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In 2014, the national community solar market was beginning to experience a notable growth spurt, as more states,
utilities and communities were turning to the model as a way to enable multiple customers to access and share the
benefits of a single solar project, ultimately expanding access to solar for more consumers. The state of Illinois,
however, remained ‘off the map’ and lacked both a statewide community solar policy and voluntary utility programs.
Recognizing the opportunity and potential, especially in the county’s densely-populated, urban environment, Illinois’
Cook County Department of Environmental Control jumpstarted community shared solar in the state and across the
Midwest with a Department of Energy SunShot Initiative Solar Market Pathways award. Cook County partnered with the
City of Chicago, Elevate Energy, the Environmental Law and Policy Center (ELPC), the local investor-owned utility
ComEd, and technical consultant West Monroe Partners to overcome the education, information and market barriers
to community solar and demonstrate replicable community solar models through pilot projects within the county.
PROJECT GOALS
AND IMPACTS
Cook County established several key goals at
the outset of the project and made considerable
progress towards achieving the following impacts:
✸

Demonstrate replicable models for community
solar in Cook County and Illinois and identify

After three years, Cook County has built a strong foundation
upon which Illinois’ newly enabled community solar market
is poised to grow. In the fall of 2016, the Illinois Legislature
passed the Future Energy Jobs Act, which includes a
robust framework for community solar that will set the
stage for long-term future community solar growth – the
framework set forth was informed by learnings from this
project. Through engagement and outreach to more than
175 local stakeholders, the development of innovative tools,
the identification of best practices, consistent stakeholder
engagement, and robust analyses of costs and benefits of
community solar projects, Cook County has served as a
catalyst for long-term community solar success throughout
Illinois. The tools developed through this project can, and
are intended to, be adapted for use by other communities
throughout the state that may be interested in developing
community solar in the near term.
To quickly scale community solar throughout Illinois and
encourage other communities to leverage the learnings of
the Cook County project, this case study offers insight into
the successful approaches, replicable tools, and lessons
learned. Please refer to https://www.cookcountyil.gov/
service/solar-energy for more information about the project
and to access the publicly available tools and resources.

solutions to overcome structural and policy
barriers to community solar.
✸

Facilitate affordable solar access to at least
30,000 people in Cook County and over 45,000
in the surrounding region by 2022. [Since the
legislature passed the Future Energy Jobs
Act in 2016, the county now expects that the
impacts may be greater.]

✸

Democratize solar access for urban populations
and expand demographics to seniors, lowincome, apartment and condominium residents,
and others who are not able to invest in on-site
solar electric installations.

✸

Select and evaluate five to seven potential
community solar host sites to determine
the optimal system design, risks, costs and
savings. [Due to the significant number of
potentially viable submissions they received,
Cook County ultimately identified 15 host sites
for further evaluation. Using the tools developed
for the project, the project team is identifying
community solar installation models, typical
barriers and potential solutions, and selecting
project-ready sites to facilitate potential
investment opportunities in the county.]

COOK COUNTY CASE STUDY 2

COOK COUNTY PROJECT PROCESS
Figure 1 outlines the key steps taken by the Cook County team to meet identified objectives, and the key outcomes from
each of the steps.
Figure 1. Key Steps and Outcomes from Cook County Project
STEP 1: Conduct Opportunity Assessment
Key Outcomes: State of Community Solar in Cook County & Cook County Opportunity Assessment

STEP 2: Identify Stakeholders & Form Steering Committee & Working Groups
Key Outcomes: Steering Committee & Working Groups Created & Scope of Work Defined

STEP 3: Research Policy & Market Barriers
Key Outcomes: Best Practices Analysis Conducted

STEP 4: Design Pilot Demonstration Programs
Key Outcomes: Potential Pilot Sites Identified & Selected Feasibility Assessments
Conducted/Ownership and Subscriber Models Designed

STEP 5: Document Outcomes & Benefits of Pilot Sites
Key Outcomes: Value Proposition Analysis & Regional Impact Analysis Conducted
Case Studies & Final Report/Lessons Learned Completed

STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT
An integral part of the Cook County initiative is the level of stakeholder engagement throughout the process. At
the outset of the project, the Cook County project team (Cook County, Elevate Energy, ELPC, City of Chicago,
ComEd and West Monroe Partners) identified appropriate stakeholders and formed a steering committee as well
as stakeholder advisory group to inform the process. The project team got early buy-in from local stakeholders,
including nonprofits, community organizations, local developers, multifamily housing agencies, higher education
institutions, utilities and local businesses.
Throughout the process, the project team worked with and learned from these stakeholders to address barriers
and identify solutions in the following areas of community solar: Business Case and Business Models; Policy and
Regulatory Barriers; and Outreach and Communication. Additional work groups involving stakeholders and national
experts were formed during the process to address topics such as value of solar from the utility point of view,
and others. Additionally, the project team maintained strong stakeholder interest and excitement through regular
meetings that provided a forum for stakeholders to stay engaged and informed about not only the Cook County
project, but also the state’s concurrent community solar policy process.
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COOK COUNTY BARRIERS
TO COMMUNITY SOLAR
ILLINOIS
COMMUNITY
SOLAR
LEGISLATION
In December 2016, the Illinois
General Assembly passed
the Future Energy Jobs Act,
which includes a community
solar program and modifies
the state’s Renewable Portfolio
Standard – among many
other provisions to expand
the use of clean energy in
the state. The final bill was
the culmination of a two-year
process involving many of the
Cook County stakeholders,
which the learnings from the
project helped inform.

Although the lack of a statewide community solar policy was the most
prominent hurdle to developing community solar at the outset of the
project, additional educational and information barriers were key for the
Cook County project to address, including:

✸
✸
✸
✸
✸

Status of community solar and market potential in Cook County
Best practices from other states
Value proposition
Utility billing impacts
Costs and benefits for developers and subscribers

Cook County’s Policy Working Group identified existing or potential barriers
related to specific community solar provisions and policies, including:

✸ Challenges with designing and implementing bill crediting
✸ Lack of transparent and predictable incentive structure
✸ Lack of defined subscriber/system characteristics
✸ L ack of definition around transferability and portability of community
solar shares for participants

✸ Lack of defined consumer protections
✸	Complexity around tax incentives, Securities and Exchange
Commission regulations, and legal structures
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INNOVATIVE TOOLS TO BUILD A
STRONG COMMUNITY SOLAR MARKET
The Cook County project team developed several tools and resources to address identified knowledge gaps and
policy barriers to community solar development. These tools were designed not only to enable community solar in
Cook County, but in communities throughout Illinois. Table 1 identifies the resources and corresponding barriers
addressed.
Table 1. Cook County Tools to Address Identified Barriers
Barrier Category
Market Potential

Resource
State of Community Solar in Cook County
(June 2015)

Description
Details the current state of community solar in Cook County
as of June 2015. Despite growing interest in solar, there
were no community solar projects installed in Cook County.
Quantifies shared solar market potential by identifying
suitable sites for community solar installations and potential

Market Potential

Opportunity Assessment (June 2015)

solar capacity for those sites. Total community solar
capacity in Cook County is over 9,000 megawatts, enough
to power the annual energy consumption of more than 1.2
million single-family homes.

Program Design &
Implementation

Compiled from leading experts on community solar, analysis
Best Practices Analysis (August 2015)

identifies model programs and provides a framework for
accelerating community solar in Cook County.
Analysis of the value proposition for shared solar

Economics

Value Proposition – Part I (May 2016)

subscribers and system owners, finding a positive business
case for both parties under the base case scenario.
Building off the previous value proposition, this analysis
includes utility impacts and incorporates provisions of the
Future Energy Jobs Bill, passed in December 2016. Found

Economics

Value Proposition – Part II (April 2017)

a positive business case for system owners and subscribers
as long as federal tax credits, SRECs and utility rebates
are available to developers. Also found that as a wires-only
utility, ComEd would not be able to realize the benefits of
shared solar.

Program Design &

Utility Billing Impacts of Community Solar

Analyzes the potential bill crediting processes for subscriber

Implementation

(May 2016)

management of a community solar project.

Economic and Policy Barriers Resolution

Identifies economic and policy barriers as well as potential

Work Plan (May 2016)

resolutions for developing community solar.

Economics & Policy

Economics

Community Solar Business Case Tool
(March 2017)

Spreadsheet that allows users to calculate the costs and
benefits of a community solar project for developers and
subscribers.

Note: Additional tools and resources available at https://www.cookcountyil.gov/service/solar-energy, including Community
Solar Local Benefits Analysis published August 2017.
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S TA K E H O L D E R
ENGAGEMENT
WAS KEY TO THE
SUCCESS OF THE
P R O J E C T, R E S U LT I N G
I N B U Y- I N E A R LY
IN THE PROCESS
FROM DIVERSE
S TA K E H O L D E R S, A N D
S U S TA I N E D I N T E R E S T
IN THE PROJECT
T H R O U G H O U T.

