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Executive Summary 

The decline in costs of solar technology, coupled with Oregon’s renewable portfolio standard, 
signal an opportunity for solar to play a major role in the transition to a cleaner energy system. 
In addition, new participation models are encouraging more Oregonians to engage in solar than 
ever before, such as the state’s upcoming community solar program that will allow customers to 
subscribe to offsite solar systems. During this transition, it is imperative that all households can 
access the benefits from solar, such as long-term bill savings, resiliency, broad economic 
opportunities and green jobs development. 

Despite cost declines and increased availability, solar power remains out of reach for most 
households. In Oregon, over half of households have incomes that are considered low or 
moderate.1 Most low- to moderate-income households spend a higher percentage of income on 
energy costs than their higher-income peers and have less access to solutions like solar that 
can reduce their bills. More significantly, lower-income households and the organizations that 
serve them face a host of competing priorities on a day-to-day basis to meet their basic needs. 

The Oregon Department of Energy embarked on a three-year federal grant opportunity to plan 
for and implement strategies to expand solar energy access and the many associated benefits 
to low- and moderate-income households. Through a diverse stakeholder engagement and 
planning process, colleagues from the clean energy sector worked alongside low-income 
advocates to propose strategies to ensure low- and moderate-income Oregonians benefit from 
solar energy: 

1. Build the capacity of housing agencies and nonprofits that serve lower-income clients to 
develop solar projects 
 

2. Develop sustainable low- and moderate-income solar business models by supporting 
strategic partnerships that lead to demonstration projects leveraging multiple benefits 
and funding streams 
 

3. Promote awareness and participation in offsite community solar to help ensure that 
Oregon’s community solar program reaches or exceeds its 10 percent goal for low-
income participation 
 

This report captures the planning process and development of the Oregon Low- and Moderate-
Income Solar Strategy. Part I, the background section, describes the context for this approach. 
Part II summarizes present barriers to solar for low- and moderate-income customers and the 
organizations that serve them in Oregon. Finally, Part III explains the proposed strategy in more 
detail. 
  

                                                           
1 For the purposes of this document, low-income is defined as a household earning less than 80 percent of state median income and 
moderate-income is defined as 80 to 120 percent of state median income. According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey, the one-year estimate of median household income for Oregon was $54,148 in 2015, the latest figure available. 
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I. Background 

During the past five years, the deployment of solar technology for homes and businesses has 
increased nationally and in Oregon due to declining costs, increasing public awareness, and the 
availability of incentive programs. In Oregon, this has meant a growth in the residential solar 
market and broad adoption of rooftop solar electric technology on households across the state. 
Figure 1 illustrates the adoption of residential rooftop solar installations, by household income, 
through the year 2016.2 More than 12,000 solar systems have been installed on residential 
rooftops in the past 12 years.  

Despite this positive development, low- 
to moderate-income communities in 
Oregon still face significant barriers to 
accessing solar energy. In 2017, the 
Oregon Department of Energy asked 
Energy Trust of Oregon to convene a 
stakeholder forum to identify and 
address these barriers as part of a U.S. 
Department of Energy-supported effort to 
increase solar deployment in low- and 
moderate-income communities.  

The resulting stakeholder group, called 
the Low- to Moderate-Income Solar 
Work Group, is comprised of roughly 20 
organizations representing interests in 
renewable energy, environmental justice 
and low-income community advocacy. 

Notably, the work group includes seven funded members that represent the diverse 
perspectives of people experiencing low- to moderate-incomes and the expertise of the 
organizations that directly serve those communities. Funding for work group scholarships was 
made possible through U.S. Department of Energy grant funding. An open solicitation held in 
mid-2017 selected the following valued community-based organizations to participate in the 
planning process: 

Community Energy Project — CEP provides community education in weatherization and lead 
poisoning prevention, as well as direct weatherization and repairs, for low-income seniors and 
people with disabilities across Multnomah County. 

Constructing Hope — Constructing Hope is a pre-apprenticeship training program located in 
Portland that helps students from justice-involved backgrounds and low-income communities 
develop an understanding of apprenticeship opportunities in the construction trades.  

Douglas County Smart Energy — DC Smart Energy is a coalition of utility partners, non-profit 
experts, and business and community members that works collaboratively to promote 
awareness and expand opportunities around clean energy in Douglas County. 

Native American Youth and Family Center — NAYA is a cultural community center that offers 
wrap-around services from economic development to youth and educational services that are 
deeply rooted in Native American values. 

