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The Fight for Energy Democracy:  

Net Metering Benefits  
To Low Income Communities of Color  

 
Who Pays? Who Benefits? 
 
In October 2014, the National Policy Alliance (NPA), a coalition of Black elected officials, 
passed a resolution that denounced “net metering” policies. These policies allow for 
homeowners who install solar panels or other energy-generating technology on their 
homes to be credited on their utility bills for the excess energy that they produce which is 
in turn provided to their city’s power grid. The NPA’s resolution argued that net metering 
would create an unfair burden on communities of poverty and of color by causing energy 
rates to increase for those who do not have the means to install solar power on their 
homes. 
 

At first glance this may seem like a reasonable argument, but the resolution does not take 
into account the hidden, inflated costs of our current energy system and the benefits of 
net metering to our health, environment and economy. It also ignores opportunities to 
build on the success of net metering programs to empower families of color to directly 
participate in and benefit from our solar economy. 
 

The Edison Electric Institute (EEI), an association of shareholder-owned electric 
companies, introduced the resolution to the NPA. The resolution was almost verbatim 
language drafted by the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), an industry-
funded entity that provides model legislation for corporate interests. EEI and ALEC have 
for years sought to undermine the democratization and greening of our energy systems, 
assuring our reliance on expensive, dirty energy. Net metering is the latest battleground 
they have chosen, and they seek to divide and conquer communities of color to achieve 
their goals. 
 

The costs to our communities of ALEC’s strategy, if successful, would be significant. 
Currently, low-income and communities of color bear a disproportionate burden of health 
impacts from dirty energy power plants, and are among the most vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change through storms, fires and droughts.  This status quo would 
continue if ALEC gets its way. 
 

On the other hand we have much to gain by defeating ALEC’s agenda and achieving our 
vision of a just transition to local, living economies. Clean, safe, affordable energy is within 
our reach now - not a distant pipe dream.  Communities are proving this throughout the 
world. 
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Communities of Color and Net Metering 
 
Communities of color are being used as a wedge to undermine community-owned 
renewable energy production. Many utilities are threatened by the growth of small scale, 
affordable clean energy, and they are aggressively working to roll back net-metering 
policies in many states. Electric utilities companies, Edison Electric Institute (EEI), and the 
American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) have peddled two main arguments: 
 
1.     As more people get off the grid, they become self-sufficient, leaving poor and 
communities of color with increased rates and burdens of paying for an aging energy 
system. 
 
2.     Policies like net metering are wealth transfers as renewable energy subsidies that 
only go to white, wealthy Americans while energy assistance programs for low-income 
communities are cut and eliminated – leaving poor people even poorer. 
 
The critique of net metering is valid in some points. Net metering only allows home and 
building owners to get a fair price for selling energy back to the utility company.  It does 
not, on its own, help low-income people to afford their own on-site energy generation 
system (like solar panels).  It also doesn’t help those who don’t own homes.  
 
Private investment in local solar power reduces the need for expensive utility 
infrastructure, which benefits all energy customers. A study commissioned by Nevada 
state regulators found that these savings from net metered solar and other small clean 
energy systems installed through 2016 will outweigh costs by $36 million. Independent 
net metering studies in states from California to North Carolina have shown similar cost-
saving benefits.[1] Rather than causing our rates to go up, net metering policies create the 
conditions for a shift to local control over energy, with important health and economic 
benefits. 
 
While it is important to play defense, customers and community organizations need to 
stay organized and keep pushing forward. If we really care about economic and racial 
justice and equity, we would advocate for the expansion of net metering policies to allow 
for shared solar (so renters and low-income residents can participate), and for other 
policies that prioritize investment in community capacity to engage in renewable energy 
generation. 
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Here are four pro-active strategies we can demand of elected officials and 
utility commissioners:    
 
1)   Improve and design net metering programs that allow for excess generation to be paid 
to owners (this will actually benefit low-income and people of color who are more likely to 
“use less” energy).  
 

2)   Support virtual net-metering policies, which allow a multi-meter building owner to 
allocate solar system credits to tenants of the building, so people who don’t own homes 
can actually join together in a community project; 
 

3)   Implement policies that account for customers using the grid AND the environmental 
and health benefits of renewable energy generation to ensure people receive the right 
benefits; 
 

4)   Combine net metering with other programs, investments or policies that help finance 
and support community members to participate in the burgeoning renewable generation 
landscape. 
 

Not only will solving these challenges create a more level playing field for participation in 
renewable energy generation, it also builds a more democratic way of how we control and 
create energy.  And that is a huge win for all of our communities that will last over 
generations.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
[1] Nevada Net Energy Metering Impacts Evaluation, prepared for State of Nevada Public Utilities Commission, July 2014. 
http://puc.nv.gov/uploadedFiles/pucnvgov/Content/About/Media_Outreach/Announcements/Announcements/E3%20PUCN%20NE
M%20Report%202014.pdf?pdf=Net-Metering-Study 


