The Rooftop Solar Income Gap Is (Slowly) Shrinking
by Dan Gearino
April 15, 2021 – One of the most common arguments against subsidizing rooftop solar is that the benefits mostly go to affluent households that don’t need any help.
But the reality is that the declining costs of rooftop solar, along with access to solar leasing and other financing methods, are helping to reduce the income gap between solar households and U.S. households in general.
A new report from Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory shows a continuing diversification of solar adopters, in terms of income and race.  Solar households had a median income of $113,000 last year, compared to the median income for all U.S. households of $64,000.  The difference is much smaller than it was in 2010, when the median income of a solar household was about $140,000.
It is accurate to say that solar households tend to have higher incomes than households in general.  But this kind of broad-brush statement—often made by utilities—is becoming less so with just about each passing year.
Among households that added solar in 2019, 21% had incomes that were below 80% of their “area median income,” a threshold often used to define low income, the report said.  The share of solar adopters in this income category continues to rise.
Solar advocates can find some things to like in this research, and some to lament.  The income gap is shrinking, but the pace of that trend is gradual.  “The core finding in this work is that there’s this income disparity and it’s declining over time, but it’s declining quite slowly,” said Galen Barbose, a research scientist at the Lawrence Berkeley lab and the report’s lead author.
I asked him how his research should fit into some of the policy debates about subsidies for rooftop solar.  His answer was that he was reluctant to connect the findings to any debate, and will let others figure out the relevance for policy questions.  “While it’s true that solar adoption has skewed toward higher-income households, it’s also true that it would be an oversimplification to say that solar adopters are simply wealthy households,” he said.
This is the 2nd report in a series that began early last year, part of the Lawrence Berkeley lab’s continuing research into the finances and demographics of rooftop solar owners.  The report used a sample of 1.9 million rooftop solar systems obtained by the lab, plus estimates of household incomes provided by Experian, the credit reporting company.  The sample doesn’t include households with community solar, in which subscribers get a share of the electricity from larger solar systems.
The authors also identified racial and ethnic categories using block-level data.  They found that solar adopters live on blocks that have larger Hispanic and Asian populations than the country as a whole.  But some of this is because California has the most solar adoption of any state and has large Hispanic and Asian populations.
Within most states, the report showed solar adoption skews toward blocks with high white populations.
Previous research from the Lawrence Berkeley lab has shown some of the drivers of solar adoption by people with low-to-moderate incomes.  An important factor is the availability of solar leasing, which allows customers to pay a monthly charge for a solar system, rather than making an up-front payment that now is an average of $11,240 for a 4-kiloWatt system, a common system size.  Sunrun, the country’s market leader in solar installation, uses leasing as a key part of its business model.
Also, the installed cost of residential rooftop solar has fallen by about half since 2010, according to the Lawrence Berkeley lab’s annual “Tracking the Sun” reports.
People who buy rooftop solar get help from federal policies like the investment tax credit, which shaves 26% off of the cost, and from state policies like net metering.  As I wrote last week, some of the fiercest debates are about net metering, which refers to the way that utilities buy excess electricity from solar owners.  Some states are looking to change net metering policies to reduce the benefits for solar owners.
Solar advocates have long argued for the continuation and even expansion of government aid, based on the idea that solar has broad benefits for the public, by reducing the need for centralized power plants and giving people more of a personal stake in the transition to clean energy.
Many of those same advocates have worked to expand programs that provide solar to low-income households, like the Solar for All program in Illinois or the Low-Income Solar Program in Colorado.
The Lawrence Berkeley lab report doesn’t attempt to quantify the role of low-income solar programs in broadening solar adoption.  But it does show an unmistakable shift toward the kind of market in which rooftop solar is no longer a luxury item.
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