


ii  
 

LABC/ UCLA  
Solar Working Group 

Members  
 

Allen Matkins  

AECOM 

Arden Realty Inc . 

Bank of America  

CB Richard Ellis  

Cedars-Sinai  

Energy Choice Inc.  

G&C Equipment Corporation  

Global Green  USA 

Holland & Knight  

Jones Lang LaSalle  

JP Morgan  

Kahn Solar  

KYOCERA Solar Inc.  

Los Angeles County  

LACCD 

Los Angeles World Airports  

Latham & Watkins  

LAUSD 

Macer ich  

Parsons Brinckerhoff  

Psomas  

Siemens  

Sierra Club  

SolarWorld  

SunCal Companies  

Trammell Crow  Company  

Turner Construction  

UCLA School of Law  

UCLA School of Public Affairs  

Union Roofing Contractors Association  

Watt  Companies  

Westfield  

 
  

July 08, 2010  

 

Fellow Angelenos,  

Today marks the release of Bringing Solar Energy into Los Angeles: An 

Assessment of the Feasibility and Impacts of an In-Basin Solar Feed-in Tariff 

Program, completing more than a year of collaborative research between a 

working group of businesses, nonprofits and environmental organizations led 

by the UCLA Luskin Center for Innovation and the Los Angeles Business 

Council (LABC).  Together we have examined the potential for bringing a 

solar Feed-in Tariff (FiT) policy to our region.  

FiT is a mechanism that would allow private sector dollars to be invested to 

meet Los Anglesô renewable energy goals and create local jobs by enabling 

residents and business to install solar panels on their property and sell the 

power generated back to the electrical grid.   

There has been much public debate over the past year about the best way to 

green our local energy sources, particularly at the Los Angeles Department of 

Water and Power (LADWP), the largest municipal utility in the nation. The 

body of research initiated by the LABC/UCLA solar working group makes 

clear why a FiT should be an important part of any plan to meet our 

renewable energy goals, drawing on an in-depth survey of major local energy 

users, advanced mapping analysis of potential solar resources and 

comprehensive economic modeling.  

The rigorous analysis presented in todayôs study provides concrete evidence 

that a FiT would be a cost-effective program for ratepayers over the long-

term, while meeting the job-creation and clean-energy goals set out by 

LADWP and city policymakers. 

Within 10 years, a well-designed FiT would create a minimum of 600 

megawatts of solar projects ï which would produce about three percent of 

our cityôs energy needs. According to our research, this program could 

eventually succeed on a far greater scale ï potentially generating as much as 

three gigawatts ï though we have chosen to focus our analysis on a smart, 

tailored 600 megawatt capacity program.  

A FiT with a 600 megawatt capacity would create more than 11,000 green 

jobs in the Los Angeles basinðnearly triple the number of jobs that LADWP 

has created in the region through green programs to date. Furthermore, a 

meaningful FiT would serve as an important engine in our emerging green 
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economy by providing incentives for clean-tech manufacturers to relocate to the region.  

Perhaps most importantly, the analysis in this study illustrates how a FiT would not only produce 

energy less expensively than other renewable sources, but also become more cost-effective than 

LADWPôs next best alternative for power generation over the life of a 10-year program.  

As FiT programs around the world have demonstrated, the key to successfully employing this 

unique market mechanism is to design it in a way that spurs participation, creates jobs and 

produces energy most cost-effectively. Informed by the success of other FiT programs, our 

research spells out clear guidelines for creating an effective local program that takes into account 

Los Angelesô unique resources.  

