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Lessons Learned from a pilot project 

7



The mission and vision

Mission

We revolutionize energy by ensuring the 
communities most impacted by climate 
change lead local clean energy solutions

Vision

We believe climate-impacted communities 
have the power and knowledge to lead our 
equitable clean energy transition.
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Background
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● Community solar has potential to be 

more equitable and inclusive than 

rooftop

● But as of November 2023, less than 4% of 

community solar projects in MA serve 

low-income residents

● Projects are often imposed on 

communities after they’ve already been 

built and put profit first



Community-led solar

● Community Led Solar is a form of 

community solar that prioritizes the 

needs of community over profit 

● Decisions on the projects are made 

through a paid Community Advisory 

Board (CAB) from the beginning
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A Boston pilot project

Average Energy 
Burden
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Roxbury

Dorchester

Mattapan

Hyde 
Park

Energy Burden: 

The percentage 

of income that a 

household 

spends on its 

energy needs



Community needs assessment and outreach

● Identified organizations in the area to 
gather their feedback, assess their 
interest in the project and connect us 
with community groups

● Met with over 30 organizations

● Developed a survey to understand 
energy knowledge 

● Did in person outreach - flyers at 
community centers, tabling at 
community events
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Building the Community Advisory Board  

13



CAB Meeting Topics
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Objectives for the CAB  

● To gather a diverse group of stakeholders to document local priorities and advance 

solar equity in traditionally excluded populations

● To empower community members with the tools and knowledge they need to make 

informed decisions about the development of a community solar project and become 

clean energy ambassadors for their communities

● To create a Community Benefits Plan that captures the priorities of the CAB for 

developing a community solar project that provides maximum value to traditionally 

excluded residents of Dorchester, Roxbury, Mattapan, and Hyde Park 
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Imagining a Better Energy System
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Site analysis
Site analysis

Boston Demographic GIS data
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Decision Making and Working Groups

● Circular Agendas
● Ranked choice voting

Working groups

● Workforce development
● Siting
● Community Outreach and 

Engagement
● Ownership/Governance
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Participatory community-led solar process
6 months 12 - 24 months3 months 3-6 months 3-9 months 3 months

Phase 1: 

Community 

Needs 

Assessment

•Conduct surveys 

in the community

•Conduct 

neighborhood 

analysis

•Conduct 

environmental 

scan of potential 

partners

Phase 2: 

Community 

Outreach and 

CAB 

recruitment

•Attend 

community 

meetings and 

events

•Schedule 

meetings with 

potential partners

•Finalize CAB 

members

Phase 3: CAB 

Community 

Building and 

Education

Phase 4: CAB 

Decision 

Making Process

•Decide on voting 

norms and CAB 

governance

•Decide on key 

components of 

the project: siting, 

contractors, 

finances

•Signed LOI with 

site host

Phase 5: 

Project 

Implementation

•Compile all 

decision made 

into Community 

Benefits Plan

•Sign contracts 

with developers

•Signed lease 

with site host

•Subscribers/ 

owners identified

Phase 6: 

Community 

Solar Project 

Complete

•Project is built

•Project is 

connected to 

the grid

•Project is live 

and producing 

energy

•Host first set of 

CAB meetings

•Build 

relationships 

between CAB 

members

•Decide on 

community norms

•Give background 

information on 

community solar
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Forming the Boston 
Community Solar 

Cooperative
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Forming the Boston Community Solar Coop

● Joined forces with another 
group working on community-
ownership in Dorchester

● Partnership spearheaded by 
CAB members 
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First solar project

● Dorchester Food Coop Array
● 85 kW (DC) PV system
● Electricity generated by rooftop 

solar array sold to DFC at a 
discount via Purchase Power 
Agreement (PPA) 
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Forming the Boston Community Solar Coop
● Obtained legal support and fiscal 

sponsorship
● Worked to form the BCSC for about 

18 months
● Officially incorporated in December 

2023
● Launched on March 2, 2024 with 

Senator Ed Markey as Keynote 
Speaker and over 75 community 
members. 
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Project Financing Opportunity 
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The Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) of 2022 
was a game changer that enables 
community ownership of solar systems. It:

• Created Base and Bonus Investment tax 
credits that can be transferred or receive 
direct payments from the US Treasury. 

• A ten year effective period.
• Eiminated the requirement that a tax 

equity investor have a minimum 5 year 
ownership postion in a renewable energy 
project.  



