




















RESOURCES

Wind provides 4.6 percent of the nation’s power.

Solar provides 0.6 percent, but is rising.
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POWER PLAY &

RISING COSTS AND EXTREME WEATHER DRIVE A SEARCH FOR
NEW SOURCES OF TRADITIONAL AND RENEWABLE ENERGY

By Michael Chamernik, Associate Editor

tility prices have risen, and if the short-term
outlook from the U.S. Energy Information
Administration and the National Renewable
Energy Laboratory is any indication, they will
continue to do so. The retail price of residential power
will rise from 12.52 cents per kilowatt hour (kWh) in
2014 to about 12.98 cents per kWh in 2017, an average
household increase of around $55 per year.
Homeowners may not notice when power is there,
but they sure notice when it's not. Extreme weather and
earthquakes prompt questions about emergency pre-
paredness and the state of the grid. When marketing
homes to a new generation of buyers, builders are aware
that energy smarts aren'’t just something that’s nice to
have—it’s increasingly a feature of a new home that'’s
simply assumed to be there. But where is the power com-
ing from, and how do builders deliver it to homeowners?

Currently, coal and natural gas continue to power the
nation’s electrical supply. Some 4.09 trillion kWh of net
electricity was generated in 2015. Of that, roughly 33
percent came from coal, another third from natural gas,
and 19.5 percent from nuclear electric power. Of the re-
newables, conventional hydroelectric power contributed
6.1 percent, wind 4.6 percent, and solar power just 0.6
percent, though solar is on an upswing. Utility-scale so-
lar jumped from 1.21 billion kWh in 2010 to 26.47 billion
kWh last year. Distributed solar—electricity produced
at or near the point where it’s used, from rooftops or
small-scale ground-mounted installations—has gradu-
ally risen in the residential sector, from 762 million kWh
in 2010 to 5.93 billion kWh in 2015.

California led the nation during the energy crisis of the
1970s and is doing so again, making a strong push to-
ward renewables with an aggressive goal to have half
the state’s electricity provided by renewable resources
by 2030. California’s Title 24 energy code mandates
that all new single-family homes must be Zero Net

Energy (ZNE)—meaning that the amount of energy
provided on-site by renewable energy sources is equal
to the amount of energy used—in less than four years.
Builders in the state are setting themselves up for Jan.
1, 2020 well in advance.

Fresno, Calif.-based De Young Properties builds homes
packed as tightly as possible with insulation and En-
ergySmart features, such as HVAC and water heater sys-
tems (EnergySmart is RESNET’s standard). In Los Angeles,
Dahan Properties stresses eco-friendly design and uses
reclaimed wood and recycled tile. The Olson Company,
based in Southern California, has been obtaining LEED
certifications for homes since 2007. All three companies
power houses with distributed solar via PV panels. Da-
han’s CEO, Mayer Dahan, is especially inventive with so-
lar. He uses roofing systems, parapet roofs, and unique
angles to hide the solar panels, giving the buyer a house
that is as green as it is aesthetically pleasing. “Most cus-
tomers have a full solar panel deck on their house but
have never seen it,” Dahan says.

According to Dahan, eco-friendly features increase
building costs between 5 and 7 percent. For Scott Laurie,
CEO of The Olson Company, increased cost can turn off
buyers. Laurie is trying to get his costs under control,
and land is too much of a factor. He says fewer homes
will be solar standard in the next few years because
buyers won't spend that extra 5 percent to 10 percent.
“The green that is the most interesting to people is the
green in their pockets,” he adds.

Brandon De Young, executive VP for De Young Proper-
ties, says that appraisers have been inaccurate when
valuing solar systems for lenders, offering, for example,
only half retail price. The remainder can’t be financed in
the home loan, so the buyer needs to pay it in cash. “My
biggest fear is that the codes, as they get closer to zero
net energy, may potentially force first-time homebuyers
out of the market in the short-term because of that ex-
tra up-front cost,” he says. “Builders aren’t going to just
absorb the increased cost to achieve zero net energy and
not also increase sales prices to account for it. At the end
of the day, we still need to make money to survive.”
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Yet the cost of solar power has dropped 70 percent since
2009. The price for factory-fresh modules used for flush-
mounted through-roof residential racking decreased by
more than half last year. Pricing for inverters and pho-
tovoltaic panels has dropped from about $7 to $3 since
2009. Tax credits, rebates, and other government initia-
tives can cut the total costs of a rooftop system to less
than $10,000. Net metering allows customers to offset en-
ergy costs by transferring surplus power back to the grid.
What's more, delivery methods go beyond roof panels.

