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W hen Lindsey Hardy was first 

looking at Pendleton, Or-

egon, as the placement for 

her participation in the Resource Assis-

tance for Rural Environments (RARE) 

program through the University of Or-

egon, she wasn’t sure what to think of 

the town. After all, Pendleton has long 

been most famous for one thing: the 

Round-Up. In 2010, more than 90,000 

people came to this Oregon Trail town 

of about 17,000 residents for the 100th 

anniversary of one of the largest rodeo 

events on the continent. »The impres-

sion they gave me when we were first 

looking at it was that it was all focused 

on the Round-Up,« she says. »There’s so 

much more than meets the eye.«

Hardy’s presence here is testament 

to that. Her job as a RARE participant 

this year has been to manage the town’s 

growing solar program. Pendleton is 

one of a number of communities in the 

state that has taken on a group-buy pro-

gram, known here as »Solarize,« and this 

small town has caught the attention of 

the national solar community by put-

ting its own spin on it. Last year Hardy’s 

predecessor, Lee Jorgenson, helped city 

officials figure out how to take advan-

tage of public funds to create a residen-

tial solar loan program, allowing hom-

eowners to borrow from the city’s water 

treatment funds at zero-percent inter-

est to help cover the up-front cost of 

the system. The 2010 loan program was 

so popular that the 50 available loans 

had to be awarded through a raffle. A 

total of 56 homeowners signed up last 

year. Solar modules have popped up on 

rooftops all over town. For the 2011 

round, which currently is still open to 

new applicants, the city has made more 

money available, allowing them to of-

fer 75 home loans plus a total of about 

$200,000 in loans for commercial proj-

ects. Livelight, the company that won 

the bidding process to install these sys-

tems, opened an office here in March to 

manage the installations locally.  

The beginnings

The first Solarize campaign in Or-

egon began in 2009 with a neighbor-
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hood initiative in Southeast Portland. 

A homeowner there was interested in 

going solar, but didn’t know where to 

start. She had heard of group-buy pro-

grams in other states, and she went to 

her neighborhood coalition in hopes 

of banding with other interested ho-

meowners to get solar together. The 

neighborhood coalition, Southeast Up-

lift, sought help from the Energy Trust 

of Oregon (ETO), the nonprofit that 

runs the solar rebate program for Or-

egon’s investor-owned utilities, as well 

as the City of Portland and Solar Or-

egon, the state chapter of the American 

Solar Energy Society, for assistance in 

designing the program. The program 

was a resounding success. Within 6 

months, 120 residential solar systems 

had been installed in the neighbor-

hood. That was more than three times 

the total number of installations in all 

of Portland in 2008: 38 systems.

Not long after the first program got 

up and running, neighborhoods all over 

Portland were expressing interest in do-

ing something similar. Soon there were 

programs in Northeast, Southwest and 

Southeast Portland, and then beyond 

city lines, in Salem and Pendleton.

»It just kind of blew the doors off of 

anything else we had done before,« says 

Lee Rahr, residential solar manager at 

Portland’s Bureau of Planning and Sus-

tainability. Rahr had been working at 

the Bureau since 2007 to help spur de-

mand for solar. While the Energy Trust 

had helped the original program orga-

nizers with their planning, request for 

proposals (RFP) and contractor selec-

tion, they didn’t have it in their work 

plan to support Solarize programs. 

When both the Energy Trust and the 

City of Portland started getting calls 

from other interested communities, it 

was a natural fit that Rahr, whose po-

sition was funded by Portland’s Solar 

America Communities award, could get 

involved helping other interested com-

munities in Portland with their solar 

programs.

A loose framework

The Bureau of Planning and Sus-

tainability started their work with the 

Solarize initiative by helping commu-

nity organizations in Northeast and 

Southwest Portland with their con-

tractor selection and with outreach ef-

forts. They helped organize workshops 

for interested homeowners; the En-

ergy Trust and Solar Oregon, the state 

chapter of the American Solar Energy 

Society (ASES), also helped out. Again 

the programs were hugely successful. 

