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Introduction
The direct effects of many clean energy policies tend to be more regressive 
than other forms of economic policy. For example, only 10% of federal 
clean energy tax credits are claimed by households in the bottom 60% 
of the income distribution and in some states less than 4% of residential 
solar power is installed on households earning less than $40,000 (1, 
2). Community shared solar (CSS) is an emerging approach to 
increase solar energy deployment and broaden access to its benefits 
(3, 4). Consequently, CSS is often linked with efforts to more equitably 
distribute the benefits of solar energy to low and moderate 
income (LMI) ratepayers excluded from the benefits of rooftop solar (5, 
6). Yet significant barriers to LMI access remain:

1. Liquidity and credit constraints: many programs require a 
FICO credit score of at least 650 - 700 or large upfront payments to 
access cost savings in future years (7 - 10).

2. Low compatibility of planning horizons: many 
CSS program financiers prefer long-term, stable subscription 
commitments that can exclude LMI ratepayers (7).

3. Customer acquisition and transaction costs: LMI 
subscribers tend to have higher associated acquisition and servicing 
costs, increasing developer soft costs (7, 8, 11).

4. Lack of organizational or political motivation: CSS 
programs not oriented toward meeting social objectives are unlikely 
to pursue additional steps of engaging LMI populations (7).

Tariff Adders
Tariff adders directly address the financing constraints surrounding LMI 
customer acquisition by offering an additional incentive for LMI subscriber 
participation. Massachusetts offers an example through its proposed 
$0.06/kWh tariff adder for CSS projects with at least 50% of output 
directed to LMI customers.

We study CSS programs in six states, California (PG&E, SDG&E, SCE), 
Colorado (Xcel), Maryland (CGES pilot), Massachusetts (NRG), 
Minnesota (Xcel), and New York (NY-SUN), to understand the 
diversity of approaches being taken to broaden access to community solar 
for LMI ratepayers. We find six prominent types of mechanisms: carve-
outs, tariff adders, anchor subscribers, grant funding, subscription loans, 
and non-profit and private approaches.

Carve-Outs
LMI program carve-outs work to expand access to LMI ratepayers by 
mandating a certain level of LMI participation in a CSS program. For 
example, Colorado’s program requires a 5% carve out for low-income 
subscribers at or below 200% of the federal poverty level. 
Maryland and California have also implemented carve-outs. One reported 
problem with carve-outs is that they do not directly address many of 
the financing constraints and other barriers faced by LMI subscribers or 
financers of LMI-oriented projects (12, 13).
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Tariff adders can help offset soft costs associated with LMI customer 
acquisition and can improve the financeability of having an LMI-oriented 
subscription base. However, it may be difficult to set the appropriate 
price to avoid incurring unnecessary costs from the perspective of the 
financing agent. Further, if a utility is required to pay an additional 
tariff adder, rates could increase for other customers (including non-
participating LMI customers).

Anchor Subscribers
Risks of subscription defaults can be mitigated by ‘anchor subscribers’ 
that guarantee a minimum level of subscribed electricity, thereby 
improving the financeability of a CSS project (11, 13). By reducing 
overall project risk, financiers of CSS projects may be more amenable 
to taking on LMI subscribers. While anchor subscribers are generally 
any large energy consumer, anchors may also make their participation 
contingent on LMI participation. In these cases, anchors are more often 
public institutions, such as municipal governments (e.g. the City of 
Minneapolis has entered into such an agreement).

Generally, two forms of anchor subscriptions exist, (a) ‘backup’ or 
flexible capacity, and (b) fixed capacity. Flexible anchors leave a 
greater portion of a garden available to LMI customers by taking on 
more capacity if subscribers default or exit. The risk of any subscriber 
defaulting is borne by the flexible anchor, whereas the risk is borne by 
the utility or socialized with a fixed anchor.

