
2330 Dancing Wind Rd SW, Suite 2, Pine River, MN 56474    

(218) 587-4753   www.rreal.org   info@rreal.org 

The Power to Make A Difference! 

Community Solar for Community Action  
Concept Brief  

 
Organization’s Background: 
 
The Rural Renewable Energy Alliance (501c3) has been advancing the use of solar energy to 

address low-income fuel poverty for nearly 15 years.  As a thought leader on matters of energy 

and equity, RREAL has been delivering the nationally-unique and innovative program of Solar 

Assistance.  Solar Assistance provides solar power to low-income families on energy assistance 

as a clean, lasting and domestic solution to fuel poverty.  Having served hundreds of low-

income families across the Midwest, RREAL’s model is emerging as a practical, creative and 

timely answer to a chronic societal challenge. 

Current Context: 

RREAL’s Solar Assistance program is designed to support and dovetail with the nationwide 

network of Community Action Agencies.  Community Action Agencies provide the important 

service of energy assistance to low-income families.  Although paying low-income families’ 

energy bills does provide a critical safety net for tens of millions of Americans, it is not a long-

term solution, nor does it empower those that it serves.  Energy assistance dollars flow to the 

natural gas and electric utilities without providing a needed fix for the families living in fuel 

poverty. 

Whereas the typical energy assistance recipient household receives about 8-12% of their 

heating bill through the energy assistance program, a Solar Assistance system installation 

typically provides between 10 and 30% of a households heating needs for many decades.  As an 

alternative to conventional energy assistance, our Solar Assistance program has been 

remarkably effective, providing long-term assistance to over three hundred families in 

partnership with a multitude of Community Action agencies and other partners.   

Opportunity: 

With a favorable policy landscape and a robust installation, manufacturing and advocacy 

community, Minnesota is currently on the vanguard of the domestic solar market.  One 

particularly exciting aspect of the solar market growth within the State is the advent of 

Community Solar projects.  When electric rate payers cannot individually deploy solar electric 

systems due to site restrictions such as shading, orientation or lack of homeownership, such 

ratepayers can own the rights to energy production on larger projects sited elsewhere.  

Community Solar is growing nationwide, but Minnesota is on the forefront with a few other 

states, and RREAL built the very first such installation in the State in collaboration with a local 

utility. 
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Innovative Solution: 

Community Solar can benefit the Community Action Community, an HRA, or Unit of 

Government delivering affordable multi-family homes.  Community solar for Community 

Action is an innovative and long-term solution for Agencies improving low income families’ 

housing to have the means to provide energy assistance to their clients at a fixed rate for 

decades.  Community action agencies often grapple with unpredictable and fickle federal 

funding.  Therefore, owning the means to producing their own energy on behalf of their low-

income clients is a transformative model that could be replicated throughout the United States.  

Our nation can deliver energy assistance in a new, practical and ecologically appropriate 

manner. 

When systems are deployed and fully financed, it’ll provide Community Action Agencies with 

the means to have a no-cost solution to low-income fuel poverty for many decades rather than 

simply an annual band-aid.  The energy assistance landscape is highly susceptible to energy 

cost volatility rendering it vulnerable while serving those most vulnerable.  With Community 

Solar for Community Action, a solution rises every day! 

Request:  

To support the planning and development of a nationally relevant community solar 

demonstration project for a rural Minnesota community action agency, HRA, or Local Unit of 

Government on behalf of low-income families. 

Partner Organizations:  

Region Five Development Commission 

Clean Energy Resource Teams (CERTs) 

Izaak Walton League 

Midwest Renewable Energy Association 

Utility, to-be-determined 

Community Action agency, to-be-determined 

 

Anticipated Total Project Budget: $1,200,000 

Anticipated Project Duration: January, 2015 - December, 2016 


