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The ordinance applies to solar photovoltaic (or PV) in new construction of single-family 
and low-rise (that is 3 stories or less) multifamily buildings and is designed to offset 
80% of the electric load. 

It offers both performance and prescriptive pathways and provides for alternatives and 
exceptions.

Before going into the details, let’s look at the cost-effectiveness study that informed 
these requirements.
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Like all local amendments to the State Energy Code, the ordinance must be approved 
by the CA Energy Commission.  That approval is dependent upon, among others things, 
findings of cost effectiveness.

To expedite adoption and approval, California Statewide Codes & Standards Program 
completed a cost-effectiveness study that defines the scope of the requirements.

The study modeled typical new construction, then included solar PV sized to cover 
80% of the electricity load.  The 80% cap helps ensure that homes won’t be 
overproducing.

The requirements are specific to each climate zone.

That quantity of solar proves to be cost-effective for all housing types affected.
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The cost-effectiveness study established the solar requirement as a percentage of the 
home’s total energy consumption, that is electricity and natural gas, which ranges from 
45-55%, depending upon the climate zone.  That is, the solar should cover about half 
of the home’s total energy requirements.  In order to combine electricity and natural 
gas demand, energy use is normalized as a time-dependent valuation (TDV) which is 
higher during periods of low-production and high demand.

That may be a little confusing. So let me state it another way.  The ordinance requires 
that PV be sized to cover about ½ of the total projected energy requirements, 
including natural gas loads, which is equivalent to approximately 80% of the electricity 
requirements.

Consistent with the compliance pathways for the existing energy code, applicants may 
comply using the a performance or prescriptive method.

Under the performance compliance pathway, the applicant must demonstrate that the 
PV system is sized to offset  45-55% of the home’s total energy use, depending upon 
the climate zone.  This approach allows the applicant to optimize a balance of energy 
efficiency and PV.

It is important to note that applicants may not use the PV credit of the Energy Code to 
achieve compliance.  The PV credit normally allows some building types to trade off 
efficiency with PV.

Alternatively, applicants may use a prescriptive approach for smaller buildings, and 
simply include a specific quantity of PV based on the size of the building.  The values 
for each climate zone are specified in the cost-effectiveness study.

4



The ordinance has several other requirements.

The array must not be oriented to the north.  

And it must be unobstructed and unshaded.

Both of these requirements are very specifically defined in the text.

The pathway for interconnection must be sized for the full capacity of the solar zone. 
The solar zone is a provision of the existing State energy code that specifies a 
minimum amount of unshaded roof space for future solar installations and an 
interconnection pathway.  The ordinance requires that if the solar requirement is less 
than the capacity of the solar zone, the pathway be sufficient to carry the full capacity 
of the solar zone.

Finally, the developer must offer buyers the option of expanding the system so that it 
will cover 100% of the electricity requirements.  This is important to accommodate 
electric vehicle charging.
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The model ordinance includes alternative compliance methods.  These alternatives are 
optional. Cities may wish to consider whether they are consistent with local policy and 
priorities.

If included in the ordinance, the applicant may use these alternative methods to satisfy 
the requirements (there is an important caveat for the last alternative which I will get 
to in a moment).

The first alternative specifies that other on-site forms of renewables with equivalent 
capacity or output may satisfy the requirements.  This specifically includes ground-
mounted solar structures and wind turbines.  If this is inconsistent with local policy, it 
should be deleted or edited appropriately.

The second enables a PV system to be downsized if storage is included.  The storage 
and PV must be sized to deliver the equivalent production, in terms of time-
dependent-valued energy.  

The third alternative allows for participation in a City-approved community solar 
program.  This option may be worth considering if shading is a big concern in the 
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community and if the community, or CCA, is planning to develop a community solar 
program.
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The last alternative is a little more complicated in that it only applies applies if the 
required PV cannot be installed for practical reasons, such as shading, and in that case, 
it is required.

This alternative, which is supported by a separate cost-effectiveness study, requires 
that the building be designed to meet the Tier 1 energy efficiency requirements of 
CALGreen, that is 15% more efficient.

This alternative does not applies to multifamily buildings in climate zones 2 and 3 
where it was not found to be cost-effective.
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And finally, like most local codes, the ordinance also provides the Building Official with 
broad authority to waive or reduce the requirements based on specific conditions.

All-in-all, the ordinance is quite simple, in-line with existing energy code processes and 
economically beneficial to the owners.
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