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City of Richmond, California:
Encouraging Residential Solar

he city of Richmond, California (2013 est. pop.

107,571), sixteen miles north of San Francisco

in western Contra Costa County, occupies 30.1
square miles in the Bay Area. A seven-member city
council, including an elected mayor and an appointed
city manager, provide local governance. As of June
2013 the city employs 806 full-time individuals. Major
city departments include engineering and wastewater,
finance, housing, planning and building services, port
operations, public safety, public works, recreation, and
the Richmond Community Redevelopment Agency.

Incorporated in 1905, Richmond became a charter

city in 1909 and boasts an industrial history still evi-
dent today. It contributed to World War II shipbuilding
operations and was active in fifty-five other wartime
industries. Today Richmond is an important oil refining,
industrial, commercial, transportation, shipping, and
government center.!

Project Overview

Promoting and adopting solar technologies can be
challenging, but in Richmond, a multipronged, sus-
tained approach has created success in some unusual
areas—most notably, low-income residential com-
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GRID Alternatives volunteers gather at the Richmond home
of the Valdez family. The family underwent a roof replacement
with the City of Richmond prior to their solar installation.

munities. According to the 2013 census, 18.5 percent
of the population was below the poverty line and per
capita income was estimated at $25,722. In 2013, the
city estimated the unemployment rate in Richmond at
12.5 percent.!

To increase access to cost-saving, energy-efficient
upgrades and affordable solar photovoltaic (PV) instal-
lations, as well as to promote large-scale renewable
energy generation, the city has used a range of strate-
gies. These include providing or promoting financial
incentives, establishing nonprofit partnerships, and
joining regional clean energy efforts.

The city’s commitment to this work has resulted
in measurable and significant benefits, most notably
a steadily increasing residential solar market. In 2007,
there were six installations; by 2008, the number had
grown to eighteen, and in 2009 to forty-four. In 2010,
Richmond was presented with two awards from the
Northern California Solar Energy Association: first place
for most watts installed per capita and second place for
total watts installed.?

Incentives are Key

Richmond’s residential solar initiatives rapidly
expanded following a 2010 program, Richmond Recov-
ery Rebates (R3). The R3 program provided residents
with rebates for home energy assessments, energy
efficiency upgrades, and solar installations. Developed
using Energy Efficiency and Conservation Block Grant
(EECBG) funds that the city received through the 2009
American Reinvestment and Recovery Act, the program
successfully leveraged additional financial tools, includ-
ing existing state incentives, to create a significant (5:1)
economic multiplier, demonstrating the market demand
for solar.

R3 targeted two energy-saving strategies: improv-
ing residential energy efficiency and increasing
opportunities for solar installations. The energy
efficiency strategy had two components for which
rebates were offered: home energy assessments and
home energy upgrades. Through home energy assess-
ments, homeowners were provided with detailed
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RID Alternatives volunteers secure the final panel on the roof
during the installation for the Bazaldua family in Richmond.

information regarding potential areas of energy loss in
their homes and opportunities to increase efficiency,
and were given rebates to cover up to $250 of these
initial assessments. They were then given rebates of
$1,500 for upgrades expected to generate a 20 per-
cent increase in efficiency, and for each additional
upgrade expected to increase efficiency by 5 percent,
homeowners could receive $500 more, up to a maxi-
mum of $5,000 per household. According to the R3
final report, eighty-three homes elected to conduct
an assessment, 70 percent of which used additional
rebates to move ahead with recommended improve-
ments. The average rebate given was $3,064 and
resulted in approximately 35 percent improvement in
energy performance.

Similar financial incentives were available to
support solar installations. The first option provided
$1.50/watt (W) rebate to households installing solar
PV. By combining this rebate with existing state and
federal incentives, the overall cost of installations
for homeowners was reduced by about 50 percent.
The second strategy focused directly on making
solar affordable and accessible to low-income house-
holds through a partnership with GRID Alternatives
(see below), a nonprofit solar installer and program
manager for the Single-Family Affordable Solar
Homes Program (SASH). SASH is a ratepayer-funded
program through the California Public Utilities
Commission that provides up-front rebates to help
low-income homeowners access the benefits of solar
power. For homeowners meeting income require-
ments, the SASH program typically covers an aver-
age of 85 percent of the total costs of solar. The R3
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Richmond resident Jesus Tirado admires the inverter of
his solar system installed by GRID Alternatives.

program issued additional rebates ($2,500 on aver-
age) to cover remaining costs for these installations.
Forty-eight households in Richmond took advantage
of these rebates and installed systems that reduced
energy use by at least 70 percent. As of September
2014, 138 homes in Richmond have benefited from
solar installations as a result of the SASH program.?

