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Vermont has become widely known as a progressive, even cutting-edge state in terms of its public policy. With two out of three of its Congressional delegation officially independent, a groundbreaking civil-unions law, and no fast-food franchises in its state capitol, perhaps that reputation is well-deserved. Energy; its generation, transmission, usage, and impacts upon the Earth, has arisen as a tempestuous, geo-political issue in the past few decades. As the petroleum era explodes (or should we say implodes?), the development and utilization of renewable energy sources has become vitally important for the survival of humanity and all the other species on our shared Earth. So then, how is the tiny green state of Vermont doing in terms of the development of solar energy, one of the central tenets of the renewable energy movement? What policies exist to help direct its agencies and organizations? What financial incentives are in place to encourage a homeowner to invest in solar technology and design? In one year, the equivalent of over 5 million kilowatt hours of solar energy hits each acre in Vt. (Vt. Solar Energy Guide, 1993) How well is the government of Vermont motivating people to stick something in front of all that energy?


The main agency entrusted with renewable energy in Vt. is the Dept. of Public Service (D.P.S.) formerly headed up by Richard Sedano, now run by Davis O’Brien. This office works with many of the other groups in the state that push for the use of more solar power and other renewable energy sources. From the D.P.S. website we can read former governor Dean’s official Energy Initiative (Dec. 2001): It “is a long-term vision for Vermont that looks to increased conservation efforts, small-scale combined heat and power applications and renewable energy sources such as wood, wind, and sun to meet Vt.’s growth in electric energy use in the next decade.” It is carefully worded in that it specifies only accommodating the growth in demand. It explicitly does not “seek to replace Vt.’s current electric generation sources such as Vt. Yankee and Hydro-Quebec.” And it “is not a mandate that Vt. attain certain goals or that Vt. seek some sort of ‘energy independence.’”  The initiative does look to “encourage alternatives to relying on large-scale fossil fuel facilities.” And in so doing, “give the state more options for meeting its energy needs in the future.” The document spells out how it would help push these goals forward: through Legislative approval of $750,000 from the Petroleum Violation Escrow Fund for demonstration projects, an extension on sales-tax exemptions to include solar hot-water and off-grid photovoltaic (PV) systems, “Green Pricing” programs, and a mandate to the Public Service  Board (P.S.B.) to formulate a renewable portfolio standard for utilities. This would mean that power companies would have to disclose, among other things, how their electricity was generated and what the environmental impacts of this were. This was from 2001; in 2002 the Legislature did in fact pass some of the measures. The purchase of off-grid power and hot water systems became exempt from sales tax (32 V.S.A 9741) and Gov. Dean signed S.138 giving the P.S.B. authority to set disclosure standards for utilities.


In stark contrast to the big mess we have as a national energy policy, Vermont’s stands out for its reasonableness. It states “1) To assure. To the greatest extent practicable that Vt. can meet its energy service needs in a manner that is adequate, reliable, secure, and sustainable; that assures affordability and encourages the state’s economic vitality, the efficient use of energy resources and cost effective demand-side management; and that is environmentally sound.” It goes on to include the “wise use of renewable resources” and an “environmentally sound energy supply.”(D.P.S. website) Sounds good! What other financial resources  has the state provided for prospective solar buyers?


One of the biggest advantages is garnered by those PV systems that are hooked up to the power grid. In 1998, the Legislature passed House bill 605 that made possible net-metering. This meant that electric customers, upon receiving a Certificate of Public Good (C.P.G.), can generate their own power and when they have more than what they use, the utility will in effect buy it from them at current retail prices. The household’s electric meter actually runs backwards when the juice is flowing back to the company. Any credit at the end of the year is forfeited to the company and the generation capability per source is capped at 15 Kw for PV, wind and fuel cells while farmers using methane generation can run up to 125Kw. At the P.S.B.’s discretion, it can hand out five C.P.G.s for generation rates between 16-100 Kw. The total power generated cannot exceed 1% of the utility’s peak demand set in 1996. There are other rules as well; the system must carry $100,000 in general liability insurance and be installed in compliance with interconnection safety and technical requirements. If it is installed on a new structure, the application requires an environmental section including wetland and aesthetic impact. (P.S.D. website) 