With the release of todayôs study, we have renewed our call to city policymakers to create a 

FiT program that includes:  

¶ Ambitious energy-generation targets, with the goal of bringing on at least 60 megawatts 

of new solar capacity every year to create a 600 megawatt program over ten years 

¶ 20-year FiT contracts with a fixed price, which would allow participants to recoup their 

upfront capital costs plus a 5-7 percent return on their investment over the life of an 

agreement 

¶ Differentiated  tariff contracts that provide varied reimbursement rates for businesses, 

residents, government institutions and non-profits to spur wide participation and generate 

the most cost-effective solar energy  

¶ A guaranteed connection to the grid for anyone that seeks to participate in the program 

¶ A simple application procedure and contract 

¶ A built-in program assessment that re-evaluates the FiT contract annually to protect 

ratepayers 

The LABC has built a wide and growing coalition in support of this FiT proposal, including 

environmental, business, and labor groups, as well as a host of private businesses. A list of 

coalition members, along with video testimonials in support of the program, is available at 

www.solarfit4la.com.  

Our coalition has called on policymakers to provide adequate funding for an ambitious FiT 

program in the 2010-2011 LADWP budget, which is being developed this summer and will be 

agreed upon in October by the LADWP commission. At an annual net cost of $25 million to $35 

milli on, a FiT could be paid for within the $4 billion LADWP budget, which has allocated $800 

million for renewable programs.  

In mapping out a long-term vision for LADWP, city policymakers must offer bold leadership 

and look for smart, cost-effective solutions ï like a meaningful FiTð to create new jobs and 

build a sustainable future for our city. We urge fellow Angelenos to join with us in calling for the 

adoption of a FiT program as policymakers make important decisions about the future of 

LADWP. To join our coalition and learn about the many benefits of a FiT in Los Angeles, please 

visit www.solarfit4la.com.  

http://www.solarfit4la.com/
http://www.solarfit4la.com/
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Sincerely, 

 
Mary Leslie    

President, Los Angeles Business Council     

 

 
Brad Cox, 

Chairman, Los Angeles Business Council 
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Executive Summary 
 

This report represents the second of two studies that have taken a close look at the rationale for, 

and viability of, an in-basin solar Feed-in Tariff (FiT) program for the City of Los Angeles.  The 

first report, released in April 2010, focused on the general design guidelines common to 

successful FiT policies, highlighting examples of programs across the country and around the 

world.  This report delves more deeply into the specifics of Los Angeles.  We evaluate the 

existing solar capacity of the region and determine how it can be harnessed in a cost-effective, 

sustainable manner.  We also examine the expected job-creation and economic development 

benefits of a well-designed FiT program and take a close look at the economics that drive its 

success.   

 

Interest in developing an in-basin solar FiT is growing for several reasons.  First, Los Angeles 

enjoys abundant solar resources while the cost of capturing this resource is falling rapidly as the 

cost of solar module production falls.  Second, the on-going recession has heightened civic 

leadersô interest in the jobs and economic development opportunities that an in-basin solar 

program would bring.  Third, such a program can help move the Los Angeles Department of 

Water and Power (LADWP) towards its ambitious renewable energy goals and away from its 

heavy reliance on coal-fired power plants.  Finally, the analysis in this report demonstrates that a 

well-designed program will  achieve all of these benefits with relatively modest costs to the 

Cityôs utility customers.    

  

Physical Rooftop Solar Capacity.  How much solar can be installed on the rooftops in Los 

Angeles?  To assess the feasible size of such a program, the available physical solar capacity of 

rooftops in Los Angeles must be estimated.  A single megawatt of rooftop solar can offset the 

annual energy needs of over 100 typical Los Angeles households.  This report shows that the 

City of Los Angeles has approximately 5,536 megawatts of physical rooftop solar capacity 

spread over the rooftops of single family homes, multi-family residences, commercial and 

industrial facilities, and government agencies.  Each of these market segments contains different 

amounts of physical capacity. There are 2,218 megawatts in the commercial and industrial 

segment, 1,752 megawatts in single family homes, 1,411 megawatts in the multi-family segment, 

and 156 megawatts on government and non-profit buildings.  Because these estimates are based 

only on rooftop space, they represent the lower-bound of the Cityôs aggregate solar generation 

potential, omitting the capacity that exists in parking lots and open spaces.  Angelenos live and 

work underneath a massive underutilized energy generation resource. 

