different scenario, King County could install solar installations on its properties or facilities but would likely be limited to a total of only $5,000 in incentive payments as an investor. State and County limitations and authorities for this type of investment would need to be reviewed. 
ANALYSIS
The proposed motion includes two requests for the Executive in order to further promote solar energy within King County.  The first is a request for the Executive to review the Renewable Energy System Cost Recovery Program established under state law and provide a report to the Council by January 15, 2012 on options for King County to participate in community solar projects. The second is a request for the Executive to develop options by January 15, 2012 to protect solar access for consideration in the 2012 Comprehensive Plan Update. This request is consistent with the 2008 Comprehensive Plan Update that indicates King County should study measures to protect solar access and implement best practices in this area.
This motion is supported by the Executive.

� A system that generates 75 kilowatts of energy generates roughly enough energy to power 8 homes. DNRP’s rough estimate is that building such a system would cost less than $600,000. 





� Every solar power system requires an inverter. When sunlight beams down on a photovoltaic (PV) panel, it is absorbed by semiconductors that generate a direct current (DC). This type of energy must be transformed into an alternating current (AC) in order to connect to the utilities. An inverter converts the DC output of the PV panels into an AC current.





� According to U.S Environmental Protection Agency, a REC represents the property rights to the environmental, social, and other non-power qualities of renewable electricity generation. A REC, and its associated attributes and benefits, can be sold separately from the underlying physical electricity associated with a renewable-based generation source. 
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