                                                           
2 Barbose, Galen L, Naïm R Darghouth, Ben Hoen, and Ryan H Wiser. Income Trends of Residential PV Adopters: An analysis of 
household-level income estimates. 2018. 

 

Figure 1 – Oregon Income Distribution by Census 
Income Level 

Source: Energy Trust of Oregon Incentive and State of Oregon 
Residential Energy Tax Credit Applications through 2016. 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

P
e
rc

e
n
t 

o
f 

H
o
u
s
e
h
o
ld

s

Income Range ($1,000)
All Households Solar Adopters



5 
 

REACH Community Development — REACH believes that everyone in the community 
deserves an affordable place to call home. As a nonprofit affordable housing developer, REACH 
incorporates green building practices that make their buildings healthier and more affordable for 
residents, creating the space for individuals, families and communities to thrive. 

Verde – Verde serves communities by building environmental wealth through social enterprise, 
outreach and advocacy. Verde repositions sustainability as an anti-poverty, anti-displacement 
solution that can provide multiple benefits — education, employment and health — to low-
income communities and communities of color. 

350Deschutes — 350Deschutes, a nonprofit organization and part of the 350.org global 
network, organizes vulnerable Central Oregon communities to take action toward a just climate 
transition through outreach, educational opportunities and an annual conference. 

Following the expansion of the work group in mid-2017, stakeholders met monthly for most of 
the year to explore a variety of issues related to solar deployment, including housing, solar 
financing, workforce development, community engagement and more. The barriers and 
strategies in the following section are the result of the Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work 
Group. 

To foster an inclusive work group environment, Energy Trust structured meetings around 
common themes in both the low-income services and solar energy technology fields. Materials 
were provided before meeting dates to frame discussions and establish a shared awareness on 
relevant issues. All meeting materials including agendas, minutes, and founding charter are 
available at www.lmisolaroregon.wordpress.com. 

 

 

Figure 2 – Photo of members of the Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work Group discussing 
challenges and opportunities in early 2017 

 

  

Source: Energy Trust of Oregon. 
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II. Barriers 

The Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work Group began its survey of barriers with literature 
reviews and research by the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, the Lawrence Berkeley 
National Labs as well as materials prepared by the Clean Energy States Alliance. Further 
background information comes from the Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work Group provided 
during monthly, in-depth discussions. Additionally, a series of four community listening sessions 
held throughout the state in early 2017, and more than 30 in-person interviews with low-income 
serving organizations provided knowledge on the barriers facing low-income solar adoption in 
Oregon. 

The barriers that were uncovered are diverse. Some are structural or financial, others are 
program-related and still others pertain to policies. These barriers are compounded by deeper 
problems related to housing availability and affordability. 

Program Barriers 

Upfront costs. Costly upfront investments often puts solar out of reach for lower-income 
households. While leasing models may reduce upfront costs and deliver instant savings, they 
are harder to explain and understand. In addition, customers are often skeptical about lease 
agreements and terms. 

Competing priorities in lower-income households. Solar technology is often a lower priority 
than other demands on lower-income households, such as health and safety upgrades to an 
aging home, costly critical repairs, and keeping up with rising rental or housing costs in the face 
of displacement and gentrification. To date, solutions that accommodate these priorities have 
been limited. 

Low awareness and understanding of solar benefits. Rooftop solar is less visible in lower-
income communities due to lower adoption rates. As a result, low- and moderate-income 
advocates agree that these households lack general knowledge of solar and clean energy 
solutions. 

Lack of tailored marketing and low- and moderate-income appropriate messaging. 
Program communications are not customized to low- and moderate-income communities, both 
in terms of language and culturally appropriate marketing. The intricacies of net-metering, 
changing incentive levels and monthly carry-over of solar credits are complicated, and low- and 
moderate-income utility customers may have less access to experts who can explain these 
details. 

Structural and Financial Barriers 

Access to capital and/or financing. Households with limited disposable funds are less 
capable of purchasing solar. Poor credit or lack of collateral may limit their financing options. 
Even where customers qualify for financing, they may want to avoid taking on debt to acquire 
solar or energy efficiency. 

Building characteristics and vintage. People in rural and lower-income communities are more 
likely to live in older housing. Nearly half of all homes in Oregon’s rural counties were built 
before 1969 and have an average age of 58 years.3 Older buildings are more likely to have 
structural and electrical issues and deferred maintenance that make solar installations unviable.  