Project Financing Tools
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Of the 4.5 Gigawatts of Solar deployed in Massachusetts over 
the last 15 years less than 2% are providing clean, renewable 
energy to low income communities. 

Hopefully that is about to change in 
Massachusetts due to:

• The $156 million in grant funding from the EPA Solar 
for All which is targeting low income communities.

• The proposed reforms from the Commission on 
Energy Infrastructure Siting and Permitting

• The proposed changes to the SMART solar incentive 
program that encourages development in the built 
environment. 



Project Financing Strategy
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Prioritizing minority owned businesses  

As a community owned solar project developer, the members of the 
Boston Community Solar Cooperative have a voice on who provides 
Engineering, Procurement and Construction (EPC) services.

● Contracted with OneWay Development on Construction.
● Selected Nordee for Engineering Services (Interconnection).  
● Hired local Community Organizer as event planner for launch event.
● Giving preferences to local business for other services (catering, etc.) 
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Governance and Membership
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Governance and Membership
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Membership recruitment and expansion

● Community Engagement:
○ Social Media
○ Email efforts
○ Events, Tabling

■ Boston Open Streets
■ Climate Tech
■ Solidarity Economy Event
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Lessons Learned
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Challenges - Time
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● Community Member Attrition
● Sustained Funding



Challenges - Siting
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● Finding sites suitable for 
rooftop solar (shadows, 
HVAC equipment location) 

● Interconnection in densely 
populated communities 

● Local permitting 
requirements. 



Challenges - BCSC membership
● Member Recruitment

○ Predatory residential solar practices have resulted in 
declined trust in new energy initiatives

○ Must be transparent in our messaging about model 
and governance as we do outreach

● Membership Accessibility
○ Some interested members may not have the 

resources (money/time/energy) available to invest
○ Exploring options to provide a need-based support 

mechanism for those this may apply to 
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Challenges - BCSC membership

● Gifting investor shares to community 
members who cannot afford to buy a 
share. 

● Coop business model better suited for 
worker owned cooperatives.  

● SEC accredited investor requirements 
make it challenging to easily offer 
investor shares without the use of an 
approved crowdfunding platform 
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Challenges - Financing

● Qualifying for the base and bonus investment tax credits 
with the US Treasury.

● Selling qualified tax credits earned by smaller projects 
via Tax Credit Exchanges (Crux, etc.)  

● Qualifying for project debt financing with the offtaker 
has a marginal score. 

● Changing solar incentives/uncertainty in funding timing. 
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Challenges - Financing
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Successes - a replicable model
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Successes - Energy Education
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CAB Member Spotlight: Beth Griffith (She/Her)

Organization:  Renewable Renegades

“Serving on the Community Advisory Board has 
been such a great experience. I love how 

members of the community and organizations 
are a part of the process. The beauty of 
collaborating with multiple people and 

organizations is they bring different 
perspectives and ideas that you wouldn’t have 

been able to think of on your own.”

44



BCSC Successes

● Respectful and Democratic 
yet diversity of viewpoints

● Supporting Allies
○ Boston Medical Center
○ RENEW Worcester
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Recommendations: 

Project Management
● Take time to build trust with 

community members

● Invest in staff training on 
Community Solar

● Collect project evaluation 
metrics to show funders 
your progress
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“I’ve really appreciated the patience that Energy 
Allies came with for myself and other members 

of the CAB who didn't necessarily have the 
technical expertise about what community solar 
entails. I appreciate folks needing to take things 
a little slow and recognize that we’re all working 
towards the same goal but come with different 

backgrounds… if you’re interested and you’re 
passionate there is space for you.”

- Kendra Beaver, CAB member, BCSC Clerk



Recommendations: 

Siting
● Prioritize mission-aligned property 

owners
● Use GIS to identify roofs
● Invest in higher quality analysis tools 

or use partners
● Have a dedicated person focused on 

site acquisition
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Next steps for the BCSC

● Recruiting more community workers

● Identifying more sites in Boston

● Engaging with new partners

https://bostoncommunitysolar.org/contact
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https://bostoncommunitysolar.org/contact


Next steps for Energy Allies

● More community-led solar projects

● Energy Allies is merging with SUN!

info@solarunitedneighbors.org
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The Clean Energy Transition is 
inevitable, whether it’s just and 

equitable is dependent on who is 
leading it.
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