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Solar Zoning Ordinance Cataloguing 

• Hosted at Penn State Dickinson Law  in collaboration with Penn State Extension 
School and with support of Center for Energy Law and Policy
• Collect and review all 2500+ municipal/township zoning ordinances to identify 

regulation of solar energy systems, with a particular focus on:
• Authorization of such facilities as a “right” or a “conditional use”
• Requirements for such facilities, either though application of existing zoning requirements or 

special requirements
• Definition of solar systems, both in terms of type of installation, scale of installation and purpose of 

installation
• Identify common practices with the commonwealth and across the U.S., with the aim 

of eventually preparing a library of information, including an updated model 
ordinance, for use by municipal/township officials



Preliminary Results

Principal Use Solar Allowed Accessory Use Solar Allowed No Solar Guidance
5% 8% 87%
The zoning ordinance clearly 
allows for solar energy to be 
the principal use of the land 
for given districts, generally 
subject to approval (as a 
conditional use).  

Accessory solar energy is 
permitted, often subject to 
various requirements. Principal 
use solar is either implicitly or 
explicitly prohibited. 

These ordinances either 
fail to mention solar 
energy at all or only 
mention solar without 
specifying where or 
under what 
circumstances it is 
permitted.



Why is Limited Guidance a Problem?

• In many ways solar projects are MORE challenging than either traditional energy or oil/gas 
projects
• Like oil/gas, solar projects involve a significant displacement of surface use, impact on top 

soil/ecosystems and are long-term (25+ years on average)
• Like energy projects, solar is part of regulated market with strict standards and limited 

margins
• So, solar has the challenges of natural resource extraction and the economic limitation of 

regulated energy projects
• Combined with the fact that these projects are happening in “new” energy communities, 

and you can understand why there are so many challenging legal issues



Pennsylvania Solar by the Numbers

• Solar Companies: 
500+

• Solar Jobs: 5,000+
• Solar Investment: 

Nearing $2 Billion
• Price Competition: 

40% Drop in the 
Last 5 Years

• Rank: 22nd (Installed 
Capacity)

Energysage National Survery of Rooftop Solar Insalled Costs - https://bit.ly/3pKzhZ1



Pennsylvania Solar by Comparison

Solar Energy Industries Association - Map of Major Solar Projects - https://bit.ly/3pLbNTC



Solar Energy Industries Association - Map of Major Solar Projects - https://bit.ly/3pLbNTC



Federal/State 
Policy

Local 
Zoning

Land 
Lease- Federal/State Policy

- Significant movement towards mandating 
decarbonization of the energy system

- Land Lease
- Profit incentive for landowners to lease land 

for solar projects
- Significant increase in financial capital 

driving scale and profit margins on solar 
projects

- Local Zoning
- Quickly becoming the most important aspect 

of the legal framework around solar projects

The Regulatory Dynamic



The Benefit of Solar-Specific Ordinances

• The Grand Bargain
• Establishing specific guidance for solar projects at the 

local level helps officials, residents and investors by:
• Reducing regulatory costs through predictable permitting 

procedures and fees
• Building awareness amongst residents about the 

impacts/benefits of solar projects and reflecting their 
concerns in policy
• Creating a consistent and manageable framework for 

officials to apply to projects despite variations across 
location, scale, technology and purpose



Soft Costs Increasingly Important



Cost Impact on Local Regulation

Based on regression analysis, we find that variations among and 
improvements in local regulatory processes can meaningfully affect 
residential PV installation prices. … [W]hen considering variations not only 
in permitting practices, but also in other local regulatory procedures, price 
differences grow to $0.64-0.93/W between the most-onerous and most 
favorable jurisdictions. For a typical 5-kW residential PV installation, these 
results correspond to a price impact of at least $2500 (8%) between 
jurisdictions with scores in the middle 90 percent of the range. These 
results highlight the magnitude of cost reduction that might be expected 
from streamlining local regulatory regimes.

Burkhardt, J.; Wiser, R.; et al., How Much Do Local 
Regulations Matter? Exploring the Impact of Permitting 
and Local Regulatory Processes on PV Prices in the United 
States (Berkeley, CA: LBNL, September, 2014), 
https://emp.lbl.gov/publications/how-much-do-local-
regulations-matter.



Common Elements of Solar Ordinances

•Accessory vs Non-Accessory/Principal Systems
•Setbacks & Height Limitations
•Lot/Parcel Size
•Glare/Reflection Mitigation
•Buffers/Screening
•Decommissioning
•Tax Credits/Incentives



Accessory vs Non-Accessory/Principal Systems

Hanover Township Zoning Ordinance



Setbacks



Lot/Parcel Size



Glare/Reflection Mitigation

Brookview Solar (NextEra) Application to Mount Joy Township



Glare/Reflection Mitigation

Brookview Solar (NextEra) Application to Mount Joy Township



Buffers/Screening

Starting to see proposed language incentivizing/encouraging 
pollinator friendly spaces…



Decommissioning



Tax Credits/Incentives



Future-Proofing

• Given the rapid chance in Solar technology, project design and project models, 
including forward looking language in ordinances allows local governments to 
be leaders rather than followers
• Example:
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