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Introduction

The market for solar photovoltaics (also known as solar PV or solar) 
has matured rapidly in the last several years. As of early 2022, over 
126 gigawatts of solar capacity has been installed nationwide, and 
there are solar markets in every state (source). This growth has been 
fostered in part by an increasing number of states looking to solar to 
fulfill climate goals, diversify their power sectors, and lower energy bills 
for ratepayers. However, despite market growth and state investment, 
the benefits of solar have yet to reach many low-to-moderate income 
(LMI) households, particularly LMI households of color (source). 

More and more state energy agencies (SEAs) are making equitable 
access to solar a priority when developing programs and policies. One 
of the best ways to ensure marginalized communities are represented 
in the development of solar programs is for SEAs to actively involve 
community-based organizations (CBOs) from these communities. The 
Solar with Justice project seeks to identify how CBOs and SEAs can 
collaborate more effectively and impactfully to distribute the benefits 
of solar power to marginalized communities. This report seeks to 
identify how SEAs are currently working with CBOs on equitable solar 
policy, and the barriers to successfully implement these policies. The 
report then goes on to define SEAs into three types, based on the 
existence of targeted solar programs and whether those programs are 
on track to meet stated goals. 
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Survey 
Methodology

The Clean Energy States Alliance, in conjunction with Energy Trust 
of Oregon and Kim Wolske of the University of Chicago, developed 
an online survey that was distributed via email to at least one staff 
person at a state energy agency in all 50 states, as well as Puerto 
Rico and the District of Columbia. Thirty-three responses were 
received from 32 state energy agencies (two Connecticut SEAs 
submitted separate responses).   

The goals of the survey included the following: 

• In states that do not have solar policies for LMI populations, 
ascertaining what obstacles may have inhibited the development 
of these policies and what tools or resources could help address 
these obstacles 

• In states that have unsuccessful solar policies for LMI populations, 
ascertaining what may have led to this lack of success and what 
tools or resources could help mitigate those issues

• In states that have successful solar policies for LMI populations, 
ascertaining what factors may have led to this success and what 
tools or resources could support this continued success
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Findings
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Geography

The survey garnered responses from 
32 states. Of the states, 18 had solar 
programs or incentives targeted at 
low-to-moderate income (LMI) 
populations, and 14 did not. For the 
purposes of this survey, it was 
assumed that unless a state’s solar 
policy or incentive explicitly defined a 
term such as “disadvantaged communi-
ties (DACs)” or “environmental justice 
communities,” with defining provisions 
for that term, the classification of 
these populations was based on 
income.

CLEAN ENERGY STATES ALLIANCE 6



Inhibiting 
Factors for LMI 
Solar Policy 
Development

Fourteen responding states did not have 
solar policies specifically targeting LMI 
communities in place. For those states, 
respondents were asked to select what 
factor(s) may have contributed to the 
lack of LMI solar policies or incentives. 
While the respondents could select more 
than one answer, the two most common 
answers were limited staff time/capacity 
and needing a deeper understanding of 
the needs of underserved communities. 
These two factors may feed into one 
another, as the community outreach and 
engagement necessary to understand the 
needs of underserved communities 
requires a heavy time commitment. In 
SEAs with limited staff and capacity, it 
can be difficult to prioritize deep 
community engagement. 
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Resources for SEAs without 
LMI Solar Policies

The survey respondents were asked to select potential 
tools and resources they would find helpful for overcoming 
obstacles to implementing solar in underserved communi-
ties. While respondents could select more than one potential 
resource, the number one requested resource was federal 
funding for pilot programs of innovative solar models. Pilots 
for models such as community-driven solar workshops can 
provide valuable data to support requests for additional 
funding at the state level. In addition to more funding, 
several states highlighted the need for peer-to-peer 
learning, particularly from states with similar regulatory 
structures. For smaller state agencies with limited staff, 
these learning opportunities help to maximize staff time 
by highlighting practices that have already worked in 
similar systems.  
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Enabling LMI 
Solar 
Environments

Eighteen state respondents had at least 
one solar program or incentive specifical-
ly targeted to under-served communities. 
Of these, 11 states had more than one 
program or incentive. 

Most of the programs had been in place 
for 2-4 years. This figure, along with the 
fact that many states had multiple LMI 
solar programs, speaks to the importance 
of “proving” the value of solar programs 
for marginalized communities. Once there 
is existing support for these types of 
programs, it becomes easier to pursue 
additional policies, as well as more 
innovative ones. 

When respondents were asked to briefly 
describe the goal of their state’s LMI 
solar program or incentive, two recurring 
themes were increasing solar energy 
adoption and reducing energy burdens. 
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Factors for 
LMI Solar 
Success

Of the 14 respondents who felt their 
state’s LMI solar programs were on 
track, the majority stated they felt this 
success was due to the program 
providing significant savings or 
compensation for solar and being 
complementary to the needs of LMI 
communities. The value of program 
partners was a recurring theme for 
program success, which was reflected 
in the responses provided in the 
“Other” category. Responses in the 
“Other” category included “Other 
essential program partners participate 
year-round to the success of the 
program” and “Community based 
groups, tribes and tribal entities 
are eligible as program administrators.”
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Tools and Resources 
for Supporting LMI 
Solar Programs and 
Incentives 

Survey respondents were also asked 
to select tools and resources they 
would find helpful in implementing 
solar in underserved communities. 
While respondents could select 
more than one answer, the most 
selected response was federal fund-
ing for pilot programs of innovative 
solar models. This was closely 
followed by technical assistance for 
community engagement practices. 

