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MEMORANDUM 
 
 
TO:  Mayor Brinkman and City Council       
 
FROM: Mike Braaten, Deputy City Manager 
 
DATE: March 4, 2013 
   
SUBJECT: Overview of solar energy options 
 
 
 
POLICY QUESTION: Does City Council wish to pursue the implementation of a solar 
energy option 
 
 
Background:  
Over the last decade, a push for energy efficiency and renewable energy aided by incentives 
from the federal government and power companies like Xcel energy, and increases in the state 
renewable energy portfolio requirements have driven increases in the deployment of renewable 
energy technologies. 
 
The market responded with new ways to finance solar and has allowed many local governments 
to either utilize solar to power some of their operations or assist their residents in rolling out 
solar. 
 
It is important to note that solar is an expensive option with very long pay back periods.  Any 
facility that is being considered for solar should have an energy audit and energy efficiency 
upgrades, retro commissioning of mechanical systems and any other improvements that will 
ensure the facility is running at peak efficiency. The City had a technical energy audit of City 
facilities completed in 2010 by Johnson Controls, but the recommendations went largely 
unimplemented (total estimated cost of recommendations was $1.2M).  Implementing solar for 
the City’s facilities without pursuing energy efficiency improvements first will result in wasting 
money on solar since efficiency improvements are generally much more affordable than Solar.   
 
Solar Options: 
 
Outright Purchase:  An expensive option for local governments as solar arrays of substantial 
size can cost millions of dollars and generally have very long term pay-backs.  Many of the 
benefits of solar accrue due to tax incentives that help to buy down the purchase cost.  A local 
government has no way to recover many of those tax incentives and consequently pays the actual 
cost, minus any credits provided by Xcel energy.   
 
Third Party Financing: 
 

Power Purchase Agreements:  An installer/developer builds a solar energy system on a 
customer’s property at no cost.  The energy produced offsets the customer’s electric bill 
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and the developer sells the power to the customer at a rate generally lower than the 
utility.  The developer generally maintains ownership and is responsible for maintenance 
of the solar array.  PPA’s generally include an annual escalator for the price of the 
electricity the customer pays to the developer.  At the end of the term of the agreement, 
generally 20 years, the customer generally has the option to purchase the system, have the 
system removed or extend the term of the PPA.  This option is most used by government 
since it allows the developer to pass savings from tax-incentives to the government that 
they would not otherwise be able to benefit from if they owned the system. 
 
Solar Leases:  A model where the customer signs a contract with the installer/developer 
to install a solar energy system on their property and the customer agrees to make 
monthly fixed installment payments on the system regardless of energy production (terms 
vary, but generally 20 years).   This is increasingly common for residential solar 
deployment since it eliminates the need to have all the money for the system cost upfront.  
This is available, but generally not an attractive option for local governments since they 
cannot benefit from the tax incentives.  
 

Community Solar Gardens:  Colorado was one of the first states to pass legislation (HB 10-
1342) to allow for community solar gardens.  This program allows a solar hosting company to 
build large solar arrays, generally on cheap or free land (often provided by a local government), 
then sell shares of the array to citizens, businesses, etc.   The “shareholders” receive all the 
benefit of solar as if it were located on their roof, but it is instead centrally located at a large 
array shared by dozens to hundreds of other shareholders.   Solar gardens can benefit renters who 
have no possibility of utilizing solar without this option.  Additionally, homeowners and 
businesses that may have shady lots, difficult orientation, or lack space can benefit from 
purchasing into a solar garden.  Governments can participate as well.  Since the City is in Xcel 
territory, Xcel (with oversight by the Legislature and the Colo. Public Utilities Commission) 
dictates how Solar Gardens in their territory operate.  Xcel issued nine megawatts of solar 
gardens in 2012 (and sold out in less than an hour) and is anticipated to allow another nine 
megawatts in 2013 in two 4.5 megawatt offerings. 
 
Property Assessed Clean Energy (PACE):  An energy efficiency and renewable energy 
improvements finance tool for homeowners provided in partnership with municipal or county 
governments. A city either administers the program or partners with a company to administer the 
program.  A homeowner applies to the program for financing.  After enough demand, the City 
sells municipal bonds, and the City (or the program administrator) pays for the improvements 
and pays back the bonds through an annual property tax assessment associated with the property. 
Due to the nature of incurring bonded indebtedness, the establishment of a PACE program in 
Colorado requires a vote of the people. NOTE: PACE financing has been suspended since 2010 
by the federal government due to concerns about the PACE liens having priority over mortgage 
holders in cases of foreclosure.  Rulemaking is currently underway by the federal government to 
decide if PACE can be reinstated and if so, how it will be done to address the mortgage 
underwriters’ concerns.  
 
Analysis: 
 
City Facilities: 
If the City Council desires to pursue a solar energy option for City facilities, a power purchase 
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agreement makes the most sense given costs related to ownership, operations and maintenance 
and the inability of a local government to benefit from tax breaks.  However, prior to moving 
forward, the technical energy audit completed in August of 2010 by Johnson Controls should be 
updated and the facilities targeted for solar should have the recommended energy efficiency 
improvements implemented.  The energy efficiency improvements will result in unknown 
upfront costs to the City. 
 
Residential Solar: 
If the City Council desires to assist residents in pursuing a solar energy option, a partnership with 
a solar hosting company could be developed; however, available/marginal city-owned land for 
use as a solar garden is questionable.  Staff could contact representatives of other area local 
governments to investigate interest and available land to pursue a solar garden that would be 
available to Littleton residents.  Since Littleton is in Xcel Energy territory, being selected for a 
solar garden is still a competitive process and the development of a possible project does not 
guarantee selection by Xcel.  
 
Meeting Council Goals and Objectives 
If Council wishes to move forward with one or more of the options noted above, City Council 
would be furthering their goal to: 1) Promote Environmental Sustainability and the objectives of 
reducing environmental impacts and identifying long-term, cost effective sustainable energy 
efficiencies for city operations; and 2) Pursue a Balanced and Sustainable Local Economy and 
the objective of promotion of policies and practices which sustain the environment. 
 
Staff Recommendation: 
City Facilities: 
Pursue an RFP for power purchase agreements with potential providers to determine project 
feasibility, costs associated with energy efficiency improvements (if needed) and potential 
energy cost savings to the City. 
 
Residential Solar: 
Pursue discussions with other area local governments to determine if suitable land may be 
available on which a community solar garden may be developed. 
 
 
Additional Resources: 
Solar Energy Industry Association: http://www.seia.org/ 
Colorado Solar Energy Industry Association: http://coseia.org/ 
 
A sample of Colorado-based Community Solar Gardens “Hosting Companies” 
Community Energy Collective: http://www.easycleanenergy.com/ 
Solar Gardens Community Power: www.solargardens.org 
SunShare: http://mysunshare.com/ 
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