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SHARING THE SUN:

SOLAR SOLUTIONS FOR LANDLORDS AND TENANTS

Solar electric systems are appearing throughout Massachusetts. Over the past decade, the number of systems has soared from a few
hundred to over 89,000 installed primarily on residential homes.

Solar electric installations offer many benefits, including:

This guide will help you
understand:

 Stable electricity costs and long-term savings
 Energy independence and control over energy choices
 Tangible solutions to combat climate change and protect our environment

Methods to use solar to

Adding solar electric to rental properties provides landlords with opportunities to:

 Increase the value of their properties
 Become desirable homes for environmentally-focused tenants
 Lower electricity costs to tenants, making the property more desirable

create value for you and
your tenants.

Common metering scenarios
for landlords that live onsite
or offsite of their rental
property.

Questions to ask a solar

installer to understand if
solar is a good option for
your property.

The Massachusetts Clean Energy Center (MassCEC) is now offering an education series for landlords
to learn more about creating solar electric solutions for their rental properties. Below are five steps
landlords should consider before making a decision about solar:
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STEPS TO EXPLORING SOLAR
5 steps landords should take before making a solar decision:

1. Learn about the overall process of installing solar by reviewing

Metering and financial options will vary
depending on whether you are a landlord
who lives onsite (in a unit within the rental
building) or lives offsite.

the following resources:

Learn about Solar: masscec.com/solar

If you are an onsite landlord, visit the

MassCEC Residential Guide to Solar: bit.ly/ResSolar

Onsite Landlord Solar Guide

2. Consult with solar installers: MassCEC recommends that landlords

receive at least three installation proposals. To learn about how to find an
installer, visit www.masscec.com/finding-solar-installer.

3.

If you are an offsite landlord, visit the
Offsite Landlord Solar Guide

Assess the feasibility of solar on your property: A solar installer
can help you assess how much electricity a solar electric system would
produce on your property based on roof and shading characteristics. This will
be important in determining what percent of the building’s electrical load can
be covered by the solar electric system.

4. Understand different metering options:

The installer can discuss
different ways in which the solar electric system can be connected to the
building. Options include connecting the system to a common building meter, a
tenant unit meter, or a landlord unit meter if the landlord lives onsite. Project
economics and landlord preference will likely impact which option is selected.

5. Conduct a financial analysis: There are a number of up-front and ongoing

solar incentives available to landlords considering solar. The solar installer will
conduct a financial analysis on your behalf to clarify the costs and benefits of
owning a solar electric system. If a landlord is interested in providing some or
all of the electricity from the system to the tenant, you may want to determine
a way to be compensated. As one option for consideration, the organization
Sunny Cambridge has created a rent increase methodology for landlords. The
methodology can be found at www.cambridgeenergyalliance.org/wp-content/
uploads/Rent-Increase-Methodology-Final-10-14-2016.pdf.
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THE ONSITE LANDLORD SOLAR GUIDE

SHARING
THE
SUN
SOLAR SOLUTIONS FOR LANDLORDS AND TENANTS

A landlord who occupies one or more of the units of the rental property generally has two primary ways to meter and monetize production
from the solar electric system:
1.) Connecting the system to the landlord utility meter.
2.) Connecting it to a common utility meter. Connecting to a tenant meter is also an option, but is less common.

SCENARIO 1: Connecting a solar electric system to the landlord meter

Connecting a solar electric system to the landlord meter means the landlord offsets their own electricity needs first. Any excess generation not
consumed by the landlord meter may then be applied monthly to an additional meter or meters via virtual net metering.1

VALUE STREAM
Onsite landlord unit’s meter: The landlord is the primary consumer of the electricity. The landlord may elect to send electricity credits to
a separate meter, such as a building common meter, tenant meter or other designated meter. Alternatively, the landlord may elect to
indirectly pass on financial benefits that they receive from the solar electric system by reducing tenant rent, or investing in building
upgrades that benefit the tenant.
BENEFITS
• Most straight-forward option if landlord intends to be the primary beneficiary of the solar electricity.
CONSIDERATIONS
• Monthly or annual true-ups of excess electricity credits applied to tenant bills.
• Landlord may be unable to share predictable financial benefits with tenant(s).
• If looking to maximize system size, the landlord may be limited to a 10 kW system.2

