
Ice Breaker
What is your favorite way 
to have “fun in the sun”?
Enter in the chat along 
with your name and 
affiliation. 



Webinar | June 15, 2023

Intro to SolSmart
HOW OUR REGION IS WORKING TOWARD 
SOLAR BEST PRACTICES



Why does this matter?

COUNTY GOAL

1200 MW by 2030



SolSmart Overview
Debra Perry, ICMA
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Acknowledgement and Disclaimer
●Acknowledgment: This material is based upon work supported by the Department of Energy, 

Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy (EERE), under Award Numbers DE-
EE0009950 & DE-EE0009951.

● Disclaimer: This report was prepared as an account of work sponsored by an agency of the 
United States 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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Introduction to SolSmart
SolSmart is a national designation and 
technical assistance program that has 
helped over 500 local governments make 
it faster, easier, and more affordable for 
residents and businesses to go solar.



• SolSmart communities are recognized for implementing 
nationally-recognized best practices that encourage 
the growth of solar energy at the local level

• SolSmart provides clear guidance and templates to 
help jurisdictions put these practices into action.

• The SolSmart criteria are determined by an advisory 
committee of experts in solar energy and local 
government, and criteria are updated periodically in 
order to reflect the latest best practices
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Nationally Recognized Solar Best Practices
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Designation Pathways

• Standard Pathway: Pathway applicable to 
most local governments that have authority 
over permitting, planning, zoning and/or 
inspection processes.

• Modified Pathway: Pathway for local 
governments that do not control all of the 
above processes.  

• Regional Organization Pathway: Pathway 
for regional planning commissions and 
councils of governments.
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Designation Structure
There are four levels of designation: Bronze, Silver, Gold, 
and Platinum. 



• In addition to meeting prerequisites, you must earn points in the following 
categories:
• Permitting and Inspection

• Planning and Zoning
• Government Operations
• Community Engagement

• Market Development
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Designation Structure, cont’d
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Supports climate and sustainability goals Generates local, clean, reliable power

Creates local jobs and economic development Reduces utility bills and provides price stability

Centre Region COG, PASummit County, CO

St. Louis Park, MN

Benefits of Solar
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• 65% of the cost of a solar PV system is not 
related to hardware. These “soft costs” can be 
reduced by action at the local level, including:
• Streamlining permitting and inspection;
• Supporting consumer education;
• Leading by example;
• Facilitating group purchasing;
• Filling gaps in financing; and more!

• While the solar energy market is growing 
nationwide, ensuring that it grows in your 
community requires a proactive approach. 
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Local Government Action is Important



• Streamlining local permitting & inspection processes reduces the 
cost of solar and local government operations; 

• Training staff ensures efficient permitting and inspection 
processes; 

• Establishing clear processes for energy storage, EV charging and 
large-scale solar makes sure you are ready for these technologies 
in your community; and 

• Practices like instant permitting with SolarAPP+ can make sure 
your community is ready for higher volumes of applications.
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Review & Improve Local Processes
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Advancing Energy Equity

• SolSmart is part of federal Justice40 Initiative working to ensure 
that benefits are equitably shared by history underrepresented 
and underserved communities

• SolSmart criteria reflects importance of inclusive engagement, 
strategies to reach underserved communities, and metrics to track 
impacts and benefits

https://www.whitehouse.gov/environmentaljustice/justice40/


• SolSmart technical assistance providers help communities update processes 
using established best practices
• All participating communities receive a review of their zoning 

• Delivery of technical assistance can be tailored to fit the community needs
• Online - resource library, email, templates
• Phone - conference calls, webinars, trainings

• The technical assistance is funded by SolSmart, and there is no cost to the 
community
• Communities must commit staff time to working toward SolSmart 

designation
• Communities must demonstrate a commitment to achieving designation
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Technical Assistance
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The SolSmart Designation Process