Limitations for renters. More than 60 percent of low-income Oregonians and more than one-
third of moderate-income Oregonians are renters, not homeowners, as shown in Figure 3. In 

                                                           
3 Northwest Energy Efficiency Alliance. Oregon Single-Family Homes: State Summery Statistics. 2014. 
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rental situations where an owner pays for electricity and has the financial incentive to invest in 
solar, tenants may have no opportunity to benefit. Conversely, where tenants pay their own 
electric bills, owners have little incentive to pay for energy improvements. In tenant-metered 
affordable properties, tenants have little control over these decisions. 

Utility allowance dynamics in rent-assisted properties. Low-income multifamily housing 
presents a blend of these problems. Rent-assisted multifamily affordable rental properties 
(where tenants pay no more than 30 percent of their income for rent and utilities) must navigate 
adjustments to utility allowances provided to tenants as part of the rent calculation. To recover 
some of the costs of a solar installation, owners may seek to lower the utility allowance and 
increase the rent stream, which prevents the economic benefit of solar from reaching the tenant. 
On the other hand, passing all the energy benefit of a solar installation directly to tenants with 
no return to the owner may make it financially infeasible. This can also limit the housing 
provider’s ability to manage operation and maintenance expenses and thereby maintain 
affordable housing costs. 

Policy Barriers 

Expiration of state tax credits for solar. Many of the organizations that have developed solar 
for the benefit of low- and moderate-income families utilized incentive programs in Oregon that 
no longer exist, such as the Business Energy Tax Credits and Residential Energy Tax Credits. 
Moreover, past policies and incentive programs to encourage solar are not tailored to the lower-
income market. For instance, federal tax credits have no value to a person who pays no income 
tax. 

Fluctuations in solar market and instability in the valuation of solar energy. Uncertainty 
about the future valuation of solar creates risk for low- and moderate-income families 
considering an investment in solar. Current uncertainty includes unresolved regulatory 
proceedings to establish a bill credit rate for community solar for low-income participants and 
the future viability of net-metering. At the federal level, recent tariffs on solar modules and 
racking materials spur uncertainty in solar manufacturing costs that can ultimately be passed 
down to the consumer. 

Economics and cash flow to off-site solar. The state of Oregon’s new community solar 
program includes a 10 percent carve-out for low-income participation. The program does not 
guarantee that low-income participants’ bill savings will produce a net financial benefit. Without 
bill savings, the program may not adequately meet the needs of lower-income households and 
communities.   
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III. Strategies 

One of the most significant benefits of solar for low- and moderate-income customers is the 
potential for long-term reduction of electric bills. This is an important benefit as electricity rates 
continue to rise and lower-income families find themselves increasingly energy burdened, or 
paying more and more of their income toward utilities. Solar can also benefit low- and moderate-
income families by keeping affordable housing affordable through lower operating costs for 
housing owner and operators. When combined with storage, solar can provide critical power 
during an extended outage, which is particularly important for vulnerable populations.  

The following strategies seek to find places where existing solar expertise, relationships with 
low- and moderate-income households and communities, and a variety of funding sources can 
be fully utilized. There is a large spectrum in low- and moderate-income housing types, personal 
circumstances and associated needs and barriers, many of which these strategies do not 
address. Instead, the strategies seek to find places for solar to gain a foothold and become part 
of the standard way of doing business for some types of housing. Once funding sources and 
business models are better established, it is hoped that strategies can expand to include more 
and more housing types.  

Strategy 1:  Build the capacity of non-profit and housing agencies to develop solar 
projects  

Involving the expertise of community organizations and their resources is essential to 
overcoming programmatic barriers to low- and moderate-income solar adoption. Our first 
strategy is to help organizations develop knowledge of solar and ability to make projects 
happen. Even with sufficient funding or financing options, issues related to renter status, utility 
allowances, low awareness and unclear or mistrusted messaging must also be overcome. 
Investing in the capacity of community organizations will build a network of groups that can take 
advantage of strategic offerings and, in turn, create a pipeline of low- and moderate-income 
projects for the future.  