Back in 1975, Vt. passed a law, 32 V.S.A. 3845 that allowed towns the option of offering property tax exemptions for certain renewable power systems. It meant that the value of a system including “gristmills, windmills, facilities for the collection of solar energy or the conversion of organic matter to methane, and all component parts thereof including land upon which the facility is located, not to exceed one-half acre” could be used to offset industrial, commercial, or residential real and personal property taxes. As touched upon above, in 1999 the Legislature made the sale of grid-tied PV and other generation equipment exempt from the 5% sales tax. In 2002, this exemption was extended to off-grid and hot water systems. This info comes from the Database of State Incentives for Renewable Energy website. Not a State of Vermont entity but very useful.


The Dept. of Public Service also has an extensive on-line presence with two main resources: the Vt. Renewable Energy Business Directory and the Vt. Solar Energy Guide. The Business Directory is a database of suppliers and installers in six renewable energy categories: solar energy, wind, passive design and construction, bio-mass, geothermal, and micro-hydro. The first line of the website reads, “Vt. has abundant renewable energy resources that can help meet our electrical and heating needs.” In its solar sections, there are 28 listings in active systems, 26 in passive. The D.P.S. worked with these folks to come up a set of voluntary installation standards. Some of the highlights include that the installer must: install systems to IEEE and national electric codes, must use only UL listed components, must provide customers with a written contract, must provide at least a one year guarantee on labor, and must carry some hefty insurance. As notated on the website, about a third of the PV system installers have adopted the guidelines. 


The Vt. Solar Energy Guide was originally published in 1993 and was put on the web ten years later. It is a good basic guide to solar power especially in relation to Vt.’s climate. It has sections on passive heating and cooling, hot-water, pool-heating, PV, buying equipment and a database of regional, state, and national agencies and organizations. It has an especially useful section on the process of getting into solar power. Its main tenet of advice is to first invest in energy efficiency so that one can get full use from solar. 


Along with some big players in Vt. such as Fletcher Allen, UVM, and the Agency of Natural Resources, the Dept. of Public Services is a member of the Alliance for Climate Action. This alliance has introduced the 10% Challenge, which is a “voluntary program to raise public awareness about global climate change and to encourage households and businesses to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by at least 10%.” (10% Challenge website) One signs up, enters personal energy usage data into an emissions calculator and then reports upon progress made. From the online calculator, one gleans that the average yearly electric bill in Vt. is $880 and $1050 goes to natural gas. Installing a solar hot water heater keeps about 8243 pounds of CO2 per year from the atmosphere. That’s about the same as cutting back driving by 135 miles a week! Senator Leahy even weighed in on the challenge saying, “A small state can lead the way in the effort to stop climate change…Vermonters can be part of the solution and set an example for other states.” (10% website) 


In a similar push that does not involve a financial incentive, Vt. has signed on to the national Million Solar Roofs program. This self-explanatory push aims to get a million solar systems installed nationwide by the year 2010. Of course, the program explicitly does not fund the design, purchase, or installation of these systems. Vermont has committed to working for 1000 systems on Vt. roofs by 2010. In comparison, that is the same number Colorado has committed to and twice as much as New Hampshire. (M.S.R. website) To date, Vermont has installed 75 systems compared to 27 in New Hampshire. (D.S.I.R.E. website) As Richard Sedano said in 1999, “Vermont already has an estimated 300 solar installations, and it has a network of solar designers and installers that is far more active and far larger than one might expect in this climate.” 


One would be tempted to agree with Mr. Sedano’s assessment of the solar power situation here in Vermont. Although there is not an extraordinary amount of financial incentives offered by the state, there are healthy benefits to purchasing and installing solar power. Throughout the materials from the state, there is a supportive, optimistic slant to renewable energy options. The Dept. of Public Service provides useful materials in support of people who want to go solar. Perhaps as a reflection of Vermont’s political climate, there is a plethora of trained, certified and insured designers, suppliers, and installers in the state. A homeowner who wants to go solar will find many resources and people wanting to help.  Although there could always be more money waved around to persuade more people to invest in solar, the state of Vermont seems to be taking forward-thinking, yet cautious, stand in support of renewable energy.                   
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