SolSmart Resources
• Resource Page - https://solsmart.org/resources/
• SolSmart Program Resource Guide -

https://solsmart.org/resource/solsmart-program-guide
• SolSmart FAQ - https://solsmart.org/faqs/
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SolSmart Resources

https://solsmart.org/resources/
https://solsmart.org/resource/solsmart-program-guide
https://solsmart.org/faqs/
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The SolSmart Team



The County & Regional 
Designation Process
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Pursuing Regional Designation

Activities will include:
• Compiling solar development resources for 

local governments
• Conducting a zoning code assessment
• Hosting a zoning and permitting webinar 

(with OECC)
• Supporting communities who want to pursue 

local designation

Goal: To engage communities and foster discussion



Pursuing County Designation

Consistent with our Climate Action Plan

• Grow solar installations across the region

• Cut countywide emissions in half by 2030 

Our SolSmart priorities:

• Help 2 or more additional municipalities 
get SolSmart designations

• Work with CARPC to ensure equitable 
access to solar

Seeking Gold Designation



Pursuing County Designation

• Documenting our current efforts

• Trainings for local government staff 
• Planning, zoning, permitting and 

inspections

• Support local government designations

Key Designation Activities



Designation 
Consistent 
with Local 
Priorities

https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us/

72%

https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us/


We’re Making It Easy to Be SolSmart

We can go further 
faster together

• Planning and zoning

• Permitting

• Inspections

• Discussions to help 
folks understand and 
meet criteria

• Leveraging 
resources others 
have developed 
(e.g., OECC’s page 
on HOA covenants)

A COLLABORATIVE EFFORT LOCAL STAFF TRAININGS SUPPORT



Collaborative 
Example

• City of Madison’s solar group buy program

• OECC sponsorship = open to all residents in 
Dane County

• Your municipal support (e.g., promotion) 
= 20 SolSmart points!

MadiSUN



The Local Designation 
Experience
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Phil Grupe

Sustainability Specialist

phil.grupe@fitchburgwi.gov

Fitchburg, WI

mailto:phil.grupe@fitchburgwi.gov


Fitchburg’s 
Energy Focus

2009 Wisconsin Energy Independent Community, 25x25

Green Tier Legacy Community, 2010

A decade-plus of investments in solar energy

LEED-Gold Library

2019 Clean Energy Resolution

2019 SolSmart Bronze designation

EV adoption and promotion

Silver Bicycle-Friendly Community since 2015

2020 Dane County Climate Champions – 4 awards



Fitchburg and Solar



Fitchburg and Solar

 O’Brien Solar Farm: 20MW solar 
array on 160 acres in Fitchburg

 Fitchburg purchasing 0.5 MW eq.

 2021: 10% of municipal electricity

 2022: 17% of municipal electricity



Fitchburg – SolSmart Process

 Assistance from a dedicated Technical Advisor

 Analysis of City’s current situation, identifying low-hanging fruit and 
areas of greatest impact

 Coordinated efforts with various City staff



Fitchburg – SolSmart Benefits

Since achieving SolSmart designation in 2019:
• 287 residential solar permits approved (>70/yr), for projects totaling 

over $6.8m in costs

• This likely represents over 4.5% of Fitchburg owner-occupied homes 
installing solar in just the past four years.

• $54,500 in permitting fees, less than 1% of total project costs



Future 
Developments/Goals

 SolSmart – Gold?

 SolarApp+ interest

 Continued municipal solar installations

 Participation in / promotion of 
community solar



Ready to Get Started?

Introductory call with a 
SolSmart technical 
assistance provider

Call with OECC/CARPC 
to discuss regional 
cohort approach

REVIEW THE GUIDE WRITE YOUR LETTER SCHEDULE A CALL



Discussion
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dperry@icma.org
Debra Perry

Contact Us

Phil.Grupe@
fitchburgwi.gov

Phil Grupe
kuntz.kathryn@

countyofdane.com

Kathy Kuntz

caitlins@
capitalarearpc.org

Caitlin 
Shanahan
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