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Stillwater Township and other townships in Washington County are receiving inquiries about
zoning requirements for a variety of solar energy systems, including systems for residential
properties and larger solar energy systems called Community Solar Gardens or Solar Farms.
Washington County has decided that as the County reduces its role in zoning, it will not develop
a county-wide ordinance for solar systems, and has left this up to each Township. The Town
Board has requested that the Planning Commission consider this use and develop a solar
energy systems ordinance for the Township.

Solar energy system ordinances usually address two classifications of these systems:
residential-scale systems, and larger systems that serve multiple users. Each type is addressed
separately in this memo and in the attached draft ordinance.

Comprehensive Plan

The Township's current Comprehensive Plan generally supports the use of solar energy
systems in the Township. The goals in the plan include:
+« Encourage new subdivisions to accommodate the use of passive and active solar
energy systems through street, lot and building crientation.
« Protect solar access for existing developments through the Development Code and
variance criteria.

The plan also includes a statement that the use of alternative energy sources will be carefully
reviewed so as not to impact the rural character of the Township.

Residential Solar Energy Systems

Residential solar energy systems that serve individual homes are generally roof-mounted or
ground-mounted systems. They are currently considered “accessory structures,” and need to
follow the standards for accessory structures in the ordinance, such as height and setback
requirements. The Township’s Building Inspector may currently approve these systems as
accessory siructures.
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Some of the key issues about residential solar systems that other communities have addressed
in their ordinance relate to whether these systems can be placed in front and side yards, and
whether screening is required for the systems. Ordinances also vary regarding lot coverage
requirements and locations in Shoreland areas.

| have attached a “generic” ordinance section draft for residential solar energy systems for
discussion on January 7. The draft is based on ordinances that have been adopted by other
townships and small cities.

The draft ordinance includes:
¢ Common definitions for solar systems and related items. Some or all of these iftems
should be added to the definitions section of the Township’s zoning ordinance.
e A draft section on Residential Solar that could be added to the zoning ordinance. The
draft includes some items for discussion:

o Where residential solar energy systems will be permitied: Roof mounted
residential systems typically are allowed in all districts and require a building and
mechanical/electrical permits, but no land use permit. Some communities restrict
the locations of ground-mounted solar energy systems in prime agricultural
areas.

o Permits: The Comrmission should discuss whether there should be a size
threshold when a CUP would be required for residential solar systems, and
whether the threshold should include solar systems for agriculiural use. Wright
County looked at this issue in detail, and found that 10 kilowatt systems generally
accommodate most residential uses. Larger systems on residential [ots are often
selling power back to utilities.

o Performance standards: Residential systems typically need to comply with
setbacks, height requirements, etc., for all structures. The height limits for
ground-mounted systems vary. [n agricultural districts, common maximums are
15-20 feet., One ordinance in Minnesota allows 25 maximum in agriculture
districts. The Planning Commission should consider the maximum height that
would be permitted for ground-mounted sclar energy systems.

o The Minnesota DNR disgourages ground-mounted solar energy structures within
shoreland, wetland, and floodplain areas, and near the St. Croix River and state
parks. The Commission should discuss whether solar energy systems will be
prohibited in some or all of these locations.

Solar Gardens and Solar Farms

Community Solar Gardens are installations of multiple solar arrays that are used to generate
electricity that is delivered to the “grid” and sold to subscribers. Subscribers may include
residents, institutions, businesses and local governments. For example, some of the solar
gardens proposed in Scandia have subscribers that include the Minnesota Wild, Macalester
College, and Land o’ Lakes Inc. Solar Gardens are typically the principal use on the parcels
they occupy, unlike smaller solar energy systems that are accessory uses that typically serve
the energy needs of the home or business on the property. Minnesota created special
legislation defining and regulating Solar Gardens, and they are being developed in communities
in Washington County and throughout the state.
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Solar Farms are also larger installations with multiple solar arrays that generate energy. They
differ from Solar Gardens in that the energy they proposed is sold fo utilities, rather than directly
to subscribers.

Some basic information on Solar Gardens and Solar Farms is attached (Principal Solar Energy
Systems handout). The Planner also attached some articles with photos that show solar
gardens farms in Minnesota, and a plan for a recent Solar Garden approved in Scandia. The
Scandia Solar Garden will generate about 5 megawatts of power, which the developers
indicated is the minimum amount of power generation needed to make solar gardens financially
feasible. The arrays shown on the plan cover about 25 acres.

The draft ordinance includes some typical definitions for larger solar energy systems.
Community Solar Gardens and Farms—Permitted Locations and Required Permits

Many communities permit solar farms in agricultural, commercial and/or industrial districts.
Most do not permit these larger solar systems in urban residential districts. Some communities
have also prohibited this use in agricultural districts with high-quality agricultural soils.

Most communities require approval of a Conditional Use Permit or an Interim Use Permit for
solar gardens and farms.

Questions for the PC: Should solar gardens and farms be a permitted use in Stillwater
Township? If the Township decides to permit solar farms as a use, where should they be
permitted or prohibited? What types of permit(s) should be required?

Performance Standards

Literature from the American Planning Association and other state and local governments

suggest considering the following performance standards for solar farms:
¢  Minimum lot size

Height standards

Setbacks

Lot coverage

Stormwater and erosion control

Design standards, particularly for screening and managing giare

Warning signs

Fencing

Roads and parking

Insurance

Decommissioning equipment when the use ends

If the Planning Commission recommends that the Township consider permitting solar gardens
and farms in the Township, the Commission’s next step would be to discuss performance
standards.

| have attached a draft solar ordinance that is based on ordinances adopted by other Townships
and smali cities in Minnesota as a starting point for our discussion on January 7.