 

Economically-available Solar Capacity.  How much will it cost to install a meaningful amount 

of rooftop solar in Los Angeles?  Economic potential is a measure that describes how much solar 

capacity households and businesses would be willing to install based on the price offered per 

kilowatt-hour.  This report shows that a significant amount of solar capacity is potentially 

available at price levels ranging from $0.16 to $0.34 per kilowatt-hour.  The economic potential 

of solar varies greatly across market segments.  Under foreseeable economic conditions, 

gigawatts of solar capacity can incorporated into the electricity grid at reasonable costs. 

 

Designs for an In-basin Solar Program.  How should an in-basin FiT program in Los Angeles 

be designed and what are its important features?  Important design elements include the 
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programôs overall size in megawatts, the length of the phase-in period over which the utility adds 

capacity, the allocation of the capacity across different market segments, and the tariff schedule 

that would apply to each market segment.  How policymakers design these features will 

determine the programôs impact on 1) the amount of renewable energy generated and the related 

environmental benefits, 2) the number of local jobs created and associated economic 

development benefits, and 3) the cost paid by ratepayers.  This report focuses upon those 

program designs that minimize ratepayer impacts while offering significant environmental and 

job creation benefits.   

 

Achieving Cost-Effectiveness.  Rooftop solar produces energy during the hours of peak demand, 

so the costs of solar must be evaluated against other peak generation alternatives.  An in-basin 

FiT program will be cost-effective if ratepayers pay the same amount for the solar electricity as 

they do for electricity from peak-cycle natural gas turbines.  Since distributed solar is among the 

most expensive of renewable energy sources, designing a cost-effective program requires 

attention to several features.  First, program tariffs must be high enough to induce participation 

but not so high as to overburden ratepayers.  Second, the program should focus on those types of 

solar projects that can produce solar power most cheaply.  Third, the program has to be large 

enough so that the benefits offset the programôs fixed costs.  Finally, the phase in period must be 

long enough so that the cost savings to ratepayers in the second-half of the programôs life-span 

are large relative to peaking natural gas generation.   

 

Effective Program Designs.  This report features the smallest and shortest program that meets 

these criteria for cost-effectiveness while suggesting other designs that could also be effective.  

An effective program should add at least 60 megawatts each year for at least 10 years for a total 

program size of 600 megawatts.  (Larger and longer programs could be even more cost-effective 

and yield larger environmental and economic development benefits).  To be cost-effective the 

program must focus on large commercially-owned rooftop projects that can take advantage of 

federal tax incentives.  One allocation of the 600 megawatts that is both inclusive of the most 

stakeholders and cost-effective is as follows:  50% to commercial, industrial and large multi-

family projects over 50 kilowatts, 17% to residential and small-scale commercial projects under 

50 kilowatts, and the remaining 33% to small utility-scale ground-mounted projects.   

 

Program Administration .  Lower-bound estimates for starting tariffs for each type of project 

are provided in this report, but the tariffs must be adjusted periodically based on participation or 

on a ñcost-plus reasonable rate of returnò model.  Importantly, the application and 

interconnection process must be simple, transparent, and timely to reduce costs for applicants 

and delays for the utility. To maximize the benefits to the distribution network, LADWP could 

create incentives that steer additional capacity to geographically-advantageous locations.  This 

report provides a general set of guidelines for a successful FiT.  Policy makers must be prepared 

to make other important decisions with regard to the implementation of a specific program.      

 

Job Creation and Economic Development Benefits.  The program described above will create 

approximately 11,000 new jobs over the life-time of the program.  In the short-term these jobs 

will be created through the assembly and manufacturing of selected system components 

(excluding solar modules which will likely continue to be imported), professional services, 

system integration and installation, operation, and maintenance. Over time, this program in 
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conjunction with other clean-tech friendly programs could be used to help attract new 

manufacturing jobs to Los Angeles.   

