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Facilitating Solar Energy Adoption in New York City
Introduction

On May 31, 2016, the Committee on Environmental Protection, chaired by Council Member Costa Constantinides, will hold an oversight hearing on Facilitating Solar Energy Adoption in New York City.   
Background 

On December 14, 2014, New York City enacted Local Law 66, requiring the City to reduce Citywide greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 80%, relative to 2005 levels, by the year 2050.  According to the most recent “Inventory of New York City Greenhouse Gas Emissions” (GHG Emissions Inventory), as of 2014, Citywide emissions had been reduced by 11.7%.
   Emissions reductions achieved thus far have largely been the result of power plants switching their fuel sources from carbon-intensive coal to relatively cleaner natural gas, and from the construction of new, more efficient natural gas fired power plants within and outside of the City.
  The great majority of emissions reductions occurred prior to 2012, and since then the rate of reductions has slowed - even increased in some years - and tends to track closely with the seasonal fall and rise of temperatures (colder winters lead to greater heating fuel use, causing higher levels of emissions).
The City’s stock of one million buildings is responsible for the majority of emissions. Given this and the fact that most existing buildings are expected to remain beyond the year 2050, the City’s building sector represents the largest opportunity to reduce Citywide emissions and thus is the focus of many GHG reduction initiatives.  In 2014, of total Citywide emissions due to building operations, around 46% were caused by on-site natural gas use, 39% from electricity use, 11% from heating oil use, and the remainder from other sources.
  One way to reduce emissions from buildings is by increasing their reliance on renewable sources of energy, such as solar.  This can be achieved by integrating large-scale solar energy projects into the mix of power sources that supply electricity to buildings, or by installing solar energy systems on-site, directly on buildings to provide supplemental electricity or heat.
 Status of Solar Energy in New York City


Mayor Bill de Blasio’s Administration set a goal to install 100 megawatts (MW) of solar photovoltaic (PV) capacity on City-owned property and to support the development of 250 MW of solar PV on private property [through group purchasing and community-shared solar projects] by 2025. This is a total goal of 350MW of solar Citywide.  As of the writing of this report, nearly 75 MW of solar have been installed Citywide so far (9MW on City-owned property, 65 MW on private property).
  To provide scale; the City’s peak demand record was set in July of 2013 at 13,322MW,
 in-City power plants have a total generating capacity of 9,600MW,
 Indian Point nuclear facility has a generating capacity of around 2,000MW,
 and the New York Power Authority power facility in Astoria, which is a natural-gas firing plant operating since 2005, has a 500MW capacity.


The City’s process for permitting and system interconnection is designed to ensure the safety and quality of solar installations.
  Once a property owner selects a solar installer and signs a contract, the installer coordinates the permitting process.  The solar installer works with a licensed professional to submit drawings with permit applications.  The New York City Department of Buildings (DOB) is responsible for permitting the electrical and construction work associated with solar PV installations, as well as the plumbing and construction work associated with solar hot water installations.  DOB is also responsible for enforcing the zoning regulations for the City’s Department of City Planning and Landmarks Preservation Commission as well as the Fire Code.
  The solar installer will also file with the local electric utility, such as Con Edison or the Long Island Power Authority (LIPA), which is responsible for ensuring that the solar installation can safely connect to the electrical grid.


Once a property owner and solar installer have obtained the necessary permits, the physical process of installing the solar energy system is quick.  Solar installations on residential properties ordinarily take one or two days to complete; larger commercial systems might take a few weeks to install.
  There are generally three steps to installing the average solar electric system; racking/mounting, which involves mounting solar panels on a racking system that secures them to the roof and positions them at the best angle to capture solar energy; wiring, which involves the solar installer and an electrician running necessary wiring and installing electrical equipment to support performance and safety; and commissioning, which involves the solar installer and electrician testing the system and inspecting their work for safety and quality, after which they will schedule inspections with DOB and the local electric utility (Con Edison or LIPA).

As the City’s solar market develops, local solar installers and industry members have indicated that elements of the City’s permitting process are creating unnecessary barriers and adding soft [pre-construction] costs to the installation of solar energy systems, impeding the growth of this renewable energy source.   For example, according to members of the local solar industry, some imperfect parts of the City’s operations and permitting process include the number of forms required of solar installers by DOB for the application of construction and electrical permits, causing potentially unnecessary complexity, redundancy, costs and loss of time; lack of a formal process or mechanism by which solar industry can cooperate with the City to troubleshoot and facilitate the growth of solar the local solar market;  and certain Fire Code regulations that limit available space on building rooftops.
   

Over the last year the de Blasio Administration has initiated measures intended to facilitate the adoption of solar energy in the City.  In particular, DOB has taken steps to reduce the turnaround time for solar PV plan reviews, reducing turnaround time from 4-8 weeks to less than 2 weeks.
  DOB has made the following process improvements: their electronic application review division (Development Hub) made a Project Advocate available to provide individualized support to applicants, with an emphasis on producing quicker review of solar applications; DOB clarified how property owners in flood zones can add solar, detailing an exception to the Building Code regarding flood-resistant construction; DOB made it simpler for small solar projects to obtain permits by expanding the type of solar projects that are eligible to receive “Professional Certification,” rather than requiring approval from a DOB plan examiner, allowing Registered Architects and Professional Engineers to certify against their licenses that plans submitted to DOB are in full compliance with all applicable regulations; and the Fire Department reduced the threshold that differentiates flat and pitched roofs, from 20 degrees to 9.5 degrees, because the Fire Code allows rooftop equipment such as solar panels to cover more surface of a pitched roof than a flat roof.
  Additionally, in April 2016, Mayor de Blasio launched SolarizeNYC, which is a Citywide program intended to increase access to solar energy through community group purchasing campaigns over the next 9 years.  In this program, “community” is defined loosely and may be a geographic unit such as a block or neighborhood, an affinity group such as a Business Improvement District, labor union or house of worship, or otherwise. Such communities can apply to SolarizeNYC and successful applicants will partner with Sustainable CUNY, the City University of New York, the Mayor’s Office of Sustainability and the Economic Development Corporation to design an individualized SolarizeNYC campaign, select solar installers, and pursue a group solar purchasing project.
  Finally, the Council passed and Mayor de Blasio enacted Local Law 24 of 2016, requiring the Department of Citywide Administrative Services to examine the roof of each City-owned building to determine whether it would be cost-effective to install a PV system, the size of the system that could be installed, and to report publicly on the progress of installing solar energy on City-owned buildings.
Conclusion

At this hearing the Committee hopes to receive testimony from the Mayor’s Administration, members of the City’s solar industry, environmental advocacy organizations, advocates and others regarding existing impediments to the wider adoption of solar energy technology, measures in place to address them, and measures that might be implemented in the future.  
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