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Community Solar 101: Expanding Access and Opportunity

Community solar projects are transforming how Americans access renewable energy. By
allowing multiple participants — farmers, businesses, renters, and community members —to
subscribe to a shared solar energy system, these projects make renewable energy available to
those who might otherwise be left out.

As with other renewable energy opportunities, community solar strengthens property rights,
diversifies local economies, and empowers landowners to play an active role in their
community. Understanding the basics of community solar is crucial for landowners, local
officials, and communities navigating decisions about renewable energy development.

What is Community Solar?

Community solar enables groups of individuals or organizations to share in the benefits of a
solar installation. The electricity generated is sent to the local grid, and subscribers receive
credits on their electricity bills proportional to their share of the power produced (U.S.
Department of Energy, Coalition for Community Solar Access).

This model allows farmers, ranchers, and rural landowners to host solar projects on their land,
while also creating pathways for renters, households with shaded rooftops, and small
businesses to access solar energy.

A Decade of Growth

Community solar began gaining momentum over the past decade, with early markets
established in states like Minnesota and Colorado. Today, robust community solar markets exist
in at least nine states, supported by coalitions, developers, and policy advocates (NREL).

The Coalition for Community Solar Access (CCSA), a leading trade organization representing
nearly 180 developer members, has been a driving force since 2016, working with farmers, local
coalitions, and policymakers to advance supportive legislation.

Why Community Solar Matters

Expanding Access. Community solar breaks down barriers that prevent many households from
adopting rooftop solar — such as lack of homeownership, poor roof conditions, or financial
limitations (DOE).

Supporting Farmers and Landowners. By leasing land for solar arrays, farmers gain stable, long-
term revenue streams that complement traditional agricultural income (NREL).
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Strengthening Communities. Shared solar projects generate local tax revenue, create jobs, and
diversify energy sources, contributing to grid resilience and rural economic development

(NREL).

Environmental Benefits. By increasing renewable energy generation, community solar reduces
carbon emissions and promotes sustainable land use (DOE).

Who is Involved?
Farmers and Landowners lease land and often serve as local champions, advocating for clean
energy solutions within their communities (American Farm Bureau Federation).

Developers and Financiers build, own, and operate projects, coordinating permitting,
construction, and ongoing operations.

Policy Advocates and Legislators create the enabling frameworks that guide zoning,
interconnection, and billing credit structures.

Community Members subscribe to power from local arrays, gaining access to clean, affordable
energy even if they can't install solar on their own property.

How It Works
Project Development. Developers build solar arrays on suitable land, typically ranging from 1 to
10 megawatts in size (DOE).

Subscription Model. Community members subscribe to a portion of the array’s output, allowing
broader access to solar energy regardless of homeownership or roof suitability (CCSA).

Billing Credits. Subscribers receive proportional credits on their electricity bills based on how
much energy their share of the project produces.

Community Engagement. Local coalitions and advocacy groups lead education, outreach, and
storytelling to ensure the benefits of community solar are widely shared and understood.

Practical Recommendations for Local Officials

Adopt Clear, Objective Standards. As with other renewable projects, local ordinances should
emphasize measurable, enforceable criteria—such as setbacks, safety, and land use
compatibility—rather than subjective aesthetic concerns (NREL).

Support Education & Outreach. Transparent public engagement helps communities understand
the financial, environmental, and resilience benefits of community solar projects, which is
essential for building local trust and support.
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Recognize the Economic Value. Community solar creates stable income for farmers, generates
tax revenue for local governments, and supports job creation throughout rural economies.

Encourage Inclusive Participation. Policies should be designed to include renters, low-income
families, and historically underserved groups, ensuring equitable access to solar benefits (DOE).

Conclusion

Community solar democratizes access to renewable energy, ensuring that farmers, rural
communities, and everyday citizens can all participate in — and benefit from — the renewable
power. By supporting clear policies, objective standards, and inclusive outreach, local officials
and landowners can unlock new opportunities for economic growth, property rights, and
environmental stewardship.

Community solar isn’t just about electricity — it’s about empowering communities, preserving
rural livelihoods, and building a resilient energy future.
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