 

Renewable Energy and Environmental Benefits.  The 600 megawatt program described above 

will meet 3% of the Cityôs projected power needs.  This could be the single largest renewable 

energy project in LADWPôs portfolio.  It could also lead to significant reductions in greenhouse 

gases and the creation of renewable energy credits by producing 16 million megawatt-hours of 

emission-free energy over the life of the program.   

 

Ratepayer Cost-Effectiveness.  In the future, LADWP will need additional peak-period energy.  

It could supply this additional energy from natural gas turbines or from an in-basin solar program.  

If peak-period natural gas generation costs rise at 4% or more a year, the solar program described 

here will  be cheaper for ratepayers over the long-term.  During the implementation phase, years 

one through ten, typical household ratepayers will experience an average monthly impact of 

$0.48, while business will experience an average monthly impact of $9.37.  Past year ten, 

ratepayers will benefit from these earlier investments in fuel and emission-free solar generation, 

with monthly rate impacts less than that of peak natural gas generation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1 
 

Section 1:  Introduction 
 

Many jurisdictions around the world are moving towards policies to create incentives for the 

development of distributed renewable energy generation and capture the associated economic 

development benefits.  As part of a comprehensive solar policy for the Los Angeles basin, a local 

solar FiT would be an important program contributing to the greater use of clean energy in the 

City.  However, Los Angeles cannot simply import the features and design of a FiT policy from 

other places.  Rather, policy makers must shape a program for the local conditions.  Several 

factors stand out as particularly relevant to the challenges confronting policy makers with regard 

to FiT design.   

 

First, Los Angeles has a history of cheap, reliable, but dirty energy.
1
  As a result, the utility 

ratepayers, both households and businesses, may be particularly sensitive to changes in energy 

rates.  This fact is demonstrated during every rate review process and compounded by the Los 

Angeles Department of Water and Powerôs (LADWP) recent fiscal crisis.  Second, for many 

complex reasons Los Angeles was disproportionately impacted by the recent recession.  

Unemployment is high and the City is aggressively competing with other municipal regions for 

industry investments and the jobs they bring.  Third, the Los Angeles basin is a dense electrical 

load center with high peak demand that is strongly correlated with solar energy production.  This 

demand peak not only increases the burden on utility customers but also increases the value of 

in-basin solar energy.  It is hard to import solar power from the productive surrounding desert 

areas because of congestion in the existing transmission lines and long delays in the construction 

of planned lines.  Finally, to be most efficient, FiT policies must be designed to minimize the 

overlap with existing solar net metering policies.  The implications of these economic, 

geographic, and political factors suggest that Los Angeles must have a tailor-made policy to 

properly develop its in-basin solar opportunities.   

 

What would a policy for Los Angeles look like?  First, it must make a meaningful contribution to 

the energy goals of the region.  Otherwise, the benefits of the program will not exceed the costs 

of an incremental and short-term approach to in-basin solar procurement.  In this context, the FiT 

program must capture a significant portion of the dormant, unused potential of the targeted 

renewable resource.  Second, it must create real, high-quality jobs for the people of the City.  

The voters and ratepayers are unlikely to accept short-term costs in exchange for less tangible, 

long-term benefits.  The employment benefits must be real and evident.  Third, it must be 

inclusive of all of the relevant stakeholders.  Homeowners must feel properly compensated for 

providing a valuable product.  Business owners of all types must be rewarded for deploying 

capital and incurring some additional business risk.  Labor interests must benefit from 

employment and the utility must take ownership of implementation.  Finally, the program must 

be cost-effective relative to the next best peak energy alternative.  This means that the total long-

term costs of a FiT program should be comparable to generating the same energy through natural 

gas peaker plants which typically provide energy during hours of high demand.  The design of 

the program should consider the long-term sustainability of the solar industry.  Since solar can be 

an expensive energy generation technology, the cost of the FiT program must be carefully 

managed.  A FiT program for Los Angeles must have these general characteristics to be 

successful.   
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A FiT is an important part of a comprehensive suite of energy policies that both maximize the 

use of local renewable resources and contribute to the economic vitality of the region.  FiTs can 

be designed to harness any renewable resource, but solar is both abundant and accessible in the 

