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Why do we care about
community solar?
● Energy Democracy: General goal of energy democracy for low-income 

and people of color communities in Michigan

● Public Health & Access: Access is important because these communities 
have disproportionately faced the health, environmental, and social 
burdens of fossil-fuel generation, so they deserve the benefits of 
community solar and a voice in making energy decisions

● Climate Change: Community solar has health, economic, social, and 
environmental benefits

● Current Policy: Concerned about how current policy may limit access to 
renewable energy by these communities, especially when these 
communities have a desire for renewable energy and community solar 
and when DTE has not surveyed low-income people
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MPSC's Role
● Protecting the public, not utility's profits

● Advancing renewable energy goals

○ Michigan has a stated goal that “not less than 35% of this state’s electric 
needs . . . be met through a combination of energy waste reduction and 
renewable energy by 2025.” 2016 PA 342 § 1(3). 

● Ensuring that the renewable energy transition is equitable

● Ensuring that community solar, distributed generation, and other 
renewable energy practices are fair to consumers. This includes 
affordable fees, inclusion of renters and not just homeowners, and 
policies that do not impose additional costs when residents move.
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Guiding Principles

● Community Empowerment
● Community Benefit
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Guiding Principle: Community 
Empowerment
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● Community solar projects are best owned by the community, not 
the utility

● Optimal model is one that empowers local community members, 
including by localizing wealth creation and other benefits, to 
ensure they have:
○ a reliable source of clean energy, 
○ a means to participate in the decision-making concerning their 

energy needs, and 
○ access to affordable energy. 

● Community solar gives residents autonomy over community 
development and local environmental initiatives

Presenter
Presentation Notes

  




Guiding Principle: Community 
Benefit
● Location: Focus on marginalized communities and communities 

facing a painful economic transition from older energy-generating 
facilities 

● Local Economic Driver: Community solar projects could create high 
value jobs in communities in which they are sited 

● Community Organizations: Community solar projects can advance 
the missions and impact of other local institutions 

● Community Specific: Community solar projects should be specific to 
the community’s context

● Possible locations include Highland Park, Detroit, Dearborn
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Community Solar Challenges
• Community solar projects have high upfront costs 

• Community solar projects must be designed to keep solar 
affordable for the community members who benefit from it 

• State policies discourage third parties from setting up and 
operating community solar projects

• Potential resistance from Michigan utilities 
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Community Solar In Highland 
Park
● Redress Historical Injustices

○ DTE’s removal of Highland Park’s streetlights, though perfectly legal as 
far as we can tell, is a direct manifestation of the disconnect between the 
needs and concerns of the Highland Park community

○ Meeting energy needs places a heavy burden on the time, health, and 
budgets of Highland Park residents

● Much to Gain 
○ Highland Park will benefit from community-owned, community-
controlled, pollution-free energy

○ Highland Park has organizations that could partner to host community 
solar 

○ Community solar would unlock energy independence and democracy for 
Highland Park 

8



Median Income in Highland 
Park

Get Free: Understanding the Potential for Community Solar Power in Highland Park,” a report 
written by Dow Sustainability Masters Fellows at the University of Michigan in partnership with 
Soulardarity (2017). 9
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Rooftop Solar Potential in 
Highland Park

Get Free: Understanding the Potential for Community Solar Power in Highland Park,” a report 
written by Dow Sustainability Masters Fellows at the University of Michigan in partnership with 
Soulardarity (2017). 10

96%
of Highland Park’s 
residential and 
commercial energy 
demand could be 
met with solar on 
viable rooftops alone
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Transforming Utility Costs from 
a Community Liability to a 
Community Asset

• Energy costs currently are a substantial drain on resources from 
communities, from households, businesses, and government

• Community Solar represents a major opportunity to transform 
this collective cost from solely an expense to a budget for 
investments in:
⚫ Address reliability and saftey issues in Detroit, reported on by 

MPSC and noted in Soulardarity’s rate case testimony
⚫ Workforce development and economic opportunity for residents
⚫ Increase tax revenue to address other issues
⚫ Utilize non-productive property (Brownfields for example)

• If you can imagine an Profit and Loss statement for an entire 
community, it’s like taking a huge line item from the expense side 
and copying it into the revenue side - if it’s done right



Barrier: Equitable Stakeholder 
Engagement
Utilities are heavily represented in this stakeholder process, despite 
attempts in rate case to effectively outlaw community solar

• Premises Requirement in DG rider of rate case

Refer to Soulardarity Comments on MPSC Case No. U-
18418 regarding Stakeholder Engagement in the 
Integrated Resource Planning Process for recommendations on 
effective engagement

• In short form: impacted community stakeholders must be 
engaged in ways that actually work.



Detroit Solar Projects

50+
Projects

4+
Community Solar 
Projects

People want this, 
despite narrative to 
contrary





Questions?

15



Contact Us
● Soulardarity

○ Jackson Koeppel, Director

● Abrams Environmental Law Clinic, The University of Chicago Law 
School
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