Goals 

 Empower community organizations to develop local solar projects 

 Increase general awareness of solar energy technology and project development  

Tactics 

 Continue and expand the Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work Group 

 Focus educational efforts on solar project development and funding models 

 Provide scholarships to enable participation and bring on new members 

Timeline 

 Establish contracts for funded participants in LMI Solar Work Group – Q3 2018 
 Bi-monthly educational meetings of LMI Solar Work Group – Q3 2018 through Q2 2019 

Budget: $60,000 over two years ($40,000 from U.S. Department of Energy funds, plus $20,000 
in-kind match from Energy Trust) to cover: 

 Scholarships for community groups to participate in the work group 

 Meeting facilitation of Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work Group 

 Support for Energy Trust staff and contractors 
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Strategy 2:  Support the development of effective and replicable funding models for low- 
and moderate-income solar projects 

Oregon is home to a variety of community action agencies, nonprofits and innovative affordable 
housing developers who have experience in developing solar projects that benefit of low- and 
moderate-income people. Many of the federal and state incentive programs that were essential 
to the funding of these organizations have ended. This strategy seeks to take advantage of the 
existing, but currently underutilized, solar development expertise among these organizations by 
assisting them to create new, sustainable business and funding models. With this assistance, 
the partner organizations will develop demonstration projects that can illustrate what business 
models can be replicated, expanded and supported by Energy Trust and other incentive 
providers on a sustainable basis in the future. 

Goal 

 Create sustainable business models for low- and moderate-income solar projects 

Tactics 

 Develop partnerships through a competitive solicitation for partner organizations with 
diverse business models (e.g. affordable multi-family, solar and storage for vulnerable 
populations, projects assisted by non-profit community organizations) and geography 

 Provide financial assistance for partner organizations to support technical assistance 
and business model development 

 Provide custom financial incentives for resulting demonstration projects 

 Apply knowledge learned from demonstration projects to develop a standard solar 
incentive offering in Oregon for low- and moderate-income-related projects 

Timeline 

 Issue solicitation – Q3 2018 
 Finalize partnerships – Q4 2018 

 Project development activities – Q1 & Q2 2019 

 Project construction – Q3 & Q4 2019 

 Case study development and dissemination – Q4 2019 

Budget: $565,000 over two years ($90,000 from U.S. Department of Energy funds, $400,000 in 
Energy Trust incentive dollars, and $75,000 in-kind match from Energy Trust staff) to cover: 

 Project development assistance for partnering organizations to hire a technical advisor 
and receive reimbursement 

 Custom incentives above the standard solar incentive for demonstration projects that 
result from partnerships 

 Support for Energy Trust staff and contractors 
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Strategy 3:  Help Oregon’s community solar program overcome barriers to low- and 
moderate-income participation  

In 2016, the Oregon legislature directed the Oregon Public Utility Commission to develop a 
community solar program for investor-owned utilities. The legislation includes a target of 10 
percent participation by low-income customers. Although the OPUC’s timeline for program 
launch is still to be determined, the OPUC adopted rules for the program in mid-2017 and is 
seeking a program administrator.  

The Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work Group can be used to promote the community solar 
program to low-income customers and community organizations. The work group provides a 
forum to share best practices and help the new program deliver the intended benefits to low-
income customers. 

Goals 

 Ensure Oregon’s community solar program achieves or surpasses its 10 percent target 

Tactics 

 Facilitate information sharing between the Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work 
Group, the OPUC and the sub-committees developing recommendations on program 
policies, guidelines and processes 

 Relay findings on best practices from other states and technical partners (National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory and the Lawrence Berkeley National Labs) to the state’s 
community solar program administrator and low-income facilitator, once selected 

 Promote the program’s benefits to community-based organizations, affordable housing 
providers and low-income assistance service providers 

Timeline 

 Bi-monthly educational meetings of LMI Solar Work Group – Q3 2018 through Q2 2019 

 Opening of community solar program in Oregon (anticipated) – Q1 2019 

 Budget: $10,000 over two years from U.S. Department of Energy funds to cover: 

 Costs associated with meetings of Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work Group 

 

 

 

Next Steps 

The strategies outlined above were developed after extensive engagement with the Low- and 
Moderate-Income Solar Work Group and impacted communities. In the third and fourth quarters 
of 2018, Energy Trust and members of the Low- and Moderate-Income Solar Work Group plan 
to expand this effort through a new series of work group meetings and a solicitation for low- and 
moderate-income project partnerships. In 2019, project installations covering a variety of 
innovative low- and moderate-income-specific business models will be underway. After 
completion, case studies will be published to disseminate best practices in other communities 
and support deployment of solar for low- and moderate-income customers across Oregon. 


