
 1 March 18, 2020 

 

 

USSEC Responses to OPSB Stakeholder Questions1 

The Utility Scale Solar Energy Coalition of Ohio (“USSEC”) provides these responses to the 
document “OPSB 2020 Rule Review Stakeholder Meeting Questions.”  Each OPSB question is in 
italics, followed by USSEC’s response.  Additionally, an appendix provides an overview of the 
drivers of solar development and the scale of the economic opportunity across Ohio (See Appendix 
A).    

The OPSB seeks comments regarding three main areas: (1) public awareness and participation in 
the evaluation of projects; (2) the application review and adjudication process; and, (3) certificate 
monitoring and enforcement. 

USSEC Response:   

Public Awareness and Participation in the Evaluation of Projects 

We believe that OPSB’s existing public information program in Chapter 4906 is 
comprehensive and rigorous.  It requires sending three separate letters to adjacent and other 
potentially affected property owners, publication of four separate notices in the local 
newspaper, sending three separate notices to public township and county officials and 
libraries, placement of a copy of the application in the local library, hosting a pre-
application information meeting in the locality, and holding a local public hearing in the 
locality.  Members of the community also can attend or move to participate as parties 

 
1 These comments represent the position of USSEC as a collective group but may not represent the views of any 
particular member of USSEC. 
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(either through counsel or pro se) in the adjudicatory hearing.  In response to the specific 
questions below, we have suggested some possible refinements to the process.  In general, 
though, we believe that the public information program fully informs potentially affected 
members of the community of proposed projects and affords them meaningful 
opportunities to be heard and participate. 

In addition, we would like to provide some thoughts with regard to community engagement 
at the very beginning of the solar project development process.   

First, community engagement is the first step in the development process by way of 
landowner outreach.   Landowners are identified who may be interested in partnering with 
the project via a long-term lease or option-to-buy agreement.  This outreach generally 
includes landowner letters, meetings, and, at times, community gatherings.  It is important 
to note that a binding site control agreement is a required prerequisite and must be obtained 
before a developer can file an application with PJM Interconnection, LLC (PJM), the 
regional transmission operator.  Said another way, without landowner partnership, projects 
never take the first step in the PJM transmission interconnection process.   
 
Second, the PJM interconnection study process unfolds over a series of three successive 
studies: The Feasibility Study, the System Impact Study, and the Facilities Study.  It is 
important to note that it is often not until the System Impact Study point of the PJM process 
that the cost allocation information for previously existing conditions on the network 
upgrade side is revealed.  These three successive studies generally take 18-24 months to 
complete and provide the needed information on the economic viability of the proposed 
project from a transmission interconnection perspective.  Historically speaking, the 
majority of projects that enter the PJM interconnection study process do not get built.  
Anecdotally, four in five projects that enter the transmission study process never get built. 
Why? Costly transmission upgrades present a fatal flaw to the economic viability of power 
generation projects.     
 
USSEC strongly believes in community engagement as an opportunity for the project 
developers to understand concerns, incorporate modifications and appropriate permitting 
conditions to the project design, educate landowners on the benign environmental impact 
of solar technology, and share the positive local fiscal impact of solar projects.  We believe, 
though, that the sequencing of expanded community engagement should come after the 
project is comfortable that the initial steps of project development can be achieved.   
 