DEMONSTRATION SITE SELECTION
While the Cook County team recognized the importance
of the initial research and assessment phase of the
project, they decided to pursue a set of community solar
demonstration projects, through which they could gain a
more thorough understanding of the real challenges that
would need to be overcome to create a robust community
solar market. Cook County initiated the pilot site selection
process at a stakeholder advisory group meeting,
targeting Cook County property owners and encouraging
them to consider hosting community solar. At the close of
the submittal period, the team had received overwhelming
interest from the community: 109 properties were
submitted for consideration and 75 of those were deemed
suitable for community solar. The project team received
both rooftop and ground mount submissions distributed
across Cook County and through Chicago from nonprofits,
commercial properties, schools, municipalities, park
facilities and brownfields.
In April 2017, the project team announced that they
had selected 15 sites for further analysis based on
certain criteria, such as size, slope, obstructions and
roof life. The sites represent a diversity of uses: ground
mount versus roof mount, size and geographies in many
parts of the county. The sites were first analyzed by
the local utility to determine grid impacts and then by
an independent engineering firm to assess structural
integrity and other issues.

LESSONS LEARNED
AND KEY TAKEAWAYS
✸

Stakeholder engagement was key to the
success of the project, resulting in buy-in early
in the process from diverse stakeholders, and
sustained interest in the project throughout.
The project structure included a steering
committee, a stakeholder advisory group,
and working groups with clearly defined
responsibilities.

✸

The Illinois electric utilities were partners
throughout the process and were integral to the
project achieving its goals. ComEd serves on
the steering committee and was a key partner
in the demonstration site analysis process.

✸

The open solicitation and site selection
process garnered great interest in community
solar from property owners and developers,
which will set the stage for future community
solar development beyond the selected Cook
County demonstration projects.

✸

The tools and approaches used provide a
useful roadmap for other communities to follow
as they seek to develop and implement new
community solar projects in the future.

Though this project will not provide funding for installation,
it will provide roadmaps for developers and site owners
looking to begin the development process through
detailed case studies. These case studies will include a
host site description, structural assessment, preliminary
interconnection report, financial modeling, ownership and
financing structure, customer acquisition strategy, and
operations and management planning.
Overall, the site selection process has demonstrated the
great interest in community solar in Cook County and is
expected to catalyze further development as property
owners and developers begin to understand the
potential for shared solar on different types of properties
and the benefits that can be realized by both owners
and subscribers.
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NEXT STEPS

✸
✸

Finalize and disseminate case studies on the demonstration sites.

✸

A comprehensive final report aimed at policymakers, solar developers, potential site owners, community leaders
and others will be presented at a final stakeholder advisory group meeting/mini-conference in the fall of 2017.

✸

Rulemaking of the community solar program to commence summer 2017 and anticipated rollout of new
program in 2018.

✸

Determining how best to facilitate progress by the many property owners who expressed interest in community
solar but who were not included in case study development in this particular project.

✸

Marketing, outreach, education and discussion to ensure Cook County residents are aware of the upcoming
community solar program and its benefits so that stakeholders can remain engaged in moving community solar
forward.

Disseminate Impact Assessment, outlining the potential jobs, spending and economic impact of community
solar, the environmental benefits, and other impacts. This includes an analysis of community solar’s contribution
towards local, regional and state climate goals.

ABOUT THIS PROJECT
IREC has supported the Solar Market Pathways project since 2015, serving as member of the Technical Assistance
team in partnership with the National Coordinator, the Institute for Sustainable Communities (ISC). Part of the U.S.
Department of Energy SunShot Initiative, Solar Market Pathways provides support to multiple awardees across the
country to enhance their efforts to increase solar installations and reduce costs, while promoting best practices for
solar deployment.
Solar Market Pathways awardees represent a diverse group of organizations and collaborations working on a range
of projects, including expanded community solar models, solar for resiliency and emergency planning, innovative
tools and financing for universities, and multifamily solar access, among others. Project teams are focused on
replicating successes in communities, states, and regions across the country. Their efforts are paving new pathways
for solar market development and reducing the costs of solar energy nationally.
ABOUT IREC
The Interstate Renewable Energy Council increases access to sustainable energy and energy efficiency through
independent fact-based policy leadership, quality work force development and consumer empowerment. Over
IREC’s 35-year history, our consumer focus has made clean energy possible for millions more Americans by
removing regulatory and economic barriers.
Acknowledgment: “This material is based upon work supported by the U.S. Department of Energy under Award Number DE-EE0006907.”
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.”
For more information
Solar Market Pathways | Cook County
www.irecusa.org
Follow us on Facebook and Twitter
facebook.com/irecusa
@irecusa
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