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focus on the four to eight states that have successfully emerging solar markets and where installers are facing 
roadblocks.

There is recent precedent for federal government to lead reform of local renewable energy permitting. In 
November, 2010, Department of Interior launched the “Smart from the Start” initiative to streamline offshore wind 
permitting by coordinating with “local, state, and federal partners.”12 Federal involvement will strengthen industry 
efforts to address permitting, such as SolarTech’s 2009 permitting challenge and countless other local efforts.13

Success will provide a positive feedback loop for the solar industry that will create even more value than today’s 
cost of permitting and inspection. German residential solar costs $3.50 per watt because the residential market 
KDV�VFDOHG�DQG�VLPSOLȴHG�WKH�GHVLJQ�DQG�LQVWDOODWLRQ�SURFHVV��OHDGLQJ�WR�ORZHU�FRVWV��6LPLODUO\��ZLWK�OLPLWHG�ORFDO�
YDULDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��LQVWDOOHUV�FDQ�EHQHȴW�IURP�VFDOH�DQG�WKH�VRODU�LQGXVWU\�FDQ�GULYH�GRZQ�FRVWV 
to reach grid parity sooner.

Standardizing local permitting will transform residential solar:

ȏ� Bring the cost of solar to grid parity by 2013 for 50% of American homes14

ȏ� Close Germany’s 40% cost advantage

ȏ� Deliver the equivalent of a new $1 billion solar subsidy�RYHU�ȴYH�\HDUV15

This effort, as much as any subsidy, will translate into increasing solar investment by the solar industry, in addition 
to increased local economic activity.

LOCAL PERMITTING COSTS $2,516 PER INSTALLATION

This report provides the most accurate estimates of permitting and inspection costs available. The cost averages 
$2,516 for each residential installation, or $0.50 per watt.16 Local permitting and inspection processes are the 
“bane” of the solar industry, and costs are falling at a “glacial” pace.17 Certain installers experience this cost rising, 
DQG�VRPH�HYHQ�UHIXVH�WR�VHOO�LQ�FHUWDLQ�MXULVGLFWLRQV�WKDW�KDYH�HVSHFLDOO\�FXPEHUVRPH�SURFHVVHV��7KHVH�FRVWV�DUH�
XQQHFHVVDU\�DQG�FRXQWHUSURGXFWLYH��DQG�VWUHDPOLQLQJ�ZLOO�VXSSRUW�VDIHW\�WKURXJK�HɝFLHQF\�DQG�UHSHWLWLRQ� 
The primary costs in the permitting process are listed below (see Appendix B for detailed discussion):

Complete permit application: $505. 6LQFH�HDFK�MXULVGLFWLRQ�KDV�GLIIHUHQW�UHTXLUHPHQWV��LQVWDOOHUV�PD\�KDYH�WR 
UHVHDUFK�FRGH��FXVWRPL]H�GUDZLQJV��DQG�DSSO\�IRU�]RQLQJ�DSSURYDO�HYHU\�WLPH�WKH\�GR�DQ�LQVWDOO��0DQ\�MXULVGLFWLRQV�

������KWWS���ZZZ�GRL�JRY�QHZV�SUHVVUHOHDVHV�6DOD]DU�/DXQFKHV�6PDUW�IURP�WKH�6WDUW�,QLWLDWLYH�WR�6SHHG�2IIVKRUH�:LQG�(QHUJ\�'HYHORSPHQW��RII�WKH�
$WODQWLF�&RDVW�FIP�

������KWWS���ZZZ�VRODUWHFK�RUJ�LQGH[�SKS"RSWLRQ FRPBVWBGRFXPHQW	YLHZ GRFXPHQWGHWDLO	LG ��	,WHPLG ���

������,QFOXGHV�WKH�IHGHUDO�,QYHVWPHQW�7D[�&UHGLW��ZKLFK�H[SLUHV�LQ������

������$VVXPHV���������QHZ�VRODU�LQVWDOODWLRQV�RYHU�WKH�QH[W�ȴYH�\HDUV��HTXLYDOHQW�WR������RI�DOO�KRXVLQJ�XQLWV�

������$VVXPH�ȴYH�NLORZDWW�V\VWHP��3UHYLRXV�VWXGLHV�XQGHUHVWLPDWH�WKLV�FRVW�E\�QRW�DFFRXQWLQJ�IRU�WKH�IXOO�WLPH��HIIRUW��DQG�PDWHULDOV�UHTXLUHG�LQ�WKH�
SURFHVV��)RU�H[DPSOH��D������'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(QHUJ\�VWXG\�HVWLPDWHV�������SHU�ZDWW�IRU�ORFDO�SHUPLW�DQG�ȴHOG�LQVSHFWLRQ��Ȋ'LVWULEXWHG�39�3HUPLWWLQJ�
DQG�,QVSHFWLRQ�3URFHVVHV��&DVH�6WXGLHV�IURP��$XVWLQ��3RUWODQG��6DOW�/DNH�&LW\�ȋ�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(QHUJ\��$XJXVW������

������,QWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�6XQ5XQ�LQVWDOODWLRQ�SDUWQHUV�
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require review by an expensive professional engineer even if similar plans have been approved before.               

����������6ROXWLRQ��DGRSW�6RODU�$%&V�VWDQGDUGV�DFURVV�MXULVGLFWLRQV��ORQJHU�WHUP��SURYLGH�QDWLRQDO�RQOLQH�DSSOLFDWLRQ�WRRO��

Submit permit application in person: $149. Jurisdictions usually require installers to drop off the application. 
This wastes time and gasoline—one installer reported driving three hours to drop off a permit, only to have the 
MXULVGLFWLRQ��VKRUW�RQ�VWDII��RXWVRXUFH�WR�DQ�RɝFH�MXVW�WKUHH�EORFNV�IURP�WKH�LQVWDOOHUȇV�RɝFH� 

          Solution: allow email submission of permit application (longer term: provide national online application tool).

Pay permit fee: $431.�-XULVGLFWLRQV�FKDUJH�IHHV�WKDW�YDU\�ZLGHO\��VRPH�KLJKHU�WKDQ���������0DQ\�MXULVGLFWLRQV�XVH 
VRODU�SHUPLW�IHHV�WR�SOXJ�RWKHU�KROHV�LQ�WKH�EXGJHW��%\�FRPSDULVRQ��WKH�FRVW�RI�LVVXLQJ�D�SHUPLW�IRU�D�ORFDO�MXULVGLFWLRQ 
should be $250 or less, as estimated by organizations like Vote Solar.18 

          Solution: reduce permit fees to $250 or cost of issuance.

Variation in building requirements: $726. Jurisdictions often have requirements beyond what state or national 
FRGH�UHTXLUHV��VXFK�DV�ODUJHU�ȴUH�EDUULHUV��H[WUD�GLVFRQQHFWV�WR�WXUQ�RII�WKH�V\VWHP��H[SHQVLYH�ODEHOLQJ��DQG�H[FHVVLYH 
URRI�SHQHWUDWLRQV��7KHVH�DGG�VLJQLȴFDQW�FRVW�WR�D�V\VWHP��6RODU�$%&V�VWDQGDUGV�DOORZ�MXULVGLFWLRQV�WR�IROORZ�FRGH�
ZLWK�D�VLPSOH�IRUP��KHOSLQJ�MXULVGLFWLRQV�IHHO�FRPIRUWDEOH�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�HQVXULQJ�VDIHW\� 

          6ROXWLRQ��DGRSW�6RODU�$%&V�VWDQGDUGV�DFURVV�MXULVGLFWLRQV�

Field inspection: $236. Typically inspectors provide a 4-8 hour arrival window, forcing a costly employee to wait 
RQ�VLWH�IRU�WKH�LQVSHFWRU�WR�DUULYH��HYHQ�WKRXJK�LQVSHFWLRQV�DUH�RIWHQ�RQO\����PLQXWHV��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��VRPH�MXULVGLFWLRQV 
require “in process” inspections during an installation, going beyond what is necessary to ensure code compliance, 
wasting the time of construction crews and extending installation time. 