Application Review and Adjudication Process 

In their applications, utility-scale solar developers can provide information that captures 
the “maximum extent” of the impact of the proposed project, and this information is 
sufficient for the OPSB to decide whether the proposed project represents the minimum 
adverse environmental impact to allow issuance of the certificate.  The information 
provided can take the form of a maximum impact area or a preliminary site plan.  
Conversely, requiring final design and engineering and a final site plan (which would 
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require the selection of specific models of key equipment) as part of the application is not 
economically or practically feasible given how quickly technology is changing and how 
the specific component models selected drive the final project design.  Although USSEC 
believes the current rules provide the OPSB with sufficient information, the OPSB could 
refine its application requirements to provide for broader and more detailed information.  
Examples of additional information include: (1) preliminary perimeter landscaping plans 
(2) drain tile information if available (3) a preliminary vegetation management plan and 
(4) a preliminary decommissioning plan, including plans for returning agricultural land to 
cultivation.  This information could help the OPSB to lessen the number of conditions 
imposed on certificates.  Identifying the maximum extent of the impact, coupled with the 
submission of the additional application detail suggested by these comments, will allow 
OPSB staff and ultimately the OPSB to have continued confidence in their respective 
recommendations and findings that they have identified the “nature of the probable impact” 
presented by the proposed facility and that the proposed facility represents the “minimum 
adverse impact.”  Specific suggestions are provided below. 

Certificate Monitoring and Enforcement 

USSEC is not aware of any needed improvements in the process for monitoring and 
enforcing certificates.  Staff plays a significant role in monitoring the pre-construction and 
construction phase while other agencies, pursuant to separately required permits and 
authorizations, typically play a significant role in monitoring operations.  Nonetheless, 
USSEC has offered some recommendations for an enhanced role, tied specifically to the 
certificate itself, for the OPSB during operations and in particular during decommissioning. 

 

In combination with general input regarding these issues, the OPSB seeks comments regarding: 

1. How can the Board better engage the public? 

a. How can the process provide meaningful participation in project reviews? 

1. Prior to the filing of applications by the applicant or the Board? 

2. During the period between the application filing and the finding of completeness? 

3. During the period of Staff review and development of its report (within the statutory 
deadline of 15 days prior to public hearing - R.C. 4906.07)? 

4. What methods of participation are most useful to the public (i.e. public testimony, 
verbal comments on the record, written comments, or other forms of participation)? 

USSEC Response:  USSEC believes that there are two primary steps that the Board could 
take to enhance public engagement.  
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First, USSEC believes that a concise, stand-alone summary of certain community-focused 
aspects of an application accepted by the OPSB as complete would benefit the public.  The 
summary would provide key information about the application of particular relevance to 
the local community in only a few pages, including a map of the project boundary set within 
the context of local public roads and other well-known features.  The summary would be 
prepared by the applicant and conform to a format specified by Staff.  It could accompany 
the first and second public notice letters sent to owners of property crossed and/or adjacent 
to the project, public officials, and libraries that are sent following the entry setting the 
procedural schedule in the case, as well as be added to the docket, posted on the applicant’s 
website, and made available at the local public hearing.  

Second, an applicant could volunteer to create a project-specific website or other online 
portal to host the following information as it becomes available: (1) a link to the docket on 
the OPSB’s website (2) contact information for the applicant (3) a copy of the information 
sent in the pre-application notification letter and the three public notices (4) the application 
summary and (5) the staff report. 

 

b. How can Staff become better informed as to local knowledge and project concerns 
prior to completing its formal report? 

USSEC Response: We believe that the OPSB benefits from the comments submitted by 
citizens at the pre-application public information meeting and in the public docket of the 
individual cases.  We would also recommend that the OPSB Staff hold a “listening session” 
in the local area after the completeness letter is issued by the Staff, but prior to the issuance 
of the Staff Report.  The listening session would be informal and would allow citizens in 
the project area to provide oral and written comments to the OPSB Staff.  Staff can then 
compile the comments and select some or all comments for the applicant to respond to in 
the form of a data request/response. The applicant’s responses (and the request) can then 
be filed on the docket.  This process is similar to the process used in other states and for 
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process at the federal level. 

 

c. Current rules require 4 public notices regarding a proposed project: (1) pre-
application informational meeting; (2) the determination of application completeness; 
(3) the first public notice 15 days after the application is accepted; and, (4) the second 
public notice 7-21 days prior to public hearing. What additional public notices might 
be helpful during the evaluation of a project? 

USSEC Response:  See response to 1(a).     
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d. How else should the Board modify or update the current processes, including the public 
information meeting, public hearing, and evidentiary hearing? 

