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Executive Summary  
Solarize NYC is based on a project of the same name (Solarize) that began in Portland, Oregon in 2009 and has 
since been replicated with success in California, Colorado, and in Massachusetts.  The program helps community 
members organize around the mutual goal of installing solar and simplifies the process of deciding on who to 
hire to complete the installation, what to budget, and where to begin. Under the Solarize model community 
members come together to learn about financing, select a contractor, and purchase and install solar panels 
tackling four major market barriers to solar implementation: cost, complexity, fear, and customer inertia. 
Municipalities that have implemented the Solarize project have found the number of solar installations increase 
by as much as 800-percent.  
 
Three common elements have been identified as critical to programmatic success:  
1. Competitive contractor selection. Selecting the contractor(s) through a competitive process led by 

community volunteers. 
2. Community-led outreach with a trusted community partner. In Portland, volunteers, supported by a 

trusted neighborhood partner, distributed flyers, built and updated program websites, spoke at workshops, 
and delivered direct appeals leading to community’s investment in the program’s success. 

3. Limited time offering. A Solarize campaign is a limited-time offer, creating a sense of urgency among 
residents who don’t want to miss a good deal.  

 
In addition, four demographic factors have been shown as vital to the success of the Solarize Program:   
1. Community has a high rate of home ownership.  
2. The community is comprised of individuals with incomes sufficient to finance a solar installation.  
3. The community is located in a location where solar energy generation is viable and beneficial from a 

technical standpoint.  
4. The community has strong community organizations who could serve as community partners.  
 
Based on these demographic considerations, Staten Island, specifically the neighborhoods located in Staten 
Island East, have been identified as an ideal location for the Solarize NYC Pilot program. The borough features 
the highest rate of home ownership in New York City, the highest median income in New York City, strong 
community groups, and the Staten Island East community is located within an NYC Solar Empowerment Zone. 
NYC Solar Empowerment Zones are five strategically selected geographical regions where solar power is most 
viable and beneficial from a technical standpoint. As such, residents in the Staten Island would have access to 
additional financial incentives further serving to lower the cost of solar installation.  
 
Project implementation will last approximately nine-months encompassing the following tasks:  

 Task 1: Develop Partnerships and Initiative Planning (Months 1-3)  

 Task 1b:  Volunteer Recruitment (Months 1-2) 

 Task 2: Request for Proposal Process (Months 2-3) 

 Task 3: Outreach and Education (Months 4-6) 

 Task 4: Customer Enrollment (Months 4-6).  

 Task 5: Site Assessments (Months 4-8).  

 Task 6: Installations (Months 5-9).  

 Task 7: Celebrate and Reflect (Month 9).  
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Overview  
Solarize NYC is a local effort to help residents overcome the financial and logistical hurdles of installing solar 
power. Solarize NYC is based on a project of the same name (Solarize) that began in Portland, Oregon in 2009 
and has since been replicated with success in Santa Barbara, California, Denver, Colorado, and  in 
Massachusetts.  The program helps community members organize around the mutual goal of installing solar and 
simplifies the process of deciding on who to hire to complete the installation, what to budget, and where to 
begin. Under the Solarize model community members come together to learn about financing, select a 
contractor, and purchase and install solar panels. The model tackles four major market barriers: cost, 
complexity, fear, and customer inertia. The project:  
 

 Reduces “sticker shock” and installation costs. By presenting the full package of federal and state tax 
credits and local incentives, the Solarize campaign showed that the final costs were much lower than the 
initial sticker price. In addition, the contractor savings on marketing costs and volume pricing drove costs 
down by 30-35%. 

 Streamlines/Simplifies buying solar.  The Solarize project compresses the technical issues into a program of 
actionable information designed to reduce complexity. The program reduced a dizzying array of technical 
choices to one simple question for participants: yes or no? 