          Solution: reduce inspection appointment arrival windows to two hours or less; eliminate “in- process” inspections.

Delay: 3.5 weeks. Installers report that local permitting causes an average delay of 3.5 weeks to build. The most 
VLJQLȴFDQW�GHOD\�LV�SHUPLW�UHYLHZ��ZKLFK�UDQJHV�IURP�����ZHHNV��7KLV�GHOD\�IUXVWUDWHV�FXVWRPHUV��UHGXFLQJ�VDWLVIDFWLRQ 
and referrals to friends and family, driving up cost. 

          6ROXWLRQ��DGRSW�6RODU�$%&V�VWDQGDUGV�DFURVV�MXULVGLFWLRQV��SURYLGH�GHFLVLRQ�RQ�HDFK�SHUPLW�DSSOLFDWLRQ�ZLWKLQ� 
          three business days.

Sales and marketing cost: $845. The cost, delay, and increased cancellation rate lower close rates, increasing 
acquisition cost. Customers usually assume the installer is at fault for delays, harming satisfaction. One east coast 
installer said: “this problem ripples through the entire customer process.” 

          Solution: all of the above.

 
 
7KLV�UHSRUW�OLNHO\�XQGHUHVWLPDWHV�WKH�WUXH�FRVW�RI�VRODU�SHUPLWWLQJ�EHFDXVH�LW�IRFXVHV�RQ�GLUHFWO\�TXDQWLȴDEOH�GDWD�

������KWWS���YRWHVRODU�RUJ�SHUPLWWLQJ�WRRONLW�
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only. Additional hidden costs include management opportunity cost, poor customer experience from delays, 
constraints to planning and pursuing innovative cost reduction measures, and the inability for installers to realize 
HFRQRPLHV�RI�VFDOH�DFURVV�MXULVGLFWLRQV��7KLV�LV�FOHDU�IURP�RXU�LQWHUYLHZV��2IWHQ�&(2V�DQG�&22V�VSHQG�WLPH�GHDOLQJ 
with processes to handle permitting, and operations managers struggle to plan installations when permits may 
or may not arrive when expected.

STREAMLINED PERMITTING WILL BENEFIT JURISDICTIONS

6WDQGDUGL]DWLRQ�ZLOO�VDYH�MXULVGLFWLRQV�WLPH�DQG�LQFUHDVH�LQVWDOODWLRQ�TXDOLW\��/RFDO�RɝFLDOV�UHLQYHQW�WKH�ZKHHO 
by creating their own codes and requirements. They are short on budget, under-staffed, and over-extended, and 
VRODU�LV�RQO\�RQH�RI�PDQ\�LVVXHV�WKH\�IDFH��$�'2(�UHOHDVH�FRQȴUPV��Ȋ6WDII�LQ�ORFDO�SHUPLWWLQJ�RɝFHV�LV�JUDSSOLQJ�
with not only resource issues, but cumbersome, often antiquated permitting procedures.”19

-XULVGLFWLRQV�DOO�LQWHQG�WR�IROORZ�VWDWH�RU�QDWLRQDO�HOHFWULFDO�FRGH��\HW�HDFK�MXULVGLFWLRQ�LQWHUSUHWV�FRGH�LQ�LWV�RZQ 
ZD\�DQG�PD\�DGG�DGGLWLRQDO�UHTXLUHPHQWV�ZLWKRXW�D�FOHDU�VDIHW\�EHQHȴW��6RODU�$%&V�VWDWHV�RQ�LWV�ZHEVLWH��Ȋ:KLOH 
MXULVGLFWLRQV�HYHU\ZKHUH�VKDUH�PRVW�RI�WKH�VDPH�FKDOOHQJHV�LQ�HQVXULQJ�WKH�VDIHW\�RI�QHZ�39�V\VWHPV��inexperience 
with PV has led many to implement unnecessarily complex and inconsistent permitting procedures. In these 
cases, barriers of time and expense brought about by requiring multiple departments to review the same application 
VHYHUHO\�LQKLELW�WKH�WLPHO\�DQG�HɝFLHQW�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�QHZ�39�V\VWHPV�ȋ20