Between the two new programs and 

the second round of Solarize South-

east, 400 residential PV systems were 

installed in Portland in 2010. Solarize 

continues to expand. North Portland 

and Northwest Portland both recently 

closed registration for their own Solar-

ize programs. The Bureau of Planning 

and Sustainability also lent expertise 

and some support for the Salem and 

Pendleton programs. Interest in these 

programs spread far beyond Oregon, 

as well. »I was getting calls every day 

from around the country and around 

the world,« Rahr says. »I got calls from 

South Africa and Australia.«

The most prominent selling point 

for these group-buy programs, not un-

like the for-profit One Block Off the 

Grid (1BOG), is to bring down prices 

for residential solar systems through 

bulk purchasing. Each of the programs 

in Portland has received between 11 

and 13 contractor bids. The RFPs ask 

contractors to provide a matrix laying 

out how much prices will come down 

depending on how many people sign 

up. The more systems there are in the 

program, the lower the per-watt price 

is for each. 

In fact, the Solarize programs in 

Oregon have been hugely successful at 

bringing down prices around the state. 

�+�V�T�U���B���G�F�X���Z�F�B�S�T���B�H�P�
���F�W�F�O���X�J�U�I���T�P�N�F��

generous incentives in place, the 

market for residential solar electric 

systems in Oregon was pretty close 

�U�P���E�F�B�E�����5�I�F�O�
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neighborhood organization came 

up with a group-purchase model 

now credited with increasing yearly 

installations ® ve-fold and captured 

the attention of solar advocates 

nationwide. The best thing about the 

Solarize model, they say, is every 

community can write its own rules.

�$�P�N�N�V�O�J�U�Z���Q�P�X�F�S�F�E�����0�X�O�F�S�T���P�G���x�4�P�M�B�S�J�[�F�j���I�P�N�F�T���M�J�L�F��

this one in Portland help increase visibility of residen-

tial solar in their own neighborhoods.
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Lindsey Hardy is working with the city of Pendleton to 

help roll out a new commercial loan program.
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According to the Energy Trust, aver-

age prices to residential system owners 

who received rebates were $8.83 per W 

in 2008, $8.05 in 2009 and $6.57 in 

2010. For residential systems installed 

through mid-May of this year, the aver-

age price is $6.52. In 2010, the average 

price per watt for residential systems 

dropped below that for commercial 

systems by 72¢. These prices are also 

well below the price per watt in neigh-

boring California. The most recent pro-

grams in Portland this year have come 

in under $6 per W. Kacia Brockman, 

senior solar program manager at the 

Energy Trust, not only credits the So-

larize initiatives for the drop in prices, 

but also points out that the number of 

non-Solarize residential installations 

in Energy Trust territory have shot up 

over the last couple of years. The num-

ber of systems installed outside the 

Solarize programs more than doubled 

from 2008 to 2009, and increased by as 

much again from 2009 to 2010. Brock-

man says this is likely due to the in-

creased visibility of solar in the market, 

brought about by Solarize. Rahr comes 

to a similar conclusion, citing installer 

claims that up to 30 percent of their 

costs in the past have gone toward mar-

keting efforts. With community groups 

taking care of the marketing, installers 

can walk into greater sales with less ex-

penditure, and offer a better price to 

homeowners.

Rahr is quick to point out two ad-

ditional characteristics that success-

ful Solarize initiatives tend to have in 

common. They are community-driven 

programs and, by extension, each incor-

porates features catered to the market it 

serves. In Portland, she says, organizing 

the initiatives through neighborhood 

coalitions makes sense because these 

groups tend to have networks already in 

place for the kind of outreach that works 

for Solarize. She advises those setting 

up new programs to look at their own 

needs and strengths. »I tell people, ›In 

your community it might be something 

different. Is it the schools, or the PTA, or 

brewpubs or churches?‹« In Salem, for, 

example, this meant including a co-op 

fee to participants of 10¢ per W to help 

�"���V�O�J�R�V�F���U�X�J�T�U�����3�F�T�J�E�F�O�U�J�B�M���1�7���T�Z�T�U�F�N�T���J�O���1�F�O�E��

leton are partially ® nanced by zero-interest loans 

from the city.

�-�F�F���3�B�I�S�
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land, says Solarize is the most effective program she's 

seen for increasing demand for residential PV.

PV Coast to Coast
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pay for the costs of program administra-

tion and outreach.