 Overcomes neophobia. A home represents the largest asset owned by the majority of Americans. To many 
of these home owners, solar represents a new, unknown, potentially risky technology to their asset. The 
solarize model reduces fear of an unknown technology and simplifies the full process of implementation for 
the consumer. It taps into community spirit and pride to overcome the fear and normalize solar energy.  

 Overcomes customer inertia by offering a highly competitive price in a limited time offering, the campaign 
motivated customers to act. 

 
In Portland, across the programs, three common elements led to success:  

1. Competitive contractor selection. Selecting the contractor(s) through a competitive process led by 
community volunteers:  

o Affords homeowners the simplicity of a pre-selected contractor and builds confidence that the 
contractor was selected from a range of options.  

o Provides a transparent process that builds customer and contractor trust.  
o The criteria for selection reflect the particular values of the community, whether that focus is on 

creating local jobs or driving prices down.  

2. Community-led outreach with a trusted community partner. In Portland, volunteers, supported by a 
trusted neighborhood partner, distributed flyers, built and updated program websites, spoke at workshops, 
and delivered direct appeals leading to community’s investment in the program’s success. 

3. Limited time offering. A Solarize campaign is a limited-time offer, creating a sense of urgency among 
residents who don’t want to miss a good deal. The limited time offer also keeps the program true to its 
market transformation goals: to jump-start the solar market and then step aside. 

The Results 
Since 2009 Solarize Portland has installed 2-megawatts of solar energy capacity on 585 homes across the city of 
Portland with installations continuing to be ongoing.   

In 2011, Massachusetts rolled out a pilot version of the Solarize Model across four Massachusetts towns - 
Harvard, Hatfield, Scituate and Winchester, Massachusetts.  The Solarize pilot program in Massachusetts 
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resulted in 162 PV systems installed totaling 8296.36 kW – enough success to warrant a full, state-wide rollout 
of the program.  

Breakdown of Massachusetts Pilot Program 

 

 

Figure 1 - Increase in Solar Installations in Massachusetts under Solarize Model 
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Harvard 13 75 88 577% 

Hatfield 5 22 22 340% 

Scituate 7 30 37 429% 

Winchester 4 35 39 875% 



 

 

The Process 
The chart below details the flow of the Solarize model beginning with raising awareness and culminating with a 
successful project and installation.  

 

Figure 2- Flow Chart of the Solarize Process 

 

Community Partners  
An integral component of the Solarize model is the collaboration of grassroots community groups, local 
governmental agencies, a financing structure, and a third party independent implementer. These organizations 
work in partnership with each other to create the appropriate financial framework, provide necessary 
information, reach out to the community, and overall structure the program.  
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Solarize NYC: Applying the program to New York City 

Selecting a Geographic Location  
The success of the Solarize depends not only on strong framework for social engagement, but also on technical 
and socio-economic demographics which make the implementation of solar energy both technically desirable 
and financially feasible. Successful implementation of the solarize model depends on a community that:  
 
1. Has a high rate of home ownership.  
2. Contains Individuals with high enough incomes that financing a solar installation would be viewed as 

economically beneficial – not burdensome.  
3. Is in a location where solar energy generation is viable and beneficial from a technical standpoint.  
4. Has strong community organizations who could serve as strong community partners.  

 
Based on these metrics, the New York City borough of Staten Island was identified as a strong fit for a pilot 
Community Solar project.  The borough features:  

#1 – High Rate of Home Ownership
  
In fact Staten Island has the highest 
rate of home ownership in New York 
City.  

 

 
# 2 - High Median Household Incomes 
 
Staten Island features the highest 
median income of New York City’s five 
boroughs. 
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#3- Solar Energy is Viable and 
Beneficial  
 
East Staten Island is located within a 
NYC Solar Empowerment Zone. Solar 
Empowerment Zones are areas that 
have been designated because solar 
power generation is most viable and 
beneficial from a technical standpoint. 
 

 
 

#4- Strong Community Organizations as Potential Partners 

Organization Name Description Mean 
Income 

% Home 
Owner 

South Beach Civic Association  
(Zip Code: 10305)  

Is a group of neighboring, non-partisan citizens acting 
together to solve community problems. Members have taken 
an active role to keep over-development in check, and 
promote environmental awareness by encouraging recycling 
and educating the community on the efficient use of energy.  

