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Solar Planning and Zoning
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Regulatory & 
Approval Process



The Public Sector as Regulator
Governments provide the legal framework for land 
ownership, support development by providing 
infrastructure, provide standards for development, 
and regulate the character and location of 
development.



Development Regulation 
Mechanisms

×Land Use Plans

×Growth management

×Zoning ordinances and permits

×Subdivision processes

×Site Plan Review

×Building Permits



Regulatory Challenges

×Redevelopment
o Zoning
o Rehab building codes, 

ADA
o Parking, traffic concerns
o Utility access 

improvements
o Historic preservation
o Multiple uses
o Storm water 

management
o Ground contamination

× Greenfield

o Zoning

o Subdivision

o Growth management

o Utility access

o Storm water 
management

o Wetlands, water rights

o Endangered species



Comprehensive Land Use Plans

×Describes the desirable ways in which a community 
should develop over 10 ς20 year period

×A set of written development goals and policies, 
supplemented by maps.

×May be advisory or legally binding depending on 
state enabling statues.

×Small or focus area plans (for special sectors, 
districts, or issues).



ÁZoning is a regulatory tool that municipalities and counties use 
to dictate certain land uses, heights, set backs and other 
ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ άȊƻƴŜǎέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ 

ÁZoning is usually developed to be in line with a community's 
comprehensive plan or other planning documents. 

What is zoning code? 



×City Council or Town Selectman (final decision maker)
×Planning Board

×Zoning Board of Appeals  

×Community planning staff (uphold the code and may 
make recommendations to change the code) 

Who determines the zoning code?



What happens when a zoning 
permit is filed?

×Zoning enforcement entity determines if it matches 
zoning

×If yes, then development plans are reviewed to see if 
they adhere to development standards   

o Development standards address measurable 
constraints such as density, building heights, 
setbacks, landscaping, etc

o Zoning permit is often the first step, followed by 
other permits

×If no, applicant has recourses: Re-zoning, variances & 
appeals



Zoning Changes

×Changes in local legislation to re-zone a parcel
×Property owner presents the case for their plan
×Zoning changes require greater review than permits 

and typically must be approved by the city or county 
council.
×Must be weighed against the cityΩs planning goals 

(comprehensive land use plan), neighborhood 
preferences and the political disposition of the 
city/county.



Variances
×Case-by-case modifications to development 

standards, sometimes waiving the requirements of 
the zoning ordinance
×Normally handled by zoning board of appeals

Conditional use permits
×Allow an otherwise non-permitted use of the 

property
×Often evaluated at public hearings ςto determine 

whether the new use of the property would be in the 
public interest



Why address solar 
through zoning?



Why address solar?

A conspicuous silence on the part of 

local policies, plans, and regulations on 

the topic of solar energy use 

constitutes a significant barrier to 

adoption and implementation of these 

technologies.

ςAmerican Planning Association Solar 

Briefing Papers
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Solar is a Policy Driven Market
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Municipal PV Deployment Correlation with 
Solar References in Code

Cook et al. 2016. Clean Energy in City Codes: A Baseline 
Analysis of Municipal Codification across the U.S. NREL-66120. 
National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL), Golden, 
CO (US). http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy17osti/66120.pdf

0.27  0.78

http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy17osti/66120.pdf


Findings include:
ÁAdopting solar planning 

policies and codes is 
correlated with more solar

ÁSmaller communities tend to 
have fewer, larger systems

ÁLess populous communities 
tend to have more solar 
installed per capita 

City-Level PV Capacity and Policy 
Analysis

Day, Megan H. òLocal Solar: What do leading solar 
communities have in common?ó Planning81, no. 11 
(2015): 28-33. 
http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy16osti/64883.pdf

http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy16osti/64883.pdf


How to address 
solar in zoning 
ordinances



Solar Technologies

Solar Hot Water Concentrated Solar PowerSolar Photovoltaic (PV)

Passive Solar



Some Basic Terminology

Panel / Module

Cell



Some Basic Terminology

Array



System Components



e-e-

Some Basic Terminology

Capacity / Power

kilowatt (kW)

Production

Kilowatt-hour (kWh)

e-



Solar PV Scales

Residence

5 kW

Office

50 ð500 kW

Factory

1 MW+

Utility

2 MW+



Visioning: Scales & Contexts

Every community 

is different!

Is solar on residential 

rooftops appropriate 

for your community?