For example of this scenario, see Case Study: Onsite Landlord – Connecting to the Landlord Meter
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THE ONSITE SOLAR LANDLORD GUIDE
(continued)

SCENARIO 2:
Connecting a solar electric system to a common meter

Connecting a solar electric system to a building’s common meter means that common area usage is offset first. Since there is generally only a
small electricity demand on a common meter, there will likely be a credit on the common meter bill for excess electricity production. Using
virtual net metering,1 the landlord can elect to apply the excess generation to other utility accounts. For example, 100 percent of the excess net
metering credits can be applied to the landlord’s account, split 50/50 between the landlord and tenant account, or the landlord may elect for a
different breakout. If there isn’t a common meter onsite, the landlord may elect to install a new meter, though they would need to pay the utility
for the cost of installation and an additional monthly meter fee.2
VALUE STREAM
Common meter: If providing a portion of the excess electricity to the tenant who pays their own utility bill, the landlord may
elect to raise the rent in compensation.3 If the landlord pays for the tenant utility bill, excess electricity credits will directly offset
landlord cost.
BENEFITS
• Most straight-forward option if intention is to share a portion of the electricity with the tenant or other offsite meter accounts.
• Provides the most flexibility for the landlord to change units or provide net metering credits to different utility accounts
over time.
CONSIDERATIONS
• If sharing excess net metering credits with the tenant, the landlord will need to determine whether and how to be compensated
by the tenant.4
• If looking to maximize system size, the landlord may be limited to a 10 kW system.2

Virtual Net Metering: If more electricity is produced than is consumed by the meter to which the solar electric system is connected, the utility will provide a dollar credit for
the electricity produced on the meter bill. This credit can be allocated to different utility accounts (as long as the account is in the same utility and regional load zone). If a landlord
is seeking to share electricity with a tenant or other utility account-holder, the installer can help set up virtual net metering with the utility.
2
An average residential-scale solar PV system in MA is 8 kW. For properties with single-phase electric service, typically residential properties, systems larger than 10 kW AC are
subject to a reduced net metering value. www.mass.gov/guides/net-metering-guide
3
Check with your utility for costs associated with additonal and/or upgraded meters
4
An example of a rent increase methodology can be found at www.cambridgeenergyalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/Rent-Increase-Methodology-Final-10-14-2016.pdf
1
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THE OFFSITE LANDLORD SOLAR GUIDE

SHARING
THE
SUN
SOLAR SOLUTIONS FOR LANDLORDS AND TENANTS

For landlords who do not live in a unit within the rental property, there are two primary ways for offsite landlords to meter and monetize
production from their solar electric systems:
1.) Connecting the system to the tenant utility meter.
2.) Connecting it to a common utility meter.

SCENARIO 1:
Connecting a solar electric system to the tenant meter

Connecting a solar electric system to the tenant meter means that the landlord offsets an individual tenant’s electricity needs first. Any excess
generation not consumed by the tenant meter may then be applied monthly to an additional meter or meters via virtual net metering.1
VALUE STREAM		
Tenant meter: If the landlord pays for the tenant utility bill, electricity generated by the solar electric system will directly offset landlord
costs. If tenant pays their own utility bill, the landlord may elect to raise the rent in exchange for reduced or eliminated utility bills.2
BENEFITS
• Landlord can advertise unit as directly receiving solar electricity and increase rent as appropriate.
• Provides opportunity for landlord to offer utilities included.
CONSIDERATIONS
• Requires close engagement with the installer to ensure the solar electricity incentives are being accrued by the landlord, not the tenant
getting the power.
• If the landlord has multiple tenants, only one of them is likely to receive consistent solar benefits.
• If looking to maximize system size, the landlord may be limited to a 10 kW system.3

For an example of offsite tenant meter option, see Case Study:
Offsite Landlord – Connecting to the Tenant’s Meter
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THE OFFSITE LANDLORD SOLAR GUIDE
(continued)

