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Best Practice Guidance for Solar and Zoning – Accessory Use 
 

A community’s development regulations may contain a variety of direct or indirect barriers to 
solar energy use. Indirect barriers are issues that a code is silent on and may consequently make 
a solar application difficult to submit or process, such as a lack of definitions for different types of 
solar energy systems. Direct barriers specifically limit solar energy systems in terms of their size 
or location, such as through the prohibition of solar energy systems in one or more zoning districts 
or through specific development standards, such as setbacks or lot coverage restrictions. 

 
Planning for Solar Energy, American Planning Association (APA) 

 
Solar energy development is rapidly increasing across the country – homeowners are installing solar, 
businesses are demanding solar, and utilities are transitioning to solar. Communities across the country 
recognize solar energy as a resource offering a multitude of benefits, including savings on energy bills, 
emissions reductions, improved resilience, and the opportunity for economic development and job 
growth. 
 
A local government’s approach to zoning and development can have a significant impact on solar energy 
growth. The inclusion of solar energy zoning best practices provides a foundation that can help facilitate 
the growth of solar energy, while balancing other development priorities in a community. While more 
cities and counties have included solar energy zoning best practices in their land use regulations, many 
local zoning approaches still inadvertently discourage solar energy. This may result from an absence of 
solar regulations or restrictive regulations, either intentional or unintentional, in the zoning code – both 
of which increase the time and expense required for solar installations.  
 
The absence of solar energy in a local government’s zoning code means that a lot of interpretation is left 
to the officials in the planning and zoning department and/or members of the zoning board, planning 
commission, or an equivalent entity. Since there is no guidance in the form of zoning regulations, those 
officials or entities can treat solar installations as they see fit and make ad-hoc determinations, the process 
is subjective. This subjectivity can complicate and extend the process for homes and businesses that want 
to install solar.  
 
The inclusion of solar energy regulations in the zoning ordinance should remove some of the ambiguity 
and uncertainty, without putting unnecessary restrictions or barriers on solar development. A local 
government interested in enabling solar energy development should consider including foundational solar 
regulations in the zoning ordinance such as a purpose, definitions for key terms, clarification on 
permissible uses, and development standards. This information improves transparency of processes and 
clarity of development standards and can enhance the growth of the local solar market in an organized 
and efficient manner. 
 
This guide highlights the key components for organized, transparent, and consistent accessory use solar 
energy regulations for zoning or land use codes. Communities interested in primary use solar energy 
guidance should review the section with model zoning ordinances from around the country. Many of the 
model ordinances contain specific standards for primary use solar. The SolSmart Program Guide has 
several credits in the Planning and Zoning category that address both accessory use and primary use 
solar energy best practices.  

https://solsmart.org/wp-content/uploads/APA_PlanningforSolarEnergy.pdf
https://solsmart.org/wp-content/uploads/SolSmart-Program-Guide-2021.pdf
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The following model solar zoning guidance referenced model solar ordinances developed by the Great 
Plains Institute, NYSERDA, Mass DOER, and DVRPC to develop the model language in this guide. This 
document provides recommended guidance and does not constitute legal advice. Local governments 
should update and edit the language to align with their zoning and land use regulations. Please use the 
information provided here as best practice guidance. 

 
Key Components of a Solar Energy Ordinance 

 
Scope/Applicability 
 
This section regulates the installation of all solar energy systems installed in [LOCALITY NAME]. All solar 
energy systems installed after the effective date of this ordinance shall comply with the following 
regulations.   
 

 
Purpose/Intent 
 
[LOCALITY NAME] has adopted the following regulations to encourage the efficient and effective 
development and use of solar energy systems while protecting the public health, safety, and welfare of 
[LOCALITY]’s citizens.  
 
Solar energy is a renewable energy resource and valuable economic resource that can be utilized 
throughout the [LOCALITY] for the following purposes (the following bullet points are optional 
depending on community goals and plans): 
 

1) To implement the following objectives of the Comprehensive Plan:  
a) Encourage the use of local renewable energy resources. 
b) Promote sustainable building design and practices. 
c) Encourage economic development while preserving the community’s historic 

resources and character. 
2) To meet the goals of the Climate Action Plan, Sustainability Plan, Clean Energy Resolution. 

a) [REFERENCE GOALS OR TARGETS] 
3) To decrease the community’s reliance on fossil fuel power sources and reduce greenhouse 

gas emission/achieve carbon reduction goals. 
a) [REFERENCE SPECIFIC GOALS OR TARGETS] 

4) To enhance the reliability and resiliency of the local power grid and make more efficient use 
of the local electric distribution infrastructure. 

5) To promote consumer choice and allow residents and businesses to use local, renewable 
energy while displacing fossil fuel generation. 

6) To improve air quality and protect public health. 
 

 
 

Explanation: This section states what the following regulations impact and the effective date of the 
regulations.    

Explanation: This section outlines the goals of including solar energy systems in the zoning code and 
provides an opportunity to link solar energy development to specific community goals and plans. 
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Definitions  
 

1) Solar energy system: A device, array of devices, or structural design feature, the purpose of 
which is to provide for generation or storage of electricity from sunlight, or the collection, 
storage, and distribution of solar energy for space heating or cooling, daylight for interior 
lighting, or water heating. 

2) Solar photovoltaic system: A solar energy system that converts solar energy directly into 
electricity, the primary components of which are solar panels, mounting devices, inverters, 
and wiring.  

3) Grid-connected solar energy system: A solar photovoltaic system that is connected to an 
electric circuit served by an electric utility company. 

4) Roof-mounted solar energy system: A solar photovoltaic system mounted on a rack that is 
ballasted on, or is attached to, the roof of a building or structure. Roof-mount systems are 
accessory to the primary use.  

5) Ground-mounted solar energy system (Accessory Use): A solar photovoltaic system mounted 
on a rack or pole that is ballasted on, or is attached to, the ground and the system is 
accessory to the primary use.  

6) Ground-mounted solar energy system (Primary Use): A solar photovoltaic system mounted 
on a rack or pole that is ballasted on, or is attached to, the ground and is the primary land 
use for the parcel(s) on which it is located. Primary use systems are permitted through a 
discretionary approval process. 

7) Community-scale solar energy system: A solar photovoltaic system that qualifies for the 
[STATE COMMUNITY SOLAR PROGRAM NAME – if applicable]. 

 

 
General Regulations 
 

1) Solar energy systems require a [TYPE OF PERMIT] permit prior to installation. 
2) Solar energy systems shall comply with the [national/state/local building code] and 

[national/state/local electric code].  
3) Solar energy system components must have UL or equivalent listings.  
4) Grid-connected solar energy systems shall comply with the interconnection requirements of 

the local electric utility. 

Explanation: Definitions form the basis of understanding for the terms used throughout the solar 
energy section of the ordinance and reduces the chance for misinterpretation. At a minimum, a local 
government should include definitions that distinguish between solar energy system type (roof-
mounted vs ground-mounted) and use (accessory vs primary) to provide clarity and a foundation on 
which to specify permissible uses in specific zoning districts and provide development standards. If the 
zoning ordinance defines systems by size, the sizes should be defined by area because technology and 
the efficiencies of those technologies improve over time.  
 
A best practice is to define and regulate solar installations based on the area (e.g., square feet) or impact 
of the installation rather than the capacity (kW) to prevent code from becoming outdated as efficiencies, 
technologies, and utility business models change over time. 

Best Practices in Zoning for Solar, National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) 

Explanation: This section provides an opportunity to state regulations that are applicable to all solar 
energy systems. The specific name and year of state codes can be substituted for the more generic 

https://www.nrel.gov/state-local-tribal/blog/posts/best-practices-in-zoning-for-solar.html
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Permitted Uses/Accessory Use Solar Energy Systems 
 
Roof-mounted solar energy systems are a permitted accessory use within all zoning districts, subject to 
the following development standards. 

1) Height 
2) Emergency Access 
3) Screening 

 
Ground-mounted solar energy systems are a permitted accessory use within all zoning districts, when 
incidental to one or more permitted primary and/or accessory structure(s), subject to the following 
development standards. 

1) Height 
2) Setbacks 
3) Screening 
4) Placement 
5) Lot coverage/Impervious Surface 

language used above. It is important to remember that if a specific code cycle is mentioned in the 
ordinance, it should be updated if a new code cycle is adopted in the future.  

Explanation:  A community’s zoning ordinance or land use regulations create statutory limits on what 
individuals may do with their property as a matter of right. Zoning often provides additional processes, 
which can be long and costly, to consider special exceptions when a proposal is inconsistent with, or 
not clearly addressed in, current land use regulations. Codifying roof-mounted and small ground-
mounted solar as an accessory use and as an allowed or by-right use in all major zoning districts 
provides policy certainty and clarity which can promote easier and more equitable solar deployment. 
It can increase solar deployment and save property owners time and money because they avoid going 
through a more extensive discretionary review process to have their solar system considered. For 
example, allowing solar as a by-right use removes the need for a zoning permit or the planning 
commission (or equivalent entity) to make a judgement prior to approving the project. This can also 
save staff capacity, allowing them more time to focus on other priorities and projects. By-right solar 
energy systems should still go through the building permit process to ensure compliance with 
applicable building and electric codes.  
 
…most codes do not explicitly define solar energy systems as a primary or accessory use. This silence 
within the code creates uncertainty for applicants, planners, and residents as to the types of solar energy 
systems that would be permitted in different locations, what regulations would be used to review 
potential applications, and how long the review process might take. 

Planning for Solar Energy, American Planning Association (APA) 
 
Often accessory use solar is not listed as a permitted use in a zoning ordinance, even though it may be 
treated as such in practice (though in other instances, if it is not listed it may be considered prohibited). 
This lack of clarity on language could cause confusion and open the door to various 
interpretations/determinations of use. This is the primary reason the SolSmart Gold pre-requisite for 
Planning and Zoning requires clear and transparent language that states accessory use solar is a by-
right or allowed use.  
 

https://solsmart.org/wp-content/uploads/APA_PlanningforSolarEnergy.pdf
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Height (Roof-mounted) 
 
On a pitched/sloped roof, solar energy systems shall be installed parallel to the roof surface and may not 
extend beyond the edge of the roof peak. 
 
For flat roofs, local governments can select from one of the following two options depending on how the 
zoning ordinance addresses the height of rooftop appurtenances, chimneys, antennas, and/or rooftop 
mechanical equipment.  
 
1. If the ordinance exempts certain features/structures from height limits, then it is recommended that 

roof-mounted solar energy systems also be exempted from height limits.  
 
On a flat roof, solar energy systems are exempt from zoning district height limits. 
 
2. If the ordinance does not include any exemptions, then it is recommended to allow roof-mounted 

solar energy systems to exceed a districts height limit.  
 
On a flat roof, solar energy systems are permitted to exceed the zoning district height limits by up to 10 
feet. 

Local governments that clarify accessory use solar energy systems as a by-right use are eligible for 
the Planning and Zoning Gold pre-requisite PZ-5 (20 points). 
 
Sometimes a property is not suitable for a roof-mounted solar system because the building has 
structural limitations, or the rooftop is shaded. In these instances, a small ground-mounted solar PV 
system can still allow the property owner to install solar and enjoy the benefits.  
 
Allowing accessory use ground-mounted solar may not be appropriate for dense urban cores or highly 
developed areas but it can be suitable for less dense parts of a community, in areas where lot sizes are 
bigger, and/or in commercial and industrial zoning districts where a primary use might have available 
land for a ground-mounted system.  
 
Local governments that ensure the zoning ordinance permits small ground-mounted solar PV as an 
accessory use in at least one zoning district are eligible for credit PZ-7 (5 points). 
 
Many zoning codes fail to define specific terms related to solar energy use and do not clearly identify 
the zoning districts in which solar energy systems are allowed. This silence often creates uncertainty 
about the legality of various types of solar development, forcing local officials to make ad hoc 
determinations about the similarity of specific installations with other defined uses. When a community 
adds definitions and use permissions to its code, it eliminates this inadvertent barrier to solar 
development.  

Planning for Solar Energy, American Planning Association (APA) 

Explanation: Height limits are often imposed on buildings within specific zoning districts to satisfy 
several planning objectives such as protection of views, controlling neighborhood character, density, 
and access to sunlight. In many districts, buildings, particularly those with flat rooftops, are constructed 
up to the maximum allowed height, thereby limiting a building’s ability to install solar unless 
exemptions are provided. Many local governments exempt antennas, chimneys, flagpoles, and 

https://solsmart.org/wp-content/uploads/APA_PlanningforSolarEnergy.pdf
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Height (Ground-mounted) 
 
Ground-mounted solar energy systems shall comply with the zoning district’s accessory structure height 
standards, when the panels are oriented at maximum design tilt (highest point of the system). [This 
standard is not applicable to solar carports/canopies.] 

 
Emergency Access (Roof-mounted) 
 
Roof-mounted solar energy systems shall comply with applicable state and local fire codes to ensure 
emergency access to the roof, provide pathways to specific areas of the roof, provide areas for smoke 
ventilation, and provide emergency egress from the roof.  

 
Screening (Roof-mounted/Ground-mounted) 
 
Roof-mounted solar energy systems are exempt from screening requirements. 
Ground-mounted solar energy systems are exempt from screening requirements. 
 

mechanical equipment from height limits to allow for their placement and use. Since solar panels are 
most efficient when installed at an angle equal to a location’s latitude, local governments should 
consider exempting solar energy systems from height limits.  
 
Height limits should not be a barrier for solar energy systems on pitched or sloped roofs. Solar energy 
systems are usually attached at the same slope as the roof but with a few inches of space in between 
to allow for access to wiring and to promote airflow around the panels. There should be space, usually 
3 feet, between the roof peak and the edge of the panels to allow for emergency access and ventilation 
opportunities in case of a fire.   
 
Local governments that ensure the zoning ordinance exempts roof-mounted solar PV from certain 
restrictions on accessory uses such as height limits are eligible for PZ-6 (5 points). 

Explanation: Accessory use ground-mounted solar energy systems should have a similar height limit to 
other residential accessory use structures. Adhering to the accessory structure height limit allows solar 
energy systems to be designed to allow maximum solar exposure throughout the day while ensuring 
the system conforms with the surrounding neighborhood characteristics. Most accessory use ground-
mounted systems will be at a fixed tilt and not track the suns path throughout the day. 

Explanation: Though fires caused by roof-mounted solar PV systems are extremely rare, firefighters 
responding to fires caused by other means need to take special precautions when a solar PV system is 
present. Appropriate setbacks provide emergency access for firefighters and first responders and 
ensure they have space to maneuver and operate. Emergency access standards are usually contained 
within applicable building and fire codes and those standards should be included in a local 
government’s solar permitting checklist. It is recommended that local governments review the 
standards with their local fire department to determine if any exemptions or updated guidance can be 
provided.  

Explanation:  Solar PV performance depends on optimal siting of the system and clear access to solar 
radiation. Screening requirements could negatively impact system performance if the screening results 
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Setbacks (Ground-mounted) 
 
Ground-mounted solar energy systems shall comply with the accessory structure setback requirements 
of the zoning district in which it will be installed. 
 

 
Placement (Ground-mounted) 
 
Ground-mounted solar energy systems shall be located in the side or rear yard of the property. 
 

 
Lot Coverage/Impervious Surface Coverage (Ground-mounted) 
 
Ground-mounted solar energy systems are exempt from lot coverage and impervious surface 
requirements if the area under the system contains vegetative ground cover.  
 

 
 

in shading and decreases system efficiency. Screening requirements could also hide the location of 
important system components that are necessary to shut off a system in case of a fire or other type of 
emergency. 

Explanation: Accessory use ground-mounted solar energy systems should have similar setback 
requirements to other residential accessory use structures. These setbacks generally allow accessory 
structures to be built closer to a property line than primary structures. Applying less restrictive setback 
requirements allow a ground-mounted solar PV system to operate efficiently through appropriate 
sizing, optimal siting, and ensuring access to adequate sunlight. Rural communities or those with large 
lots can be less restrictive and allow solar energy systems to encroach into established residential 
accessory use setbacks.   

Explanation: Depending on the character and typical lot size of the community, it may be appropriate 
to encourage the siting of accessory use ground-mounted PV systems in the side or rear yard of a 
property. Rural communities or those with large lots can be less restrictive and allow solar energy 
systems in front yards.  

Explanation: As long as the area beneath a ground-mounted solar PV system is pervious (e.g. grass, 
native vegetation, etc.) the system should be exempt from lot coverage and impervious surface 
requirements. The tilt and spacing of solar panels allow for precipitation to drain into the pervious 
ground cover. Ground-mounted PV systems are not analogous to paved driveways or accessory 
structures like sheds, garages, or accessory dwelling units and therefore do not need to be included in 
lot coverage or impervious surface calculations. 
 
Local governments that ensure the zoning ordinance exempts ground-mounted solar PV from certain 
restrictions on accessory uses such as lot coverage or impervious surface calculations are eligible for 
PZ-8 (5 points). 
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Historic District (Optional, depending on the prevalence of historic districts or buildings in the 
community) 1 
 
Solar energy systems in historic districts should be designed, sized, and located to minimize their effect 
on the character of a historic building using the best practices identified by the most recent version of 
The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation & Illustrated Guidelines on Sustainability for 
Rehabilitating Historic Buildings - Solar Energy. 
1) Place solar energy systems to avoid obscuring significant features or adversely affecting the 

perception of the overall character of the property. 
2) Minimize visual impacts by locating solar energy systems back from the front facade. 
3) Consider installing solar energy systems on an addition or secondary structure where applicable. 
4) Use the least invasive method feasible to attach the solar energy system to a historic roof such that 

it avoids damage to significant features and historic materials and can be removed and the original 
character easily restored. 

5) All solar energy systems within the historic district require a Certificate of Appropriateness [or 
equivalent] from the Historical Commission [or equivalent]. 

 

 
Incentivizing Solar Development in the Zoning Ordinance 
 
The following methods to encourage solar development are more appropriate for sections of the zoning 
ordinance that address Planned Unit Developments and discretionary approval processes.  
 
Requiring on-site renewable energy as a condition for a Planned Unit Development Approval2 

• [LOCALITY] may require on-site renewable energy systems, zero-net-energy (ZNE) or zero-net-
carbon (ZNC) building designs, solar-synchronized electric vehicle charging or other clean energy 
systems as a condition for approval of a PUD permit 

 
Requiring on-site renewable energy as a condition for a Conditional Use Permit3 

• [LOCALITY] may require on-site renewable energy systems or zero net energy construction as a 
condition for a rezoning or a conditional use permit. 

 
1 Plano, TX Downtown Heritage Resource District Design Standards  
2 Minnesota Solar Model Ordinance, Great Plains Institute (GPI) 
3 ibid 

Explanation: Many communities contain historic properties and historic districts with different 
jurisdictions and design standards that aim to preserve a community’s character and heritage. These 
properties and districts are often regulated by specific design guidelines from the applicable authority 
having jurisdiction such as federal, state, or local. The design guidelines outline how a historic property 
may be modified and the process to gain approval for the modifications. These guidelines can include 
the best methods to incorporate a solar energy system on the building or property while maintaining 
the historical nature of the structure and surrounding neighborhood. Additional guidance can be found 
in The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation & Illustrated Guidelines on Sustainability 
for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings - Solar Energy 
 
Local governments that provide guidance for the installation of solar PV on historic properties or in 
historic districts (in the zoning ordinance or design guidelines) are eligible for PZ-16 (10 points). 

https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/guidelines/solar-technology.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/guidelines/solar-technology.htm
https://content.civicplus.com/api/assets/d0a10644-11a0-4043-ba23-4b01ecab7622?cache=1800
https://www.growsolar.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/MN-Solar-Ordinance-2020.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/guidelines/solar-technology.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/guidelines/solar-technology.htm
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The following text is an organized version of the key components referenced above. 
 
Scope/Applicability 
 
This section regulates the installation of all solar energy systems installed in [LOCALITY NAME]. All solar 
energy systems installed after the effective date of this ordinance shall comply with the following 
regulations.   
 
Purpose/Intent 
 
[LOCALITY NAME] has adopted the following regulations to encourage the efficient and effective 
development and use of solar energy systems while protecting the public health, safety, and welfare of 
[LOCALITY]’s citizens.  
 
Solar energy is a renewable energy resource and valuable economic resource that can be utilized 
throughout the [LOCALITY] for the following purposes (the following bullet points are optional 
depending on community goals and plans): 
 

1) To implement the following objectives of the Comprehensive Plan:  
a) Encourage the use of local renewable energy resources. 
b) Promote sustainable building design and practices. 
c) Encourage economic development while preserving the community’s historic 

resources and character. 
2) To meet the goals of the Climate Action Plan, Sustainability Plan, Clean Energy Resolution. 

a) [REFERENCE GOALS OR TARGETS] 
3) To decrease the community’s reliance on fossil fuel power sources and reduce greenhouse 

gas emission/achieve carbon reduction goals. 
a) [REFERENCE SPECIFIC GOALS OR TARGETS] 

4) To enhance the reliability and resiliency of the local power grid and make more efficient use 
of the local electric distribution infrastructure. 

5) To promote consumer choice and allow residents and businesses to use a local, renewable 
energy while displacing fossil fuel generation. 

6) To improve air quality and protect public health. 
 
Definitions  
 

1) Solar energy system: A device, array of devices, or structural design feature, the purpose of 
which is to provide for generation or storage of electricity from sunlight, or the collection, 
storage, and distribution of solar energy for space heating or cooling, daylight for interior 
lighting, or water heating. 

2) Solar photovoltaic system: A solar energy system that converts solar energy directly into 
electricity, the primary components of which are solar panels, mounting devices, inverters, 
and wiring.  

3) Grid-connected solar energy system: A solar photovoltaic system that is connected to an 
electric circuit served by an electric utility company. 

4) Roof-mounted solar energy system: A solar photovoltaic system mounted on a rack that is 
ballasted on, or is attached to, the roof of a building or structure. Roof-mount systems are 
accessory to the primary use.  
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5) Ground-mounted solar energy system (Accessory Use): A solar photovoltaic system mounted 
on a rack or pole that is ballasted on, or is attached to, the ground and the system is 
accessory to the primary use.  

6) Ground-mounted solar energy system (Primary Use): A solar photovoltaic system mounted 
on a rack or pole that is ballasted on, or is attached to, the ground and is the primary land 
use for the parcel(s) on which it is located. Primary use systems are permitted through a 
discretionary approval process. 

7) Community-scale solar energy system: A solar photovoltaic system that qualifies for the 
[STATE COMMUNITY SOLAR PROGRAM NAME – if applicable]. 

 
General Regulations 
 

1) Solar energy systems require a [TYPE OF PERMIT] permit prior to installation. 
5) Solar energy systems shall comply with the [national/state/local building code] and 

[national/state/local electric code].  
2) Solar energy system components must have UL or equivalent listings.  
3) Grid-connected solar energy systems shall comply with the interconnection requirements of 

the local electric utility. 
 
Roof-mounted Solar Energy Systems 
 
Roof-mounted solar energy systems are a permitted accessory use within all zoning districts, subject to 
the following development standards. 

1) Height 
a. On a pitched/sloped roof, solar energy systems shall be installed parallel to the roof 

surface and may not extend beyond the edge of the roof peak. 
b. On a flat roof, solar energy systems are exempt from zoning district height limits. 

OR 
b. On a flat roof, solar energy systems are permitted to exceed the zoning district 

height limits by up to 10 feet. 
2) Emergency Access 

a. Roof-mounted solar energy systems shall comply with applicable state and local fire 
codes to ensure emergency access to the roof, provide pathways to specific areas of 
the roof, provide areas for smoke ventilation, and provide emergency egress from 
the roof. 

3) Screening 
a. Roof-mounted solar energy systems are exempt from screening requirements. 

 
Ground-mounted Solar Energy Systems 
 
Ground-mounted solar energy systems are a permitted accessory use within all zoning districts, when 
incidental to one or more permitted primary and/or accessory structure(s), subject to the following 
development standards. 

1) Height 
a. Ground-mounted solar energy systems shall comply with the zoning district’s 

accessory structure height standards, when the panels are oriented at maximum 
design tilt (highest point of the system). [This standard is not applicable to solar 
carports/canopies.] 
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2) Setbacks 
a. Ground-mounted solar energy systems shall comply with the accessory structure 

setback requirements of the zoning district in which it will be installed. 
3) Screening 

a. Ground-mounted solar energy systems are exempt from screening requirements. 
4) Placement 

a. Ground-mounted solar energy systems shall be located in the side or rear yard of 
the property. 

5) Lot Coverage/Impervious Surface Coverage 
a. Ground-mounted solar energy systems are exempt from lot coverage and 

impervious surface requirements if the area under the system contains vegetative 
ground cover.  

 
Historic District  
 
Solar energy systems in historic districts should be designed, sized, and located to minimize their effect 
on the character of a historic building using the best practices identified by the most recent version of 
The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation & Illustrated Guidelines on Sustainability for 
Rehabilitating Historic Buildings - Solar Energy. 

1) Place solar energy systems to avoid obscuring significant features or adversely affecting the 
perception of the overall character of the property. 

2) Minimize visual impacts by locating solar energy systems back from the front facade. 
3) Consider installing solar energy systems on an addition or secondary structure where 

applicable. 
4) Use the least invasive method feasible to attach the solar energy system to a historic roof 

such that it avoids damage to significant features and historic materials and can be removed 
and the original character easily restored. 

5) All solar energy systems within the historic district require a Certificate of Appropriateness 
[or equivalent] from the Historical Commission [or equivalent]. 

 

 
 

Acknowledgment and Disclaimer 
This material is based upon work the supported by the Department of Energy and Office of Energy Efficiency and 
Renewable Energy (EERE), under Award Number DEEE0007155. 
 
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. 

 
 
 

https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/guidelines/solar-technology.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/guidelines/solar-technology.htm
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Model Solar Zoning Ordinances from Around the Country 
 
Many states have model solar ordinances that have been developed by state agencies, colleges or 
universities, or non-profits. These model ordinances may provide greater detail, including model language 
for primary use solar, and include state-level considerations. Below is a list of state or region-specific solar 
ordinance guidance. Note that some of the mode guidance is older and may not reflect current best 
practices. 
 

State Title Source 

California 
Model Solar Energy Facility Permit 
Streamlining Ordinance 

California County Planning 
Directors Association 

Florida Model Zoning Ordinance Solar Ready Florida 

Georgia Georgia's Model Solar Ordinance 
Georgia Tech Strategic Energy 
Institute 

Illinois Illinois Solar Model Ordinance Great Plains Institute 
Indiana Indiana Solar Model Ordinance Great Plains Institute 
Iowa Iowa Solar Model Ordinance Great Plains Institute 

Iowa 
Iowa Solar Siting Resource Guide: A 
Roadmap for Counties 

Center for Rural Affair and 
Iowa Environmental Council 

Kentucky Kentucky Model Solar Zoning Ordinance Kentucky Resources Council 

Maine 

Model Site Plan Regulations 
and Conditional Use Permits to 
Support Solar Energy Systems 
in Maine Municipalities 

Maine Audubon 

Massachusetts 
Model Zoning for the Regulations of Solar 
Energy Systems 

Massachusetts Department of 
Energy Resources 

Massachusetts 
Model As-of-Right Zoning Bylaw: Allowing 
Use of Large-Scale Ground-Mounted 
Solar Photovoltaic Installations 

Massachusetts Department of 
Energy Resources 

Michigan 
Planning and Zoning for Solar Energy 
Systems 

Michigan State University and 
the University of Michigan 

Minnesota Minnesota Solar Model Ordinance Great Plains Institute 

New Hampshire 
Model Solar Zoning Ordinance for New 
Hampshire 

New Hampshire Sustainable 
Energy Association (now Clean 
Energy NH) 

New Jersey & 
Pennsylvania 

Renewable Energy Ordinance Framework: 
Solar PV 

Delaware Valley Regional 
Planning Commission 

New Jersey 
Guidance for Creating a Solar Friendly 
Ordinance 

Sustainable Jersey 

New York Model Solar Energy Local Law 
New York State Energy 
Research and Development 
Authority 