Lennar, the second-largest home builder in the US,, has
its own solar subsidiary. Through SunStreet Energy Group,
Lennar can offer solar in 10 states and 19 metros; it
comes with 90 percent of new communities in California.
Photovoltaic panels are installed during the construction
process. During a 110-day build schedule, installers will
arrive around day 40 to perform all the solar jobs. Crews
will take a week to install the modules right after the roof
is tiled but before the home is painted, and the system is
activated during the final electric inspection. Sun Street
lets Lennar monitor installs and handle quality assurance.

“By incorporating solar as standard up front,” says Mike
Dufault, the senior VP of operations at SunStreet, “and
putting it into a whole community, we make everything
look pleasing from the get-go and don’t have to worry
about a solar company coming in later with a retrofit and
messing up the aesthetics.”

Large-scale solar, such as Babcock Ranch (see Farming
the Sun, right) can be the most practical choice for mas-
ter planned communities. Contract durations are flexible,
homeowners needn’t assume up-front costs and then
lose money when they relocate, and rooftop space isn't
an issue. Utility solar can be cheaper: In 2015, the price
was $0.10 per kW, half that of residential solar. “You don’t
have to do individual engineering for every few kilowatts
of power,” says Dr. Elaine Ulrich, a program manager at
the DOE who leads a team that works to reduce solar’s
soft costs, such as business management and installa-
tion. “The financing is a bit easier for utilities. All of that
can lead to a lower cost for a large-scale solar farm, as
opposed to residential scale”

But finding the hundreds of acres needed for large-
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Located 20 miles outside of Fort Myers,
Fla., Babcock Ranch will be an 18,000-acre
community of around 20,000 homes, situated
around a central downtown with 6 million
square feet of retail and office, along with nearly
150,000 acres dedicated to a nature preserve
and wildlife management area. The community
will draw energy via a new 75-megawatt solar
facility that will contain 350,000 photovoltaic
panels in a nearby 440-acre site. For Syd Kitson,
the chairman and CEO of Kitson & Partners and
the developer of Babcock Ranch, utility-scale
solar simply makes sense. The price of panels
has shrunk over recent years, and the payoff of
tax advantages for rooftop PV takes more time
than large-scale solar.

Kitson's group partnered with Florida Power
& Light, which owns the solar plant. All the
transmission lines were in place, and the solar
farm is on the premises. Construction started on
phase one of the 25-year project late in 2015,
and the first of the eventual 50,000 residents
will arrive in January. The design took hurricanes
into account, with resilient community area safe
spaces and a location 20 feet above sea level—
above the storm surge. Kitson is convinced that
Babcock Ranch can be replicable on a smaller
scale. “If it's thought about up front, and if it's
part of the infrastructure up front, | think the
costs can be much less if it becomes part of

the fabric of the community,” Kitson says. “We
hope that others will do that.” —M.C.

scale solar can be difficult, while for rooftop solar, sup-
port structures are factored in. “It’s very cost effective to
bolt solar panels onto that structure that's angled and
oriented to collect sun,” says C.R. Herro, Meritage Homes’
VP of energy efficiency and sustainability. Rooftop solar
requires no additional space, hook-up or transmission
lines, additional buffering, or load-following. Despite the
up-front cost to homeowners, homes with rooftop PV
panels could provide tens of thousands of dollars of sav-
ings over 25 years of life. “Distributed solar has the cost
effectiveness and direct benefit to the consumer to fund
it that utility-level solar lacks,” Herro says.

For more on Resources, see probuilder.com/water-land-power.



