
 

 
 

 
 
 

This bill is expected to be reintroduced in the 2020 Legislative Session. 
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Issue Summary 
Community Solar 

Description 

Community Solar, aka Solar Gardens, is an energy system that allows a single solar installation to be shared by 
multiple participants (or subscribers) located nearby. With passage of a Community Solar bill, communities, 
tribes, and non-profit organizations could develop solar installations and invite subscribers. Subscribers benefit 
because the cost of the installation and transmission is packaged into their subscription rate, eliminating the 
need to purchase equipment for their individual homes and allowing renters to benefit from lower rates using 
solar. Community solar would not completely free subscribers from utility bills because the installations would 
not have storage capacity and subscribers would need energy at night. In most solar installations the power sold 
back to the utility is sufficient to allow subscribers to receive energy 24-7 at little or no cost.   
 
Why It’s Important 

Community Solar offers an affordable way to access the benefits of solar energy for the almost 80% of 
American households that are unwilling or unable to host individual on-site solar. As a matter of equity, solar 
programs should be designed to allow ALL taxpayers to participate, given that they, as a group, fund solar 
incentive programs, e.g., solar tax credits. Community Solar creates more equitable access to solar power, 
providing lower energy costs for participants as well as economic and environmental benefits for the community 
and state.  Subscribers will: 

• benefit from the lower cost economies of scale that result from installing one large array compared to 
several individual arrays on private homes; 

• locate arrays on low-cost land such as brownfields (previously developed property no longer in use); 
• avoid fossil fuel price increases by powering their homes or businesses with solar;  
• share upfront infrastructure costs and any future maintenance costs; 
• typically see lower monthly electricity costs.  

 Graphic from Nexamp via Coalition for Community Solar Access 

Expanding the emerging solar industry will grow the New Mexico economy with a sustainable industry and 
reduce our reliance on volatile and polluting oil and gas. Because oil and gas prices are determined by a global 
market, revenue fluctuates dramatically and complicates state planning. And whether prices are high or low, 
extraction takes a severe toll on New Mexico’s air, land, and water, exacerbating asthma and emphysema, 
desecrating our landscape, and threatening our groundwater. Community solar would bring a wide range of jobs 
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such as marketing, sales, legal and finance experts, engineers, technical consultants, contract developers, and of 
course installers, and these jobs could be distributed throughout the state, with almost all being local jobs. Using 
the Jobs and Economic Impact Model developed by the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, Vote Solar 
estimates1 that based on the development of 375 MW of new community solar by 2025, New Mexico could see:

• 33% increase in solar employment, adding more than 800 full time jobs; 
• $219.6 million in earnings for those employed by new solar development; 
• $453.5 million in local economic benefits for the state, not including local tax revenue.  

Because solar means less fossil fuel energy generation, New Mexico will experience water savings, fewer 
greenhouse gas emissions, fewer toxic emissions, and therefore cleaner air, especially in the northwest and 
southeast regions of the state.    
 
Community Solar is a valuable source of non-fossil fuel energy that could help our state meet energy 
requirements signed into law in 2019. The Energy Transition Act calls for major electric utilities to get 50% of 
their energy from carbon emission-free sources by 2030, 80% by 2040, and 100% of their electricity needs from 
renewable sources by 2045. Community Solar arrays could also help replace electricity lost by the closure of the 
San Juan Generating Station.   
 
Factors Contributing to Successful Community Solar in Other States 

States with the most successful Community Solar programs are Minnesota, Massachusetts, California, and 
Colorado, each with different state laws and policies. Nevertheless, the factors below2 have all been important 
for successful Community Solar development in states across the nation: 

• ability to offer virtual net metering or shared power; 
• a utility company with a strong Renewable Portfolio Standard and/or commitment to solar 

(like Xcel Energy in Minnesota and San Diego Gas & Electric in California); 
• high electricity rates that motivate customers to seek other sources of energy;  
• strong sun exposure; 
• citizen interest. 

Although New Mexico has a strong Renewable Portfolio Standard, 
citizen interest, intense sun, and the support of Gov. Lujan 
Grisham, it does not allow a group to share power and distribute 
the credit among participants. In fact, because electrical utilities 
are legal monopolies in New Mexico, it is currently illegal for a 
city, county, or tribe to establish solar facilities without the 
utility’s approval. According to Mariel Nanasi, Executive Director 
of New Energy Economy, New Mexico needs to change its law to 
allow multiple customers like renters or condo owners to reduce 
their utility bills while increasing the amount of renewable energy 
they consume. Another concern is the lack of a supportive utility 
company.  However, utilities should become more supportive 
once they recognize the value of Community Solar in meeting the 
challenges of 2019’s stricter Renewable Portfolio.     New Mexico Solar Installation (Credit: Kit Carson Electric) 
 
There are three main models of Community Solar3:  

• Utility-Sponsored, where utilities like PNM own and manage the system. In this model, the community 
would never own the system and the utility can charge a higher rate than the other options;   
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• Special Purpose Entity, where private investors use tax incentives to develop the solar array and sell 
subscriptions. Here the costs would likely be lower than the utility-sponsored option but the subscribers 
would never own the installation;  

• Non-Profit Sponsored, where a non-profit organization leverages private donations to reduce the cost of 
installation and sell subscriptions at cost. While the non-profit would ultimately own the installation, there 
could be a variation on this approach where a cooperative is formed, allowing subscribers to ultimately own 
the installation and once the installation costs were paid for, reduce their utility use to almost nothing.  

Opposition Arguments and Counter Arguments 

1. Argument:  PNM will oppose development of Community Solar, claiming that Community Solar arrays are 
competing with their monopoly status by selling electricity.  
Response:  This is technically true. New Mexico must change its law to allow for power sharing, which would 
be part of the Community Solar Act legislation. 

2. Argument:  PNM objects to paying for the electricity they receive from privately owned solar installations 
because they claim it reduces their profit.   
Response:  Utilities benefit financially because Community Solar participants are sending very low-cost 
electricity to the grid at the sunniest time of the day, when summer demand is at its peak. The utility 
company pays this low rate, reducing their need for more expensive nuclear, gas, and coal-generated power, 
and then makes a profit by charging customers the standard rate.  

3. Argument:  Utilities also claim that community solar subscribers do not pay their fair share of distribution 
and administration costs, shifting those costs to non-subscribers.  
Response:  This is not the way Community Solar legislation is written. The Community Solar legislation 
introduced in 2019, HB 210 and SB 374, made sure that part of the subscription costs incorporate the full 
cost of transmission, customer service costs, administration and other costs. Non-subscribing customers will 
not subsidize any solar array costs. This is a ruse from the utility companies. 
 

State Legislators Co-Sponsoring Community Solar in 2019 

Rep. Patricia Roybal Caballero 
Rep. Andrea Romero 

Sen. Liz Stefanics 
 

 

Supporting Organizations 

Coalition for Community Solar Access 
Conservation Voters of New Mexico 
New Energy Economy 
Retake Our Democracy 
Sierra Club 

Solar Energy Industries Association (SEIA) 
Vote Solar 
Wild Earth Guardians 
350 New Mexico 
 

 
Credit: This paper was compiled by Retake Our Democracy volunteer Linda Burchfiel. 
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