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These Guiding Principles steer IREC’s approach with respect to shared 
renewable energy program development. They are also intended to  
define broadly what constitutes a shared renewable energy program.  
The original version of these Guiding Principles appears in IREC’s Model 
Rules for Shared Renewable Energy Programs. Since IREC last revised  
the Model Rules in mid-2013, there has been increasing interest in  
shared renewables programs, and many more mandatory statewide  
and voluntary utility programs have been implemented. We have learned 
more about the value and purpose of these programs, as well as the 
challenges they face.

With this document, IREC updates its Guiding Principles to incorporate our 
experience over the past three years, to better define shared renewable 
energy and reflect the benefits of these programs to participants, the 
renewable energy industry, utilities, and all energy consumers. In line with 
IREC’s core mission to expand consumer access to clean energy, these 
Guiding Principles and all of IREC’s work in the shared renewables arena 
focus on the consumer experience. 

1. Expand Consumer Access

2.	Offer	Tangible	Economic	Benefits

3.	 Put	Consumers	First

4.	 Promote	Fair	Market	Competition

5.	 Complement	Existing	Programs

FIVE GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
FOR SHARED RENEWABLE 
ENERGY PROGRAMS

http://www.irecusa.org/publications/model-rules-for-shared-renewable-energy-programs
http://www.irecusa.org/publications/model-rules-for-shared-renewable-energy-programs
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Shared renewable energy programs should provide 
a fair value proposition to participants and tangible 
economic benefits on their utility bills.

Most Americans are currently unable to benefit directly from renewable 
energy generation because they cannot install renewable energy on-site. 
As a matter of equity between all energy consumers, this barrier should 
be removed as it unnecessarily limits participation in generally available 
renewable energy programs. Programs can also be designed to promote 
balanced participation among various customer classes, including 
residential and non-residential customers, depending on underlying 
policy objectives.

In addition, low-to-moderate-income (LMI) customers face particular 
barriers to participation in renewable energy; shared renewables 
programs can mitigate some of these but effectively providing access to 
these customers requires targeted program design measures. Shared 
renewables programs allow a greater number of energy consumers to 
participate in renewable energy generation, unlocking a substantial new 
market and thereby reducing costs and increasing market competition.

Shared renewable energy programs should expand 
renewable energy access to all energy consumers, 
including those who cannot install renewable energy  
on their own properties. 

EXPAND  
CONSUMER 
ACCESS1 2

By providing credits on participating customers’ utility bills, shared 
renewable energy programs offer a clear, intuitive way for customers to 
save money by choosing renewable energy. Recent consumer research, 
conducted by the Smart Electric Power Association (SEPA) and the 
Shelton Group, indicates that in most cases bill savings are the top driver 
of participation in shared renewables programs. Keeping the benefits 
of participation in a shared renewables program on customers’ bills 
maintains the linkage between a customer’s participation in the program, 
their electricity usage, and their ability to save money on their utility bills. 

Even in cases where participants may pay more initially for participation 
in a shared renewable energy program, programs can be designed such 
that participants lock in a bill credit rate through their participation in the 
program, which can make the value they receive more predictable and 
provide them a valuable hedge benefit as retail rates for electricity rise 
over time.

OFFER 
TANGIBLE 
ECONOMIC 
BENEFITS

Minster 3rd Graders - Photo Credit to American Renewable Energy & Village of Minster Photo Credit to Clean Energy Collective

https://sepa.force.com/CPBase__item?id=a12o000000PVdgDAAT
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Shared renewable energy programs should be 
consumer-centric and accommodate diverse 
consumer preferences.

Shared renewable energy programs should 
encourage fair market competition.

PUT 
CONSUMERS 
FIRST3 4

PROMOTE 
FAIR MARKET 
COMPETITION

While bill savings may be a primary driver of participation in shared 
renewables programs, several other factors motivate consumers to 
participate, including project locations, environmental benefits, local 
economic development opportunities, and specific technologies and/
or ownership models. Other program design components, such as 
shorter subscription lengths, no or low up-front costs, and subscription 
portability and transferability, can further improve customer satisfaction. 
Structuring a program with consumers and their diverse preferences in 
mind can help reduce program costs, broaden consumer interest, spur 
participation, and ultimately enable greater benefits to communities.

A competitive market is well suited to ensure the diversity of offerings 
necessary to accommodate various consumer values and priorities. 
A competitive program can allow a range of ownership structures and 
management models to flourish (e.g., utility-owned and-managed 
projects; third-party-owned and utility-managed projects; and/or  
third-party-owned and-managed projects). It can also allow for a diversity 
of business models and product offerings, promoting innovation and 
providing consumers with more choice. Competition can also serve to 
increase downward pressure on prices, further benefiting consumers.

If a program allows utilities to offer products alongside third parties, 
care should be taken to ensure fair competition and a level playing 
field, such as limiting utilities to participation through an unregulated 
affiliate and/or engaging a neutral party, such as a state energy office 
or public utilities commission, to administer the program. In addition, 
a competitive program can highlight the need for thoughtful, effective 
consumer protection measures.  

Photo Credit to Ethos Green Power



4

Over the previous decades, both wholesale-and retail-oriented 
renewable energy programs have facilitated dramatic reductions in the 
cost of renewable energy and achievement of critical public policy goals, 
including: economic development and job creation; increased consumer 
choice with respect to energy supply and other energy decisions; 
improved grid reliability and resiliency; reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions; and other environmental and public health benefits.

It makes little sense to undermine these successful programs when 
seeking to expand access to new customer segments. Rather, shared 
renewables programs should provide a complementary, additional 
offering. Similarly, shared renewables programs should be designed 
so that they result in new “steel in the ground” instead of re-purposing 
existing renewable energy generation. In this way, shared renewable 
energy programs can lead to incremental, additional renewable energy 
development, and further achieve public policy goals.

Solar Ready Vets-Photo Credit to Solar Energy International

Shared renewable energy programs should be 
additive to and supportive of existing renewable 
energy programs, and not undermine them.

COMPLEMENT 
EXISTING 
PROGRAMS

IREC’S OTHER 
SHARED 
RENEWABLES 
RESOURCES5

Model Rules for Shared Renewable Energy Programs
Detailed components and considerations related to shared renewables 
program design, and model rules for policymakers and regulators. 

Shared Renewable Energy for Low- to Moderate-Income 
Consumers: Policy Guidelines and Model Provisions
Information and tools for shared renewables programs specifically designed 
to provide tangible benefits to LMI individuals and households.

State Shared Renewable Energy Program Catalog
Compilation of state shared renewables program rules and other details. 

Consumer Protection Trio
Includes the Clean Energy Consumer Bill of Rights, the Be Solar Smart Consumer 
Checklist, and a Resources list, together spotlighting safeguards and pointers for 
buyers, government agencies, the industry, retailers and others.

http://www.irecusa.org/publications/model-rules-for-shared-renewable-energy-programs
http://www.irecusa.org/publications/shared-renewable-energy-for-low-to-moderate-income-consumers-policy-guidelines-and-model-provisions/
http://www.irecusa.org/publications/shared-renewable-energy-for-low-to-moderate-income-consumers-policy-guidelines-and-model-provisions/
http://www.irecusa.org/regulatory-reform/shared-renewables/state-shared-renewable-energy-program-catalog/
http://www.irecusa.org/consumer-protection/