EECBG funds were available to municipalities only
until 2012. However, as the popularity of the R3 pro-
gram signaled a market demand for these services, the
city sought strategies to continue the momentum. The
primary source of financial incentives to support solar
came from the state-administered California Solar Ini-
tiative (CSI). Authorized in 2006, CSI provides a range
of incentives for customers of investor-owned utilities
in the state to install solar.

Whereas SASH seeks to encourage solar as an
affordable and attractive option for low-income home-
owners, the Multifamily Affordable Solar Homes
Program (MASH) ensures that solar benefits can be
realized by low-income renters within affordable
multifamily housing properties. Incentives are divided
into two tracks. The first track provides fixed, up-front
incentives for solar PV systems that offset either com-
mon areas ($1.90/W) or tenant load ($2.80/W). The
second track rewards installations that provide “quan-
tifiable direct tenant benefits” such as cost savings,
which are passed on to tenants. Track 2 incentives are
awarded to projects through a competitive statewide
application process.* MASH is directed to local develop-
ers and administered by Pacific Gas & Electric Company
(PG&E), Southern California Edison, and the California
Center for Sustainable Energy.
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Training for a Bright Future

In addition to energy savings and environmental benefits, solar installations in Richmond provide jobs for residents.
Through workforce agreements and a local employment ordinance, project teams installing solar in the city must
include at least one graduate of the RichmondBUILD program. Established in 2007, this workforce development
program has become a nationally recognized provider of construction skills and green building training. Training
equips underserved residents with desirable job skills and provides specialized training in areas such as energy
efficiency and solar installation. Over 700 Richmond residents, including 107 YouthBUILD students, have been
trained for careers and employment in construction, green building industry, solar installation, and environmental
remediation. RichmondBUILD has placed nearly 76 percent of its graduates in jobs with an average starting wage of

$17 an hour.

GRID Alternatives is also a leading provider of solar workforce training programs, training approximately 2,000
individuals per year. Its programs, which consist of two 8-hour days of classroom and hands-on experience, are
available to workforce development groups as well as to interested citizens. One advanced training class results
in a “team leader” certification, a highly desirable qualification sought after by area for-profit companies. GRID
Alternatives has become recognized as a “go-to” source for quality, experienced workers. Across the state, it has
served over 4,500 families and installed 13 megawatts of solar on low-income homes. In Richmond alone, it has
installed 138 systems, representing a total of 336 kilowatts and over 21,000 training hours. RichmondBUILD has
actively partnered with GRID Alternatives to provide solar technology training and hands-on work experience and

employment opportunities for Richmond residents.

Partner with and Promote the
Professionals

Another strategy that Richmond has used to promote
residential solar is partnerships with local nonprofits such
as GRID Alternatives, which is headquartered in Oakland,
California. The primary mission of GRID Alternatives is
to make renewable energy technology and job training
accessible to underserved communities, which it accom-
plishes through education and community outreach,
training, workforce development, and direct installation.
The City of Richmond and GRID Alternatives regularly
partner to offer community events to raise awareness
about solar benefits. The city also provides meeting space
for the nonprofit to use for outreach support. Two particu-
larly effective, low-cost outreach strategies have been the
approved use of city letterhead for GRID Alternatives com-
munications, and city support to identify and reach out to
residents who may qualify for GRID Alternatives services.