SCENARIO 2:
Connecting a solar electric system to a building’s common meter
Connecting a solar electric system to a building common meter means that common area usage is offset first. Since there is generally only a
small electricity demand on a common meter, there will likely be a credit on the common meter bill for excess electricity production. Using
virtual net metering, the landlord can elect to apply the excess generation to other utility accounts. For example, 100 percent of the excess net
metering credits can be applied to the landlord’s account,1 split between the landlord or tenant accounts, or the landlord can elect a different
breakout. If there isn’t a common meter onsite, the landlord may elect to install a new meter, though they would need to pay the utility for the
cost of installation and an additional monthly meter fee.4
VALUE STREAM
Common meter: If within the same utility and load zone, the landlord can elect for excess electricity credits to be applied to a separate
utility account or accounts. If providing excess electricity to tenants who pay their own utility bill, the landlord may elect to raise the rent in
compensation.2 If the landlord is paying for the tenant utility bill, excess electricity credits will directly offset landlord’s cost.
BENEFITS
• Most straight-forward option if intention is to share electricity across multiple utility accounts,
• Provides the most flexibility if seeking to change virtual net metering allocations in the future.
CONSIDERATIONS
• If looking to maximize system size, the landlord may be limited to a10 kW system.3

For example of offsite common meter option, See Case Study: Offsite Landlord – Connecting to a Common Meter

Virtual Net Metering: If more electricity is produced than is consumed by the meter to which the solar electric system is connected, the utility will provide a dollar credit
for the electricity produced on the meter bill. This credit can be allocated to different utility accounts (as long as the account is in the same utility and regional load zone).
If a landlord is seeking to share electricity with a tenant or other utility account-holder, the installer can help set up virtual net metering with the utility.
2
An example of a rent increase methodology can be found at http://cambridgeenergyalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/Rent-Increase-Methodology-Final-10-14-2016.pdf
3
Average residential-scale solar PV system in MA is 8 kW. For properties with single-phase electric service, typically residential properties, systems larger than 10 kW AC
are subject to a reduced net metering value.
4
Check with your utility for costs associated with additonal and/or upgraded meters
1
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ONSITE LANDLORD CASE STUDY
CONNECTING TO THE LANDLORD METER

The Epstein Family



Somerville, MA



Two Family



Why did you decide to install solar on your
rental building?

How have you been able to monetize the
solar panels on your roof?

It makes good economic sense and has a
positive environmental benefit. We were
fortunate enough to have access to information
that simplified the process and helped us
understand available incentives.

The solar panels are connected to our unit,
so we are accruing all of the benefits of the
solar power. Because the system produces
more power than our unit consumes, our next
step is to share the excess production with
our tenants using virtual net metering and be
compensated through a green lease or other
arrangement.

What was your biggest challenge, and how
did you overcome it?
We had to race against the clock to get into the
queue for the previous state incentive program
while making tradeoffs on whether or not to
install a common meter, pay another monthly
Eversource fee, and prolong the install timeline.
Also, getting the paperwork completed,
submitted, and approved for virtual net
metering proved to be a little more challenging
than we expected.
Would you do anything differently?
Maybe in hindsight we’d either have tried to rush
a common meter installation or downsized the
system to the demand of only one unit rather
than both.

What advice or words of encouragement
would you offer other landlords considering
solar?
We would recommend using a vendor bid
aggregation service like EnergySage to get a
range of quotes. Do your math, scope out
your available roof surfaces, understand your
existing electrical service, get multiple bids,
learn about the federal Investment Tax Credit
(ITC), and get the Mass Solar Loan, if elegible.
Also consider installing a common meter; it
will cost a little bit but may reduce accounting/
billing headaches later on.
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Installed: 2016

ALSO OF INTEREST:
Thinking beyond lights and appliances,
this owner uses their solar electricity
to charge transport, specifically an
e-assist electric cargo bike. They are
also considering the addition of a
dedicated electric vehicle (EV) charger
and driveway as an incentive for future
tenants.
Energy efficiency often goes hand-inhand with solar installations. This owner
took significant steps to improve their
energy efficiency prior to embarking on
their project.
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OFFSITE LANDLORD CASE STUDY
CONNECTING TO THE TENANT METER

Russ D.  Oxford, MA  Single-family detached house  Size of system: 8.8 kW paired with SolarEdge DC Optimizers  Installed: 2015

Why did you decide to install solar on your
rental building?
Before I moved out of the property, I decided
to install solar primarily to lower my cost
of electricity but also to lower my carbon
footprint. Now, my tenant gets to enjoy those
benefits as well.
What was your biggest challenge, and how
did you overcome it?
I wasn’t sure how to best compute the consumption of a tenant. Striking out with only
the production meter and bi-directional utility
meter, we eventually decided to install a Sense
consumption meter due to its ability to provide
real-time power usage data.
How have you been able to monetize the
solar panels on your roof?