USSEC Response:  The local public hearing could be modified by providing attendees 
with more context at the onset of the hearing.  Some attendees will not have had a chance 
to attend the public information meeting or read the application materials made available, 
or enough time may have passed that the information is not particularly fresh. A 
presentation about the application and Staff report prior to the start of the public hearing 
could provide useful context. 

 

e. Staff currently consults with and engages subject matter experts from state and federal 
agencies to seek and provide information while reviewing projects for possible 
approval. Can this process be improved? And if so, what recommendations do you 
have? 

USSEC Response: We are not aware of any need or opportunities to improve this 
engagement process. 

 

f. How can the Staff improve the quality and timeliness of its review of transmission 
projects through coordination with regional planning authorities such as PJM 
Interconnect LLC? 

USSEC Response: We are not aware of any need or opportunities to improve these 
reviews. 

  

2. What modifications should occur as to application processing? 

a. With regard to the findings that the Board must make pursuant to R.C. 4906.10, to what 
extent can any of the required determinations be deferred after a certificate is 
authorized to accommodate the receipt of information for which the provision may not 
be feasible until after the certificate is authorized? 

USSEC Response: Although certain information may not be available until after the 
certificate is issued, such information has not been necessary for the OPSB to make its 
determinations under Section 4906.10 for a multitude of projects.   

 

b. If any such determination is so deferred, should the Board consider unbundling a 
certificate to construct and operate, and permit construction to move forward while the 
operating authority is deferred until such time and any open items are addressed? 
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USSEC Response: USSEC is not aware of any statutory authority that would allow the 
OPSB to bifurcate its approval of an application into a construction approval and operation 
approval.  Splitting the certificate into separate authorizations to construct and operate so 
as to allow construction to proceed while the operating authorization is pending is not 
feasible for the utility-scale solar industry (or for any industry).  If the authorizations were 
“unbundled” in this way, then projects simply would not proceed with construction until 
after both authorizations had been granted.  It would not be feasible to secure financing for 
or make the business decision to proceed with construction without the operation 
authorization having been granted.  To do so would risk the total loss of the investment if 
the operation authorization were not granted.  Even if a project were financed and 
constructed under a construction only certificate (which is highly unlikely), construction 
of a large utility project with no operational authority would create uncertainty and undue 
stress for the local community. 

 

Should certain phases or components of the application be: (1) approved only upon 
submission of “final designs;” or, (2) approved pursuant to more fully developed project 
information if it is impractical or not feasible to provide final detailed studies/designs or 
plans? 

USSEC Response: No.  Section 4906-4-03 currently requires that an application include a 
“detailed description of the proposed facility.”  This description must include the “type, 
number of units, estimated net demonstrated capacity [and] . . . annual capacity factor.”  It 
also must include “in as much detail as is available at the time of the application” the 
materials, color and texture of surfaces and the dimensions of all facility components, 
including (1) electric power generation plant (2) associated electric transmission and 
distribution lines (3) electric collection lines (4) substations, switching stations, and 
transformers (5) meteorological towers (6) access roads (7) construction laydown areas and 
(8) other pertinent instillations.  The application must include a map showing the proposed 
facility and all of the above components, as well as a “constraint map showing setbacks 
from residences, property lines, utility corridors, and public rights-of-way, and other 
constraints of the site design.”  Significantly, the “[p]reparation of the final design” is 
required to be included in a proposed project schedule of “major milestones” submitted 
with the application.  Among these major milestones, preparation of the final design is 
listed following “[i]ssuance of the certificate” and prior to “construction of the facility.”   