48,944 59.5% 

Saint George Civic Association 
(Zip Code: 10301) 

Works for managed growth and development, for improved 
schools, for public safety, for better transportation, and for 
increased amenities in our neighborhood and throughout 
Staten Island.  
 

45,620 41.1% 

New Dorp Central Civil 
Association (NDCC) 
(Zip Code: 10306) 

Focuses on protecting, improving and enhancing the quality 
of life of those who live and work in the community of New 
Dorp.  

55,413 67.4% 

 
Potential Development/Financing Partners 

Organization Name Website Potential Contact 
Person 

Staten Island Economic Development Corporation http://www.siedc.org/ 
 

Steve Grillo/ Jay 
Anderson 

Chamber of Commerce  http://www.sichamber.com Geoff Kravitz/  
Linda Baron 

Neighborhood Housing Services of Staten Island http://nhsnyc.org/ Mark Hogan 

Jewish Community Center of Staten Island http://www.sijcc.org/ Joseph Rich 

Municipal Credit Union http://www.nymcu.org/index/index.aspx  

New York Community Bank http://www.mynycb.com/  

http://www.siedc.org/
http://www.sichamber.com/
http://nhsnyc.org/
http://www.sijcc.org/
http://www.nymcu.org/index/index.aspx
http://www.mynycb.com/
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Implementation Strategy 

Community Partnership Structure 

 

 

 

 

 

Neighborhood 
Coalition Office

•A staff member devoted a portion of their time for six months to manage the program. They played a 
crucial role in managing volunteers and reaching out to involve other supporting partners.

Municipal 
Credit Union

•In addition to providing the template for program design, Energy Trust created a Request for 
Proposals (RFP) and presented the technical tax credit and financing workshops.  On the back end, 
Energy Trust verified that each installation met its solar requirements and issued cash incentives.

City of New 
York

•The City provided technical support on the RFP and created a streamlined on-line process for solar 
permitting, with a  one-day turnaround on prescriptive path systems. The City’s Department of 
Buildings. 

Sustainable 
CUNY

•As DOE Solar America City, Sustainable CUNY created a program to provide project coordination for 
budding Solarize projects across in New York City. 

•In addition, Sustainable CUNY designed additional outreach materials, presented the introductory 
workshop series. 

•They created a database for capturing enrollees and monitored customer progress. In addition, they 
provided staff and volunteer Solar Ambassadors to present and offer testimonials at workshops.
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Task Strategy 
 

 

Task 1 – Develop Partnerships and Initiative Planning (Months 1-3)  

The institutional project organizer (SCUNY) should enlist key allies and support starting with a primary project 
manager (one dedicated individual who will oversee all the moving parts – a Solar Ombudsman).  The initial 
campaign organizing will likely require these roles:  

 Primary project manager (may be a neighborhood volunteer) 

  Institutional project lead  

 Technical support lead (a solar specialist such as utility or city staff) 
 
These project players collaborate to build the project work plan and timeline, identifying all the tasks, 
responsible parties, and community partners. The scope of work in this period should include:  

 Formation of Neighborhood Steering Committee. 
o Connect with organizational partners. 

 Development of a Solarize NYC website. 
o Ensure Solarize Website has mailing list integration (Mailchimp etc).  
o Also includes NYC Solar Map integration to let people with unsuitable rooftops select 

themselves out early in the process.  

 Build Database and Customer Interface: 

 A customer service database enables contractors and project organizers to track customer follow-
up, schedule installations, and capture project results.  

 Project organizers should provide database structures and protocols to the contractor.  

 Can create a customized database, or alternatively some Solarize projects have successfully used 
Salesforce to manage customer enrollment.  