Los Angeles basin.  An in-basin solar FiT cannot meet Los Angelesô ambitious goals by itself.
2
   

However, it can fill gaps in energy procurement and market development that are not addressed 

by state programs or other local procurement mechanisms.  Net metering policies are designed to 

offset demand rather than to increase supply.  Because of this, net metering policies are not 

scalable and do not maximize the in-basin solar opportunities.  Utility-scale renewable projects 

have a fundamental role in meeting Los Angelesô goals, but their expected development 

timelines are mismatched with the urgent RPS requirements.  Statewide programs, such as the 

FiT administered by the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC), are necessarily limited 

to the customers of Californiaôs Investor-Owned Utilities (IOUs) and cannot directly impact 

LADWP.
3
  A comprehensive and well-designed FiT policy is an essential addition to any 

realistic plan to achieve the aggressive energy goals of Los Angeles.   

 

The purpose of this report is to measure the potential of rooftop solar for Los Angeles and 

demonstrate the conditions under which a FiT program can be successful.  The policy elements 

in this report should not be considered a proposal, but rather the minimum design elements and 

general features that will lead to a successful policy for Los Angeles.  To bridge this evaluation 

with an actual program, administrators must be prepared to make important decisions about the 

details of implementation.  The nature of the program rules will  have an impact on the results.  

These details include but are not limited to project selection criteria in the case of high demand, 

security deposits to discourage speculation, application methods and timing, and other program 

rules.  This report does not analyze the trade-offs associated with specific rule-making, but many 

lessons can be learned from the other comprehensive FiT policies in North America.  Policy 

makers, citizens, advocates, and decision makers will find this document to be a useful guide to 

the design of an appropriate policy for Los Angeles.   

 

 The Organization of this Report 
 

This report is the second of two reports intended to be useful guides to solar FiT design for Los 

Angeles.  The first report reviewed six policies in North America and abroad, assessed the 

progress of California and Los Angeles with respect to FiTs, and proposed design elements 

common to all of these policies.  Whereas the first report focused on general design guidelines, 

this one provides analyses of the local factors which can help policy makers formulate specific 

programs that are tailored for the City of Los Angeles.  The content in this report builds on that 

of the first.  It will be most useful to those who are already familiar with the basics of solar 

policies and the ideas expressed in the first report.   

 

Section 2 of this report measures the physical quantity and the distribution of rooftops in both the 

City and the County of Los Angeles.  This analysis provides insight into the richness of the 

rooftop-based solar resources in the region and the solar generation potential implied by this 

quantity.  It also identifies which types of buildings these rooftops belong to, thereby suggesting 

the market participation and type of ownership of these distributed solar projects.  The political 

and geographic boundaries in the City and County are complex.  This section quantifies how the 

solar potential is distributed within and between these jurisdictions.  Finally, Section 2 
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demonstrates how urban form and development history determine the number, type, and size of 

solar projects, thereby suggesting where the most cost-effective solar resources are located. 

 

Section 3 of this report evaluates how willing homeowners or businesses might be to install solar 

on their rooftops and supply energy at different prices.  This is an important question since not 

all of the rooftops can be accessed at cost-effective prices.  This section also describes how the 

economic solar potential changes as broader macroeconomic conditions evolve.  It describes how 

the economic potential varies across different segments of the solar market based on different 

installation costs, available tax incentives, and likely investment criteria.   

 

Section 4 of this report proposes the minimum design guidelines for an effective policy for Los 

Angeles.  It also evaluates the results of a policy with these specific design elements with respect 

to cost-effectiveness, energy contribution, and utility ratepayer impacts.  The impacts of 

alternative policy designs are investigated.   