Working with Richmond’s housing department, GRID
Alternatives provides free assessments of low-income
homes to determine whether solar is a feasible and
appropriate option. Through these assessments, it has
noticed that much of Richmond’s older housing stock
has aging roofs and/or outdated electric wiring that may
not structurally support solar. In these cases, it may
direct the homeowner to the city’s Housing and Com-
munity Development’s Rehabilitation Program, which

offers a range of financial support and volunteer services
to assist owners of aging properties in making needed
repairs. Similarly, to homeowners of properties repaired
through these services, the city may recommend that
they look into GRID Alternatives for options to improve
overall energy efficiency as well as for solar technologies.

GRID Alternatives works directly with eligible
homeowners on all aspects of solar installation—from
filling out applications for state rebates and permitting,
to following up on any warranty issues. Historically,
solar has been widely seen as an option available only
to those able to pay a premium for expensive pan-
els and installation. As such, it is not uncommon for
low-income homeowners to assume that the program
will be financially burdensome or overly complicated;
others have expressed that “affordable solar” seems
too good to be true. Together, GRID Alternatives and
the City of Richmond have made over 100 solar instal-
lations possible for low-income families, resulting in
nearly $3 million in long-term energy savings.®

The city’s support for solar and its endorsement of
GRID Alternatives as a trusted and reputable deliverer of
energy services has helped to counter any apprehension
of potential clients. Over time, and mostly through word
of mouth, the nonprofit has established itself as a trusted
community advocate and partner. As Mary Biasotti,
regional director for GRID Alternatives, points out, these
programs, which were designed specifically to assist
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RichmondBUILD students receive training in construction and green building including solar installation.

low-income residents best manage their energy, pro-
vide a “way in” to a wider range of cost-saving options
not previously available to them. They also increase

the overall impact that solar can have in a community.
Whereas previous attempts to promote residential solar
have focused only on middle- to upper-income house-
holds, programs like SASH and the partnership between
Richmond and GRID Alternatives bring these opportuni-
ties to a larger demographic.

Community Choice Aggregation

Recognizing that some homes may not be suitable
for solar, and that even homes that have solar installed
may still need to purchase supplemental energy and not
want to rely on fossil fuels, the City of Richmond part-
nered with Marin County in July 2013 to offer a Com-
munity Choice Aggregation (CCA) program, the MCE
Clean Energy Program. Through MCE, a joint powers
authority currently comprising thirteen member juris-
dictions, residents and businesses can choose to obtain
their electric energy from renewable sources such as
solar, wind, biogas, geothermal, or hydroelectricity.

Electricity customers can choose MCE’s “Light
Green” service option, which consists of 50 percent
renewable energy, or its “Deep Green” service option,
which consists of 100 percent renewable energy. In
accordance with state legislation (AB 117),°* MCE has
been structured for customers to automatically partici-
pate at its Light Green level unless they choose to opt
out, in which case they receive energy generated by
PG&E, the only investor-owned utility in the service
area. Thus far, prices offered by MCE are comparable
to—and at times lower than—those offered by the local

utility (PG&E), and the program has a maintained a
nearly 85 percent participation rate. Of those partici-
pants, 98.8 percent are enrolled in the Light Green
option, and 1.2 percent have upgraded to Deep Green.

Customers who upgrade to Deep Green pay a pre-
mium of $0.01 per kilowatt hour (kWh) over retail price.
Revenue generated by these upgrades has contributed to
MCE’s local renewable development fund, which will be
used to build MCE-owned generation assets within its
service area. The first project will be built in Richmond.

While MCE provides competition in energy genera-
tion, all electricity, regardless of its source, is distrib-
uted using PG&E transmission lines. Customer accounts
also continue to be managed by PG&E. As MCE rates
have remained equal to or lower than those of PG&E,
the City of Richmond, an MCE Light Green customer,
expected to save nearly $60,000 on its energy bill in
2014. Collectively, MCE ratepayers were expected to
save about $5.9 million in 2014.

MCE Clean Energy was the first CCA in California
and the only public energy option allowing customers
to choose whether they want to obtain their energy
from renewable sources. Prior to joining MCE, the
City of Richmond invested approximately $55,000 in
consulting fees and feasibility studies; however, the
investment has had no impact on the city’s general
fund as these expenses have been met and exceeded by
the energy savings of participation in this program.