Grant Funding
Grant funding lowers upfront costs to developers of LMI facilities or 
programs, which can be passed on to subscribers (13). For example, 
the Colorado Energy Office (CEO) awarded GRID Alternatives a $1.2 
million-dollar grant, with a 2:1 partner match, to create 100% LMI 
CSS projects. Grants can be effective at mitigating costs and funding 
LMI development, but grant funding can be uncertain and vulnerable to 
politics, raising concerns about its long-term effectiveness. (6)
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Subscription Loans
Loan programs for CSS can help overcome financing barriers and 
mitigate upfront costs of subscribing (13). Financiers can be wary of 
projects that rely on LMI residents and may withhold loans from project 
developers if they deem the risk of subscription default too great. Loan 
programs can overcome this by reducing risk through loan guarantees 
like a loan-loss reserve, in which financiers rely on reserved funds to 
cover losses from customer default. This can mitigate perceived risk and 
make it easier for residents with low credit scores to obtain a loan (14). 

Massachusetts’ Solar Loan Program provides risk protections through 
a $30 million loan-loss reserve for lenders who service applicants with 
low credit scores. However, if not designed correctly, loan terms may not 
be attractive for LMI participation (6): the Massachusetts program has 
partly excluded the lowest-income residents. Further, interest payments 
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on loans limit the benefits a subscriber could receive from the CSS facility 
by requiring repayment independent of the array’s performance (6). 

Intermediary organizations have begun to take on customer acquisition 
tasks and contracting with solar developers on projects. The Solstice 
Initiative, primarily operating in Massachusetts, contracts with solar 
developers to design, market, and administer subscriber offers to achieve 
their mission of “bringing affordable solar to every American,” particularly 
those making less than $50,000 (15). Eligible CSS customers register

LMI-focused third party developers have innovated to finance and build 
projects specifically tailored to LMI customers. They offer guaranteed 
discounts, on-bill financing, and low upfront payments. Cooperative 
Energy Futures, a Minnesota-based for-profit, member-owned energy 
services cooperative, prioritizes access and flexibility for LMI subscribers 
and renters.

Non-Profit and Private Approaches
Non-profit and private entities acting to lower barriers for LMI subscribers 
have evolved with some CSS programs. These organizations facilitate LMI 
access by (a) finding subscribers and tailoring offers as intermediaries, and 
(b) administering CSS projects as LMI-focused third-party developers.

The views expressed in this brief are the views of the authors and not the University of 
Minnesota or the Center for Science, Technology, and Environmental Policy.
A full report on Minnesota’s community solar programs and a 
complementary report on community solar programs in states 
around the country are now available. We invite you to keep 
up to date on our ongoing research at chan-lab.umn.edu. 
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Examples of LMI-inclusive strategies for CSS participation by state

CA CO MD MA MN NY

Carve-Outs 100 of first 600 MW 
for disadvantaged 
census tracts

5% for low income 30% for LMI; 10% 
for low income

20% for LMI in Phase 
I, then removed

Tariff Adders Proposed $0.06/
kWh adder for a Low 
Income CSS Tariff 
Generation Unit in 
the SMART program

Residential adder 
under ARR, under 
consideration 
under VOS (not LMI 
specific)

Anchor Subscribers Anchors assist in 
financing low income 
subscriptions in 
carve-out

Voluntary effort 
by Minneapolis to 
anchor low-income 
subscriptions

Grant Funding and 
Subscription Loans

10% of California 
Solar Initiative 
Funding directed to 
low-income programs

$1.2 mil to GRID 
Alternatives to build 
100% LMI Projects

MA Solar Loan 
Program provides 
loans for CSS 
subscriptions and a 
loan-loss reserve for 
financiers

Affordable Solar Pre- 
Development and 
Technical Assistant 
Program ($4.4 Million 
Allocated and CSS 
Eligible)

Non-Profit 
& Private 
Approaches

LMI-Focused 
Intermediaries

Solstice SolarMatch (not LMI 
specific)

LMI-focused 
Developers

GRID Alternatives Power52 Cooperative Energy 
Futures

online for discounted electricity, and Solstice determines how much 
power the customer needs; reserving the panels on their behalf.