The tenants pay me for the solar energy they
consume, which provides me with a revenue
stream that allows me to pay back energy
efficiency improvements I made before installing
the solar. The tenants also benefit, since they
pay me for the solar power production at a
lower rate than their grid power.
What advice or words of encouragement
would you offer other landlords considering solar?
If you have a sunny roof, solar will lower the
electricity costs for your building and provides
a viable income stream, improving your ROI.
How you share the savings with your tenants
is completely up to you. Using consumption
meters is an easy way to bill your tenants for
their solar power usage and thereby avoid
the “moral hazard” of providing “free” solar
electricity behind a single meter.
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ALSO OF INTEREST:
Simultaneously with solar, this
owner also installed:
• A mini-split heating and cooling
systems that allows for temperature control in individual rooms
• Added insulation
• Replacement windows
It is common for owners to
undertake complementary
construction and upgrades when
installing solar. These upgrades allow
this Oxford, MA landlord to increase
the rental unit’s overall energy
efficiency, further optimizing the
newly installed solar rooftop system’s
effectiveness.
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OFFSITE LANDLORD CASE STUDY
CONNECTING TO THE COMMON METER

Mike O.



Quincy, MA



Why did you decide to install solar
on your rental building?
As someone active in the solar industry,
I was well aware of the benefits of solar,
its declining cost, and the availability of
financial incentives. When I purchased
the building over a decade ago, I made
the decision to cover electricity and
heating costs as part of the tenants’ rent.
This gave me access to load history for
each of the four units, making it easier
to size the project and understand the
short- and long-term financial payback.
Of course, the environmental benefits
also were an important factor, but the
financials had to work first.
What was your biggest challenge,
and how did you overcome it?
I knew that I wanted to connect the
system to a common meter, but the
building only had four meters, one for
each tenant. Therefore, I had to have a
common meter installed, which I would
call more of a slight roadblock than a
big challenge. Since I pay all the tenant’s

4-unit multi-family building

 Size of system: 10.4KW 

bills, I could have connected it to one
of the tenant’s meters, but I wanted to
be able to maintain flexibility in case the
time comes that I decide to change the
rent structure. Five meters means five
bills, but it allows me to see how the
power is being used and decide how to
distribute the solar credits.
How have you been able to
monetize the solar panels on your
roof?
I continue to pay for the electricity costs
for all tenants just as I always have. The
solar generation completely covers the
electricity costs of common areas. I use
the excess to cover the other units’ usage. The tenants appreciate having solar
and their usage has stayed consistent, so
there have been no surprises. Think of
it as a long-term investment which will
pay for itself over time by allowing you
the flexibility of structuring rent and
utilities, adding value when you sell the
property and improving revenue while
reducing expenses.
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Installed: Summer 2016

ALSO OF INTEREST:
One reason solar made sense for Mike’s property was
the information he had gathered from paying his tenants’
utility bill. Many landlords resist including utilities as part
of the rent costs, fearing it gives tenants a disincentive
to conserve or even an incentive to abuse. Mike points
out that this has not been his experience. With each
unit measuring approximately 1,000 square feet, he
predicted that it would be difficult for tenants to add
a lot of electricity guzzling load. In his mind, the bigger
risk, and hassle, was dealing with tenants who leave
without shutting off service or paying final bills, which
becomes the landlord’s headache.
Including electricity costs in the monthly rent payment
has been mutually beneficial for Mike.Tenant’s usage has
been consistent, and he has avoided utility connection
charges, waits, and liabilities. Tenants appreciate not
having another monthly bill. For solar, this arrangement
provided valuable historical usage information critical
to sizing the solar array and the tenants now have solar
electricity at no additional cost to them.
Mike notes that this arrangement may not be for
everyone, but there are ways to minimize risk. For
instance, landlords can ensure that the units come
with energy efficient applicants and lighting. Rental
agreements can also be written to address excessive
electricity use or the addition of new loads, like electric
vehicles.
/MassCEC

@ MassCEC

/MassCEC
9.19