New York New York State Model Solar Energy Law Sustainable CUNY 

https://www.ccpda.org/documents/solar-issues/solar-energy-facility-permit-streamling-2012-02-03/140-appendix-a-ccpda-model-sef-permit-streamlining-ordinance/file
https://www.ccpda.org/documents/solar-issues/solar-energy-facility-permit-streamling-2012-02-03/140-appendix-a-ccpda-model-sef-permit-streamlining-ordinance/file
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AL67p3-BrWqQioraVyqbgeNk2z6pBLO-/view
https://energy.gatech.edu/georgias-model-solar-ordinance
https://www.growsolar.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/IL-Solar-Ordinance-2020.pdf
https://eri.iu.edu/documents/in-solar-ordinance-2020-december.pdf
https://www.growsolar.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/IA-Solar-Ordinance-2020.pdf
https://www.iaenvironment.org/webres/File/Solar%20Siting%20Guide%202_20_20.pdf
https://www.iaenvironment.org/webres/File/Solar%20Siting%20Guide%202_20_20.pdf
https://www.kyrc.org/our-work/model-ordinances
https://www.maineaudubon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/ModelSolarOrdinance-Feb2020-FINAL.pdf
https://www.maineaudubon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/ModelSolarOrdinance-Feb2020-FINAL.pdf
https://www.maineaudubon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/ModelSolarOrdinance-Feb2020-FINAL.pdf
https://www.maineaudubon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/ModelSolarOrdinance-Feb2020-FINAL.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2017/10/16/model-solar-zoning.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2017/10/16/model-solar-zoning.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2016/08/tv/solar-model-bylaw.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2016/08/tv/solar-model-bylaw.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2016/08/tv/solar-model-bylaw.pdf
https://www.canr.msu.edu/planning/uploads/files/SES-Sample-Ordinance-final-20211011-single.pdf
https://www.canr.msu.edu/planning/uploads/files/SES-Sample-Ordinance-final-20211011-single.pdf
https://www.growsolar.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/MN-Solar-Ordinance-2020.pdf
https://2aea07fd-ae17-4f19-8c1e-aa11bccfcdc2.filesusr.com/ugd/c6c29c_c3f6d0279dfe4037bfb95bfa28b041e5.pdf
https://2aea07fd-ae17-4f19-8c1e-aa11bccfcdc2.filesusr.com/ugd/c6c29c_c3f6d0279dfe4037bfb95bfa28b041e5.pdf
https://www.dvrpc.org/EnergyClimate/ModelOrdinance/Solar/pdf/2016_DVRPC_Solar_REOF_Reformatted_Final.pdf
https://www.dvrpc.org/EnergyClimate/ModelOrdinance/Solar/pdf/2016_DVRPC_Solar_REOF_Reformatted_Final.pdf
https://www.sustainablejersey.com/fileadmin/media/Actions_and_Certification/Actions/Make_Your_Town_Solar_Friendly/Guidance_for_Creating_a_Solar_Friendly_Ordinance_V.1_April_2017.pdf
https://www.sustainablejersey.com/fileadmin/media/Actions_and_Certification/Actions/Make_Your_Town_Solar_Friendly/Guidance_for_Creating_a_Solar_Friendly_Ordinance_V.1_April_2017.pdf
https://www.nyserda.ny.gov/-/media/Migrated/NYSun/files/Model-Solar-Energy-Law-Guidance-Document.ashx
https://nysolarmap.com/media/1620/nys_model_solar_energy_lawtoolkit_final_final.pdf


13 
 

North Carolina 
Template Solar Energy Development 
Ordinance for North Carolina 

NC Clean Energy Technology 
Center 

Rhode Island 
Solar Energy Systems Model Ordinance 
Template Zoning & Taxation 

Rhode Island Office of Energy 
Resources and The Division of 
Statewide Planning 

Texas 
Model Ordinance Guidelines for 
Municipalities 

North Central Texas Council of 
Governments and State 
Energy Conservation Office 

Wisconsin Wisconsin Solar Model Ordinance Great Plains Institute 
 

https://nccleantech.ncsu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/NC-Template-Solar-Ordinance_2016.pdf
https://nccleantech.ncsu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/NC-Template-Solar-Ordinance_2016.pdf
http://www.energy.ri.gov/documents/renewable/Renewable_Energy_Guidelines_Solar_Energy_Systems_Model_Templates_Zoning_and_Taxation_Feb_2019.pdf
http://www.energy.ri.gov/documents/renewable/Renewable_Energy_Guidelines_Solar_Energy_Systems_Model_Templates_Zoning_and_Taxation_Feb_2019.pdf
https://www.gosolartexas.org/getmedia/7c11a704-b787-433d-a8ee-cb6892af2105/Solar-PV-Model-Ordinance-Guide.pdf
https://www.gosolartexas.org/getmedia/7c11a704-b787-433d-a8ee-cb6892af2105/Solar-PV-Model-Ordinance-Guide.pdf
https://www.growsolar.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/WI-Solar-Ordinance-2020.pdf