Among the survey respondents from 
states without LMI solar policies, 
technical assistance for community 
engagement was the most selected 
answer, followed by federal funding 
for pilot programs. 
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Typology of 
Solar Equity 
in SEAs
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Type 1: Limited Solar Equity

Three “types” of SEAs are evident from the survey findings. The first is the 
Limited Solar Equity SEA, which includes all SEAs that do not currently have 
solar programs targeting LMI populations. 

Many of the states that fall under Type 1 specified a lack of funding or capacity 
as the number one contributing factor to a lack of LMI-specific solar policies 
and a lack of community engagement in solar policy development. 

Many state agencies are required to justify the creation of new positions or 
programs that would require a change in budget, which means they are limited 
in what they are able to do. External funding sources, such as support from 
federal or philanthropic grants, can provide valuable flexibility to create pilot 
programs or hire consultants for community engagement. 
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Type 1: Limited Solar Equity cont’d

Type 1 SEAs may need to prioritize what they can achieve that will have 
the biggest impact for LMI communities in their state. In many low-income 
communities and communities of color, historic underfunding of infra-
structure means that many residences and businesses cannot structurally 
support rooftop solar. For these communities, energy-efficiency is often 
more of a priority than solar. Many energy-efficiency programs also have 
separate federal funding streams, such as through the Weatherization 
Assistance Program (WAP) and Low-Income Home Energy Assistance 
Program (LIHEAP). While energy efficiency programs can be an important 
first step for reducing energy burdens in marginalized communities, it’s 
often difficult to then implement solar. 

One survey respondent stated: “The link between efficiency and solar is 
often difficult to make in LMI communities. Ideally, we would target LMI 
communities with incentives for solar where efficiency has already been 
addressed.” 
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Type 2: Emerging Solar Equity

The second type of SEA is the Emerging Solar Equity SEA, which includes 

SEAs who have solar programs for LMI communities, but whose solar 

programs are not currently on track to meet the programs’ goals. Type 2 

SEAs have staff and funding in place for these programs, but many stated 

they felt unsure how to connect with LMI populations or how to expand 

awareness of their state’s solar programs.

This difficulty connecting with communities could be fueled by many factors 

in Type 2 states. Some examples respondents provided included a complicated 

application process and shifting community priorities due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. All these challenges can impact different points in program 

development. In each instance, incorporating robust community engagement 

practices can help set a program up for success even when it encounters 

external challenges. 
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Type 2: Emerging Solar Equity cont’d

All Type 2 respondents stated it was difficult to involve CBOs from 

underserved populations because these communities are often mistrustful 

of state agencies. Marginalized communities have had to deal with decades 

of injustice at the hands of state structures, so it is understandable that 

these communities may not wish to deal with SEAs. This can be exacerbated 

by opportunities for community engagement and feedback being limited or 

difficult to access, such as public hearings that are only held during the 

workday. 

Tools such as the Emerald Cities Collaborative Energy Democracy Scorecard

can help evaluate how accessible existing program design processes are to 

underserved communities and highlight areas for improvement. 
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https://emeraldcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/FINAL_Scorecard.pdf


Type 3: Ongoing Solar Equity 

The last type of SEA to emerge from the survey findings is the Ongoing 

Solar Equity SEA. This type includes all SEAs with on-track solar programs 

for LMI populations. Type 3 SEAs have staff and capacity to run these 

programs. These programs also offer incentives that are complementary 

to LMI communities’ needs.

It should be noted that Type 3 SEAs still expressed a desire to build 

greater awareness of solar programs among underserved populations in 

their state. CBOs can play a valuable role in educating LMI populations 

about solar incentives available to them and can inform the roll out of 

new programs to ensure they continue to meet community needs.
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Type 3: Ongoing Solar Equity cont’d 

Building relationships with CBOs is a process that should be undertaken 

thoughtfully and intentionally. A SEA should take the time to assess its 

existing level of community engagement through a resource such as the 

Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership, which defines the 

various states of community engagement and creates steps for moving 

from the earlier stages of consulting with CBOs to more advanced stages 

of collaborating with and deferring to the expertise of CBOs. 

Once CBOs are identified, it may be useful to engage a third-party facilitator 

or consultant to help develop an engagement plan. This third-party can also 

highlight what points of view or communities are under-represented in initial 

outreach – a state should bear in mind that the needs of no two 

communities are alike. 

CLEAN ENERGY STATES ALLIANCE 18

Ongoing Solar Equity
(44% of respondents)

• Solar programs targeting LMI 
populations exist and are on track 
to meet goals 

• Staff capacity and funding in place 
for programs 

• Understands needs of communities 
in state, programs complementary 
to those needs 

https://movementstrategy.org/resources/spectrum-of-family-community-engagement-for-educational-equity/


Conclusion 

Overall, the solar equity landscape in the U.S. is promising, though 
more work remains to be done. More than half of SEAs surveyed did 
have solar programs in place to meet the needs of underserved 
communities, and most of the programs are on track to meet their 
goals. However, the results of this survey only illustrate the views of 
SEAs in each state, and do not reflect how communities in those 
states feel regarding solar programs. It is possible that while an SEA 
may feel a program is on track to meet its goals, it is not actually 
meeting the needs of underserved communities. 

For the 14 states that do not have targeted solar programming in 
place, mobilizing third-party funding sources and committing to 
community engagement can help lay the groundwork for future solar 
interventions. Not having these programs in place is not necessarily a 
bad thing; in many states, communities may prioritize other measures 
such as energy efficiency for more immediately meeting their needs. 

For all states, ongoing community engagement continues to be a 
challenge. Committing to developing relationships with CBOs, as well 
as structuring program design processes to maximize engagement, 
can help ensure solar interventions are impactful. 
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