 

The Appendices to this report provide detailed tables of the results and descriptions of the 

assumptions used in the analysis.  Technically-inclined readers can refer to this section of the 

report to understand the procedural assumptions used to derive the results.   
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Section 2:  Measuring the Rooftops of Greater Los Angeles 
 

In dense metropolitan areas where economically-productive space is in high demand, space for 

solar installations can be a constraint.  Los Angeles, however, has not developed alternative uses 

for many of its rooftops and parking lots.  These are important resources that can help Los 

Angeles meet its energy and economic development goals.  Solar energy production can be the 

highest and best use for many rooftops, uncovered parking lots, and open spaces in Los Angeles.  

The purpose of this section of the report is to measure the physical quantity and describe the 

distribution of the latent potential for rooftop solar energy generation within greater Los Angeles. 

 

Los Angeles has significant potential for rooftop solar energy production.  There are many other 

types of potential solar projects within the County other than rooftops, specifically parking lots, 

ground-mounted, building-integrated (BIPV) applications, and those installed within 

infrastructure rights-of-way.  The estimated rooftop potential is a lower bound of the total 

potential available in the region.  This analysis focuses only on rooftop projects, but the total 

solar potential of these other resources could also be significant. 

 

Key Findings 
 

Los Angeles County has 19,113 megawatts of physical rooftop solar potential distributed over 

roughly 1.4 million land parcels.  This potential exists primarily within the urbanized areas of the 

County.  The City of Los Angeles is the largest municipality and has 5,536 megawatts of 

physical potential distributed over about 500,000 parcels.  The other communities within the 

region also have significant potential for solar, with the distribution of this potential dependant 

on the urban form and prevailing land use patterns.  This rooftop potential represents a massive, 

underutilized local resource.  Figure 1 is a spatial representation of the density of this resource 

throughout Los Angeles County.  The darker colors indicate concentrations of rooftops which 

have greater solar potential than the surrounding rooftops. 

 
Table 1:  Megawatts of Physical Rooftop Potential by Geography and Market 

 
 
What is ñPhysical Rooftop Solar Potential?ò 
 

ñPhysical potentialò is the total solar capacity present on the rooftops in the Los Angeles region.  

It is defined as the maximum solar capacity that could be achieved if solar panels were installed 

on all available rooftop space which receives direct sunlight from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. every day of 

the year.  For efficient economic performance, it is critical that a rooftop solar system be 

positioned to eliminate the impact of shading during these hours of the day.
4
  Some owners 

might prefer to install a larger system on a partially shaded roof rather than to maximize system 

efficiency.  However, the industry best practice is to completely avoid shadows during the hours 

of peak production.  Evaluating physical potential for solar FiT policy analysis must be based on 

this industry standard. 

Market Segment 
Gov &    

Non-Profit

Multi-

Family

Single 

Family

Comm & 

Industrial
Total

Los Angeles County 450 3,336 6,741 8,586 19,113

City of Los Angeles 156 1,411 1,752 2,218 5,536
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Figure 1:  Map of the Rooftop Solar Potential of Los Angeles County 
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Physical potential can be expressed for an individual rooftop or for a geographic area.  Physical 

potential is fixed over the short-term.  Physical potential may increase over the long-term as 

more buildings and structures are developed.  Technology improvements and innovative 

applications of solar, such as concentrating photovoltaic technology, can also increase the 

physical potential of a geographic area.  These gains will only be realized incrementally over the 

long-term.   

 
Figure 2:  County of Los Angeles:  Megawatts of Physical Rooftop Solar Potential by Utility 

 
The Los Angeles County Solar Map 
 

The Los Angeles County Chief Information Office provided the physical solar potential data 

used in this study.  The data was created for use with the Los Angeles County Solar Map.
5
  The 

Solar Map is a high-quality, web-based tool that can be used to investigate the potential of 

specific rooftops within the County.  However, the tool cannot be used to evaluate the potential 

of parking lots or other applications of solar.  The database is a very powerful tool for aggregate 

analysis of rooftop solar potential within the County.   