Adopting Solar ABCs standards will improve the quality of permit applications, reducing re-submission and failed 
LQVSHFWLRQ��2QH�MXULVGLFWLRQ�H[SODLQHG�WKDW�DERXW�����RI�DOO�SODQV�VXEPLWWHG�IRU�SHUPLWWLQJ�DUH�HVVHQWLDOO\�WKH�VDPH� 
KRZHYHU��VRODU�LQVWDOOHUV�VWLOO�KDYH�WR�FXVWRPL]H�SHUPLW�SDFNHWV�IRU�HDFK�MXULVGLFWLRQ��OHDGLQJ�WR�HUURU��$������6RODU7HFK 
VXUYH\�RI�EXLOGLQJ�GHSDUWPHQWV�FRQȴUPV�WKDW�ȊLQFRPSOHWH�DSSOLFDWLRQVȋ�FDXVHG�QHDUO\�����RI�SHUPLWWLQJ�GHOD\V�21 
)XUWKHUPRUH��WKH�FRVW�LV�JUHDWHU�IRU�ORZ�LQFRPH�IDPLOLHV��VLQFH�SHUPLWWLQJ�FRVWV�DUH�PRVWO\�ȴ[HG�UHJDUGOHVV�RI�V\VWHP 
size, penalizing smaller homes. Ultimately, the current requirements and processes harm local communities by 
making solar power less affordable and slowing adoption.

6HYHUDO�LQQRYDWLYH�SHUPLW�RɝFHV��PRVWO\�LQ�ODUJHU�FLWLHV�VXFK�DV�6DQ�-RVH��3RUWODQG��DQG�3KLODGHOSKLD��DUH�DOUHDG\�
streamlining their processes. For example, San Jose does not require plan review for systems that meet basic criteria, 
has simple guidelines, and generally has a fast process.22�$V�D�UHVXOW��6DQ�-RVHȇV�FRVW�RI�LQVWDOODWLRQ�LV�VLJQLȴFDQWO\�
below other large cities in California, with several leading installers consistently able to price below $6 per watt.23 
As another example, Philadelphia uses worksheets from the Solar ABCs standards to provide a combination 
HOHFWULFDO�DQG�EXLOGLQJ�SHUPLW�IRU�VPDOOHU�SURMHFWV�WKDW�PHHW�FHUWDLQ�FULWHULD��3KLODGHOSKLD�KDV�DOVR�PDGH�SROLF\�
FKDQJHV�WKDW�KDYH�UHVXOWHG�LQ�UHGXFHG�SHUPLWWLQJ�IHHV�IRU�VPDOOHU�SURMHFWV�DQG�KDV�D�IHH�FDS�IRU�ODUJHU�SURMHFWV�� 
This past summer, the city held a training session for electrical inspectors and is ensuring solar friendly language 

������KWWS���VRODUDPHULFDFRPPXQLWLHV�HQHUJ\�JRY�SGIV�6XFFHVVB6QDSVKRWVB6DQ-RVH�SGI�

������KWWS���ZZZ�VRODUDEFV�RUJ�SHUPLWWLQJ�

������Ȋ6RODU�39�3HUPLWWLQJ�6WXG\��6WXG\�DQG�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�IRU�UHVLGHQWLDO�SHUPLWWLQJ�ȋ�6RODU7HFK��-XQH������

������KWWS���ZZZ�VDQMRVHFD�JRY�EXLOGLQJ�3')+DQGRXWV�����6RODU�SGI�

������'DWD�IURP�&DOLIRUQLD�6RODU�,QLWLDWLYH�


