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Net Metering: Giving Communities “ Power over Power” 

 
Net Metering is a “distributed energy” policy that allows families, businesses, or small 
groups of people to reduce electricity bills by generating some or all of their electricity 
through rooftop solar panels or other technologies that are tied into the electric grid. 
  
In a nutshell, solar panels or other renewable energy systems are hooked up to a meter 
that shows how much energy the system contributes to the utility grid, and how much the 
customer draws down from the grid each month.  
 

The customer receives a one-for-one credit on their utility bill for excess electricity 
produced by their system. The majority of U.S. solar customers offset less than 100% of 
their utility usage. Net metering reduces but does not entirely zero out their utility bills. 
The customer pays the utility for the “net” amount of energy they use in a month. If their 
system contributes more energy to the grid than the customer used that month, the 
customer gets a credit that can be applied to future bills.  
  

The use of solar and other 
emerging technologies in this 
way—at both the family and 
the community level—is 
catching on. Net metering is 
now a program in 44 states, 
and growing.  
 

The move to distributed 
energy production through 
things like net metering has 

the potential to be transformational for the health and economic security of low income 
and communities of color. The shift to renewable energy will help rid our communities of 
illness, disease and other social ills associated with energy pollution.  
 

Net metering also provides a way for customers to lock in the cost of their electricity for 
the lifetime of the renewable energy system. (Once you purchase solar panels, the cost of 
the electricity the solar panels produce remains constant.) Lastly, net metering is one of a 
number of policies that can promote the growth of clean energy businesses and jobs. The 
majority of U.S. solar customers offset less than 100% of their utility usage. Net metering 
reduces but does not entirely zero out their utility bills. 
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How We Get Energy Today: Our Current System 

  
• The company makes its best guess at the amount of energy customers in its market 

will need. 
 

• It then invests in building expensive infrastructure—like coal, gas or nuclear power 
plants—to create and distribute energy. 

 

• A public utility regulatory body usually sets the rate that energy users pay for 
energy. The rate includes the cost of the infrastructure (fixed costs), the cost of the 
energy itself (variable costs), and an additional amount that is profit to the 
company. The rate does not include the social and economic costs of illness caused 
by pollution from big energy production.  

  
The conventional model of how most Americans get energy in our daily lives involves a 
private, investor-owned company that has a virtual monopoly on energy production in its 
local market. Currently 70% of electricity sold the U.S. is through this model of 
monopolized, for-profit big energy production, and it has significant problems: 
  
1)  Corporate guesswork leads to inaccurate rate structures 

A company might not have made the best guess on how much energy will be needed, and 
over-produce. But even if all that energy isn’t necessary, the families and other end users 
still have to pay the rate negotiated by the company. 
  
2)  Environmental racism is a significant problem of big energy production 

Data shows that people of color are disproportionately impacted around trash 
incinerators and downwind of fossil fuel power plants, and Indigenous people are 
disproportionately impacted by uranium mining. 
  
3)  Pollution is an externalized cost born by communities 

The social and economic costs of the health problems and environmental degradation 
caused by dirty fossil fuel facilities are paid for by the family and the community—not by 
the company. 