 

To generate these data, the County measured the physical potential of the rooftops within the 

jurisdiction through aerial imagery analysis and advanced GIS modeling.  These estimates of 

physical potential are based on a calculated area, measured in square feet, for the optimal 

placement of a rooftop solar array (given surrounding building structures, HVAC roof systems, 

vegetation, and other large obstacles blocking direct sunlight) for each of 2.1 million tax assessor 

parcels.  This is the ñoptimal areaò for rooftop solar.  The final database produced by the County 

contains a maximum value for physical solar potential for the rooftops in each tax assessor parcel 

within the County.  We used this database to estimate the solar potential described in this report. 
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Adapting the Los Angeles County Solar Map Database 
 

The database consists of physical potential data fields joined with the descriptive fields of the tax 

assessor parcels.  The County intended the physical potential data to be used with the Solar Map 

website.  This interactive tool is designed to help individual users investigate single sites.  

Furthermore, the descriptive fields of the parcels were intended to be used for property tax 

assessment.  Because of these differences in the intended uses of the original data, we modified 

the database to align it with the assumptions necessary for a regional evaluation of solar potential.  

We modified the database in several ways to ensure it was appropriate for a comprehensive 

regional analysis.  See Appendix 1 for a detailed description of the assumptions that underlie the 

measurement of physical potential. 

 
Figure 3:  Validating the Solar Database through Shadow Analysis on a Sample Parcel  

(Image source:  Google Earth & Google SketchUp) 

 
 

Our final product was a database that can be analyzed for aggregate physical and economic solar 

potential.  Based on the assumptions described in Appendix 1, there are 19,113 megawatts of 

rooftop physical potential in Los Angeles County and 5,536 megawatts within the City of Los 

Angeles.  The graphs in Figures 4 and 5 describe the distribution of this potential by market 

segment within the City and the County.  While single family homes are numerous, their total 

physical potential is constrained by the small individual potential of each building.  Multi-family 

residences are common in the region and many have rooftops that would be attractive for solar.  

Although fewer in number, non-residential buildings in the commercial and industrial (C&I) 

segment are the largest available resource in the region.  C&I buildings of all sizes are available, 

but the largest of C&I rooftops can essentially become small power plants, providing both clean 

energy and economic benefits to greater Los Angeles.   

 
All Shapes and Sizes:  The Relative Scale of a Megawatt 
 

The size range of potential solar projects is great.  The smallest solar projects on residential 

homes (1 to 10 kilowatts) can produce enough energy to offset a portion of one homeôs 

consumption.  They occupy just a few hundred square feet of installation space and can be 

installed with a low-profile.  Mid-scale projects (10 to 1,000 kilowatts), such as those on multi-

family residences or small C&I buildings can occupy thousands of square feet of rooftop space 

and can generate valuable surplus electricity.  The largest rooftop projects require hundreds of 
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Figure 4:  County of Los Angeles:  Megawatts of Physical Rooftop Solar Potential by Market Segment 

 
 

Figure 5:  City of Los Angeles:  Megawatts of Physical Rooftop Solar Potential by Market Segment 
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thousands of square feet and can range from about one to three megawatts (1,000 to 3,000 

kilowatts).  If properly installed, these projects are low-visibility and do not interfere with the  

existing operations of the building.  Rooftop projects of this scale are only feasible on large, low-

rise buildings, typically warehouses and distribution facilities.  Some parcels can include several 

rooftops of this scale.  One megawatt of rooftop solar produces every year the same quantity of 

energy that is consumed by over 100 typical Los Angeles households. 

 
Figure 6:  A 225 Kilowatt System in South Los Angeles (Image source: Kahn Solar) 

 
 

It is important to understand the distribution of project sizes because scale is closely related to 

cost.  As projects get bigger, they generally become more cost-effective per unit of energy 

generated.  The largest and most cost-effective solar resource in Los Angeles is C&I projects 

over 50 kilowatts.  The City has 15,153 parcels with over 50 kilowatts of potential and 118 

parcels with over 1,200 kilowatts of potential.  See Appendix 4 for a description of the 25 parcels 

with the largest potential in the City of Los Angeles.  

 
Figure 7:  County of Los Angeles:  Megawatts of Physical Rooftop Solar Potential by Project Size 
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