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Solar Energy  
for  

Affordable Housing 
and low-income  

energy programs 



 
•  Deanna Hemmesch – 

Director, Central Minnesota 
Housing Partnership 

•  Jennifer Bergman – Director, 
Crow Wing County HRA 

 
•  Kevin Pelkey – Director, 

Lakes Area Habitat for 
Humanity 

•  Jason edens – Director, 
RREAL  

PANELISTS: 



The Answer is NOT Solar… 
 



“Efficiency Before 
Renewables!” 

Conventional energy use 

Renewable energy use 

Quantity 
of 

Energy 







Solar Assistance: 
Solar Heat for Low-
income families on 
Energy Assistance 

Jason Edens, Director 
Rural Renewable Energy 

Alliance 



Fuel Poverty  

Heat or Eat? 





Energy Assistance:  

$100million Annually in Minnesota! 

Nationwide…? 

$ 5 billion Annually 



Is Energy  
Assistance  
a Solution?  



SOLUTION! 

Part of the  



Solar Assistance 

Solar Heat for Low-income Families 
on Public Energy Assistance 





A lasting, clean and 
domestic solution to 
fuel poverty! 







2014 Results 

ND, IA, WI and MN 

60 Low-income Families  
Empowered with Solar 

Energy! 
 



400 Families 

Empowered! 



What’s the  
return on investment  
for Energy Assistance? 



Energy Assistance? 



Or Solar 
Assistance? 



We saved over 
$2000 last 
heating season 
between 
weatherization 
and the solar 
heating system.  
- Illinois 
recipient 



Solar Assistance: 
A Made-in- 
Minnesota  

Model 



REEGP: 
Renewable  

Energy  
Equipment 

Grant 
Program 

 

http://mn.gov/commerce/
energy/topics/financial/
Weatherization-Assistance-
Program/For-Weatherization-
Providers/ 



Sprucewood Townhomes 

Lower income workforce housing - Baxter, MN 
A Central Minnesota Housing Partnership Project 

Deanna Hemmesch 



Sprucewood Townhomes  
40 kW PV System 



How we came to incorporate 
Solar Energy? 

•  Part of the Resilient Region work in Region 5. 
•  Resilient Region is an EPA-HUD funded 

regional sustainable planning project in Crow 
Wing, Cass, Todd, Wadena and Morrison 
Counties 

•  It assisted in fulfilling the Resilient Region 
goals by incorporating renewable energy. 



A Sprucewood snapshot: 
•  Consists of 36 townhome back-to-back units. 
•  Designated affordable to low and moderate 

income households (60% of the area median 
income or less). 

•  4 units were designated for homeless households. 
•  The land purchased was a piece of foreclosed 

property. 
•  Included renewable energy. 
•  City supported the project with Tax Increment 

Financing. 



Sprucewood Financing: 
•  The project received the following income 

to make this idea a reality. 
•  Received an allocation of tax credits from 

MN Housing. 
•  Low Income Housing Tax Credit Equity:

 $5,187,886 
•  Energy Credit Equity:    $46,093 
•  1st Mortgage through Minnwest Bank:  $815,405 
•  Deferred Developer Fee from owner:  $143,662 
•  Total Development Cost:   $6,193,006 



How Does the Solar Energy 
Work at Sprucewood? 

•  All of the solar panels are tied to the house 
meter on each of the 3 separate buildings. 

•  The energy produced is purchased by Crow 
Wing Power and is netted against what is 
consumed by the house meter. 

•  This has been producing a credit to the 
property. 



Sprucewood Savings So Far: 
•  From when the first building came on line 

in July 2014 through January 2015, the 
buildings have produced a credit of: 
$948.81. 

•  Building 1 (12 unit complex) came on in July 2014 
has a credit of: $449.19 

•  Building 2 (8 unit complex) came on in August 
2014 has a credit of: $134.41 

•  Building 3 (14 unit complex) came on in October 
2014 has a credit of: $365.21 

•  These credits were not initially figured into 
the operating cost of the project. 



Long Term Benefits: 

•  Due to the unanticipated credit, we will be 
able to keep rents lower. 

•  Use of renewable energy is good for the 
environment. 

•  Getting a history of what solar energy can 
do to a low income project and incorporate 
that into other projects. 



Lessons Learned: 
•  Snow on the solar panels that are on the roof can 

reduce production.  
•  We have not had a very sunny winter and so the 

solar energy is not netting as much in the winter 
months. 

•  The project has not been in service long enough to 
see all of the pros and cons of what the solar energy 
can do for the project. 

•  The online data monitoring feature is useful. 
•  The monitoring feature also shows carbon offset for 

the month. 



Using solar 
electricity (PV) to 
stabilize energy 

costs for low-income 
rentals: 

Jennifer bergman 
Crow wing county and  

brainerd hra 



Residential grid-tied 
PV systems for low-
income rental units 

A collaborative 
project including 

•  Brainerd HRA 
•  RREAL 
•  Brainerd Public Utilities 
•  Region Five Development Commission  
•  Resilient Region 
•  Conservation Corps of Minnesota 



Proposed solution –  
August, 2014 





Installed solution – January, 2015 



Installed solution –  
January, 2015 



•  2 kW Grid-tied System 
•  Low-income HRA rental unit 
•  Stabilizes electrical costs which are 

born by renter 
•  Positive environmental impacts 
•  Numerous organizational and societal 

benefits 
•  $11,000 in savings over service life 

to low-income household! 
•  Installed cost of approx. $9000 



Using solar 
electricity and solar 

heating to ensure 
affordable housing: 

kevin Pelkey 
lakes area habitat for humanity 



Stabilizing heating costs 
makes home ownership 
more likely! 



Volunteers from the solar community have worked 
with LAHFH and RREAL to install solar heating 

systems for new homeowners. 



Residential, 
supplemental solar 
space heating keep 
energy costs stable. 







I’m excited to 
have a credit on 

my energy 
assistance going 
into the heating 
season.  It’s a 
first for me! 



5 kW grid-tied PV system to 
reduce operating costs for  

Lakes Area Habitat for Humanity 
Re-store – Brainerd, MN 



With funding and support from: 
Lakes Area Habitat for Humanity 

Toledo Community Foundation 
Brainerd Public Utilities 

First Solar 
RREAL 

 



Community Solar for 
Community Action:  

a new model for low-
income energy 

assistance! 
Jason Edens, Director 

Rural Renewable Energy 
Alliance 



Community  
Solar Garden 



Community 
Action Agencies 

administer energy 
assistance and 
weatherization 

across the State of 
Minnesota and 
throughout the 

nation. 
 
 



Dept of Health and 
Human Services 
provides energy 

assistance funding to 
each state. 

Each state gives 
funding to regional 
service providers to 
manage and provide 
energy assistance at 

local level. 

Service providers 
give funds to 

utilities on behalf of 
energy low-income 

households and 
individuals. 

Energy Assistance Today! 



Energy Assistance tomorrow! 



Community Solar 
for Community 
Action: A new 
model of  
energy  
assistance…  



When each 
Community Action 

Agency is 
empowered with 
community solar 
gardens, we will 

have greater 
resiliency for our 

low-income 
communities and 
the families they 

serve! 



We are going to build the first Community 
Solar Garden for Low-income Energy 
Assistance in the Nation! 



Making Solar Energy Accessible to  
Communities of All Income Levels 

Thank you for your support! 