Task 1b - Volunteer Recruitment (Months 1-2)  

 One of the first tasks of the primary project manager is to host a meeting to recruit core volunteers, 
organized into two committees:  

o Outreach committee: Manage the communication and outreach to all neighbors. Members 
should be media savvy people who can get articles in the newspaper, build a website and recruit 
neighbors. 

Planning
Volunteer 

Recruitment
Request for 

Proposal

Contractor 
Selection

Outreach Enrollment

Site 
Assessments

Installation
Celebration 
& reflection
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o RFP committee: Write the RFP, review contractor submittals, interview, and select a contractor. 
Members should include at least one solar professional or tradesperson and preferably non-
voting technical support from the institutional sponsor (city, neighborhood coalition, etc.) 

Task 2 – Request for Proposal Process (Months 2-3) 

 Volunteer Committee writes the RFP and creates the scoring rubric.  

 RFP is widely circulated, with contractors given several weeks to respond and questions and answers 
posted publicly. 

 Contractor Selected. 

Task 3 – Outreach and Education (Months 4-6)  

The goal of the outreach and education is to inform the community of the program and to drive traffic to the 
Solarize website where interested participants can enroll.  

 “Launch party” where the project is launched to the public and press is invited.  

 Group writes and submits articles to local press.  

 Create and disperse collateral materials (targeted mailers, fliers etc).  

 Attend local fairs, knock on doors, “solar breakfasts”, etc., to explain solarize project.  
o Use “Solar Ambassadors” or champions of solar who already have solar installed on their homes.  

 Conduct workshops and informational sessions. 
o Basic Q& A workshop, focusing on explaining the overall project.  
o Technical Workshop gets in depth on issues related to financial incentives and the technical 

details of solar installation.  

 Perhaps equip outreach people with Ipads or other tablet to enroll people on the fly who lack internet 
access or aren’t completely comfortable with using the internet.  

 Social Media 
o Perhaps a “Clever” Video with the goal of it going viral.  
o Targeted Facebook Ads. 

Task 4 – Customer Enrollment (Months 4-6) 

Enrollment, a three month period, runs concurrently with outreach and education.  

 Kick off with a press release/press event targeting local media.  

Task 5 – Site Assessments (Months 4-8)  

As people begin enrolling, the project organizer begins forwarding leads to the contractor who can begin 
weeding out unsuitable candidates (heavy shading etc.), and enrolling suitable candidates with agreed upon 
pricing etc.  

Task 6 – Installations (Months 5-9) 

Although the contractor is responsible for installations, it is the project organizer’s responsibility to remain 
abreast of the customer database to ensure that installations are occurring within an appropriate time frame.  

Task 7 – Celebrate and Reflect (Month 9)  

The celebration could be something as simple as a potluck picnic in a park, or a much larger event geared at 
garnering press attention. The goal of the celebration is to reinforce feeling of community accomplishment while 
also allowing the project organizer to gain insight into efficacies of various methodologies. 
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Appendices  

Sample Budget  
 

Labor Hours  Project Organizer  Volunteers  Contractor  Utility  Total  

Project Management  250 250       

RFP Committee  40 80       

Outreach Committee  70 50       

Workshop Design/ 
Delivery  

100 50 20 10   

Site Assessments      *      

Installations      *      

Celebration and 
Evaluation  

30 30 20     

Total Hours  490 460 40 10 1,000 

Materials Expenses  

Collateral (flyers, yard 
signs, etc.)  

$1,000  $1,000   

Advertising       

 Facebook $150     

 Newspaper      

 Radio      

Database Development  $2,000     

Workshop Venue Rental  $400     

Speaker Fees  $300     

Booth Rental for Events  $1,000     

Web      

 Web Hosting $150     

 Domain Name 
Registration 

$3     

 Web Template $100     

Celebration Event  $500  $300   

Total Materials  $4,603 $0 $1,300 $0 $5,903 

 

 

 



 

 
Sustainable CUNY 7 

Example Flier – Solarize Portland 

 

Figure 3 - Example of a Flier from Solarize Portland 
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Solarize Massachusetts Website 
 

 