Future Plans

The most recent initiative contributing to the
advancement of solar technology in Richmond has
come from an unlikely source. In July 2014, the city
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approved an Environmental and Community Invest-
ment Agreement (ECIA) with the Chevron Company to
renovate and modernize a century-old oil refinery, the
largest in California. The ECIA outlines the conditions
of this renovation, including how resulting revenue

(to be awarded over ten years) will be distributed to
directly benefit the community. Notable for the city’s
solar efforts is a commitment by the company to lease
sixty acres of land for the development of a 2 megawatt
(MW) solar field, with future plans to increase capacity
to 12 MW. A community-based greenhouse gas reduc-
tion program was also established, committing $6.25
million to supporting rooftop solar and energy effi-
ciency retrofits within the city.

Lessons Learned

Richmond has taken several approaches to not
only encourage solar adoption, but also make solar
accessible to as many residents as possible. An
examination of the elements that have contributed to
this success reveals many of the same critical aspects
that have contributed to successful local initiatives
across the country. The city boasts a history of strong
political leadership committed to advancing renew-
able energy, knowledgeable and determined city staff,
active nonprofit and industry partnerships, and broad
community support. Its solar programs have also
benefited from a range of strategies, including finan-
cial incentives, workforce development, and regional
partnerships. The following lessons learned provide
insights from Richmond’s experience into ways
that other cities, towns, and counties may consider
approaching solar initiatives:

1. When financial resources are available, build upon
on existing state programs by filling funding gaps
or making state programs more incentivizing.

2. Require that solar installation jobs include
opportunities for workforce development pro-
grams. R3 required that graduates of the Rich-
mondBUILD Academy meet a certain percentage
of on-site work.

3. Provide electricity options to residents who have
not installed solar in order to improve accessi-
bility to all electricity consumers, not just those
who solarize their rooftops.

Individuals Contacted

Adam Lenz

Environmental Manager

City of Richmond, CA
510-620-5537
adam_lenz@ci.richmond.ca.us

Chris Castanchoa

Planning & Building Services

City of Richmond, CA

Tel: 510-620-6764, Fax: 510-620-6858
chris_castanchoa@ci.richmond.ca.us

Mary Biasotti
Regional Director

Note: Was original contact interviewed for this case study but is no longer at
GRID Alternatives. The new point of contact is listed below.

GRID Alternatives Bay Area

1171 Ocean Avenue, Suite 200

Oakland, CA 94608

Office: 510-731-1325, Cell: 510-326-5598, Fax: 510-225-2585
mbiasotti@gridalternatives.org

Mara Ervin

Development Officer

GRID Alternatives Bay Area
Office: 510-731-1186
mervin@gridalternatives.org

Ben Choi

MCE Account Manager
415-464-6038
bchoi@mcecleanenergy.org
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SunShot Solar Outreach Partnership Case Studies are based upon work supported by the U.S. Department
of Energy under Award Number DE-EE0003526. The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) SunShot Initiative

is a collaborative national effort to dramatically reduce the cost of solar energy before the end of the
decade. The SunShot Solar Outreach Partnership (SolarOPs) is a U.S. DOE program providing outreach,
training, and technical assistance to local governments to help them address key barriers to installing solar
energy systems in their communities. The International City/County Management Association (ICMA),
American Planning Association (APA), and National Association of Regional Councils (NARC), along with
ICLEI-Local Governments for Sustainability and its partners, were competitively selected by the U.S. DOE
to conduct outreach to local governments across the United States, enabling them to replicate successful

solar practices and quickly expand local adoption of solar energy. For more information visit the SolarOPs
website (solaroutreach.org) or contact Emily Dodson (edodson@icma.org).

Disclaimer: This report was prepared as an account of work sponsored by an agency of the United States
[e Government. Neither the United States Government nor any agency thereof, nor any of their employees,
makes any warranty, express or implied, or assumes any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy,
completeness, or usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process disclosed, or represents
that its use would not infringe privately owned rights. Reference herein to any specific commercial
product, process, or service by trade name, trademark, manufacturer, or otherwise does not necessarily
constitute or imply its endorsement, recommendation, or favoring by the United States Government or
any agency thereof. The views and opinions of authors expressed herein do not necessarily state or reflect
those of the United States Government or any agency thereof.
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