�'�S�P�N���T�V�T�U�B�J�O�B�C�M�F���U�P���Q�S�P�m�U�B�C�M�F��

In Pendleton, the needs were differ-

ent. Hardy, who was raised in Ithaca, 

New York, points out one major differ-

ence between the potential solar buyer 

in Pendleton and her hometown – and 

from most green-minded buyers in 

Portland. »In Ithaca, you could say it’s 

good for the environment and people 

would just be so jazzed about that,« she 

says. Working on the Solarize program 

in Pendleton, Hardy has had to learn a 

different set of talking points to inspire 

interest in solar. She leads with the fi-

nancial angle.

That’s not to say that Pendleton 

doesn’t have its fair share of residents 

interested in reducing their carbon 

footprint, but the addition of the re-

volving loan program here has been 

essential to the program’s success. City 

Manager Larry Lehman says this pro-

gram, like other Solarize programs, first 

sought to demystify the process of go-

ing solar. A combination of the federal 

tax credit, the state tax credit and the 

Energy Trust rebate paid for 90 percent 

of a 2 kW PV system in the 2010 round 

of Solarize Pendleton. That means the 

all-in cost for a homeowner to go so-

lar was about $1,200. But with three 

incentive programs, all managed by 

different agencies and distributed on 

their own timelines, the process could 

seem convoluted. »We felt it was very 

confusing for the normal citizen,« says 

Lehman. Last year he asked Hardy’s 

predecessor to figure out how all the 

programs worked together. »He had a 

Bob Patterson, public works director in Pendleton, 

helped make the city's solar loan program possible by 

leveraging wastewater treatment funds.
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very hard task because he had to ex-

plain it to me over and over again, until 

it boiled down to a simple program,«  

Lehman says. 
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Ann Wyatt, a Solarize participant in 

Pendleton, had just over 2 kW installed 

on her carport.

Bob Patterson, Pendleton’s public 

works director, who already had some 

experience with solar projects from 

systems installed on water treatment 

plants in the city, helped find funding 

to set up the loan program. The City of 

Pendleton had about $450,000 in a rate 

stabilization fund, and Patterson went 

to the city to find out if they could use 

the money for a year to finance the resi-

dential solar loans. For this year’s com-

mercial program, Patterson tapped a 

fund for about $1,000,000 the city had 

for improvements to the city’s waste-

water treatment plant. By putting the 

project off for a year, the city is able to 

lend 50 percent of the cost of projects 

to businesses. Holding on to the money 

in these funds costs about 1 percent an-

nually, Lehman says, so in order to offer 

the loans at no interest, the city will pay 

between $10,000 and $15,000 a year.

Now the program organizers in Pendle-

ton are getting calls from all over. »We’ve 

gotten calls from as far as Arizona,« Hardy 

says. »I even had a homeowner in Idaho 

call and say, ›How do you go solar? No one 

here knows what to do.‹« 

Lehman thinks other cities could 

likely figure out how to do the same 

thing, possibly with different sources for 

their loan funds. Library trust funds are 

one source he thinks many cities would 

be able to leverage for a solar loan pro-

gram. »It was a matter of looking into 

the budget and seeing what was just sit-

ting there,« Lehman says. In May, Hardy 

and Lehman were preparing a webinar to 

explain to other interested communities 

how the program was set up.

Taking off

In January, the US Department of 

Energy published »The Solarize Guide-

book: A community guide to collective 

purchasing of residential PV systems.« 

The guidebook outlines the origins of 

Portland’s programs and looks at the 

pros and cons of other programs that 

have cropped up since. Rahr at the City 

of Portland appreciates it because she 

has somewhere to refer interested call-

ers. And it’s a resource for organizers in 

places within and outside Oregon – like 

Seattle, which in December launched a 

program very similar to Portland’s, or 

Massachusetts, where the state Clean 

Energy Council is spearheading a pro-

gram that launched this April in four 

pilot cities.

Jeff Friedman, the solar installer in 

Pendleton who manages the new office 

here, says that when he’s explaining the 

Solarize program to potential buyers he 

likens it to taking a chartered flight, 

because the final pricing and timeline 

aren’t locked in until the registration pe-

riod has closed. Once the program takes 

off, he tells them, »we all get to enjoy a 

warm destination climate together.« If 

these Solarize programs keep expand-

ing the way they are, that’s going to be 

one very popular destination.

Melissa Bosworth
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