For proposed utility-scale solar facilities, USSEC believes the current rules have provided 
the OPSB with sufficient information to approve projects (as well as other types of utility 
projects).  If additional information is desired, then the rules could require the application 
to include a preliminary site plan that is based on all available preliminary design and 
engineering but that also represents the facility’s maximum extent relative to the public 
and the environment. This preliminary/maximum extent site plan would establish the 
design envelope of the facility across all dimensions and describe all of the major 
components to be constructed within that envelope.  It either could identify preliminary 
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model selections, or illustrate typical models, of all the major components of the facility: 
solar panels, racking, inverters and foundations, piles, collection lines, the project’s 
substation, the utility’s substation (which may already exist), equipment sheds, the 
Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition building, roads, pyranometers, and fencing. 

Because all the components of a utility-scale solar facility (except possibly some collection 
lines) necessarily will be fenced, the fence lines shown in the preliminary/maximum extent 
site plan would represent the maximum boundary of the facility with respect to neighboring 
parcels and public roads.  Although the fences and therefore the components within them, 
ultimately may be constructed farther away from neighbors and roads, they would not be 
closer.  Likewise, apart from the substation(s) and any above-ground electrical lines, 
features which are ubiquitous in modern society, a maximum height for all the major 
components could be specified in the application.  Although the height of the components 
ultimately may be lower than indicated, they would not be higher.  Thus, the maximum 
extent of the proposed facility would be fully depicted in the application. 

As part of the final site plan to be reviewed by Staff prior to construction start, the applicant 
could report the models of the components to be used, provide the final design and 
engineering, and identify the precise locations and heights of all the components behind 
the fence.  Different models of solar panels, racking and inverters are virtually identical in 
function and highly similar in appearance. They are largely interchangeable commodities 
manufactured by scores of companies in highly competitive, global markets.  Although 
subtle technical differences among models will have no effect on the public or the 
environment, however, such differences can significantly affect final design.  For example, 
the electric generating capacity of individual solar panels currently ranges from 325 to 480 
watts; the wattage selected will determine the number of solar panels and the specific 
model chosen will determine the available options for racking and inverters.  To optimize 
a project from both an engineering and economic perspective, multiple combinations of 
models of solar panels, racking, and inverters must be evaluated at the time those models 
are selected. 

It is important to note that, because of the length of the certification process and market 
realities for utility-scale solar facilities, it is not economically feasible—in the 
application—to identify the models to be used and give the precise location within the 
fence of the various components.  Because of rapidly advancing technology (both as to cost 
and performance) and dynamic markets, the final model selections necessarily must occur 
close to construction start.  Indeed, the financing for procurement and construction of a 
project will be attracted by, and based on, the final model choices and the final engineering 
and design based on those models.  Only after the models have been selected and final 
design and engineering is completed can the precise locations of the key components within 
the fence be identified.  Those locations, in turn, will drive those of the ancillary 
components, including the piles, collection lines, and roads.  Requiring the submission of 
the final site plan with the application would result in procurement decisions and final 
design and engineering that are obsolete by the time of financing and construction start. In 
fact, they could easily be obsolete before a certificate is issued for the project.    
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The similarity of the key components (both as to function and appearance) and the 
presentation of their “maximum extent,” however, means that the preliminary/maximum 
extent site plan provides a sound basis on which an application can be evaluated against 
the applicable statutory criteria for certification and the Board’s substantive rules.  That is, 
the preliminary/maximum extent site presents a reasonable, comprehensive scenario for 
Staff and the OPSB to assess the full range of relevant impacts of the proposal to the public 
and the environment per the OPSB’s rules: air and water quality, solid waste generation, 
aviation, health and safety, ecological resources, land use, cultural and archeological 
resources, and agricultural districts and agricultural land.  The model selections and final 
engineering and design in the final site plan are merely refinements of the 
preliminary/maximum extent site plan that do not affect those assessments.  Accordingly, 
final project design information should not be required to be submitted before the 
certificate is issued, but continue to be submitted (if desired by Staff) only prior to 
construction start. 

 

What should the Board consider when making this determination of feasibility? 

1. Landscape/lighting plans? 
USSEC Response: Section 4906-4-08(D)(4) of the OPSB’s current rules require the 
applicant to retain a licensed land architect or similar professional to develop a visual 
impact assessment of the proposed facility within a ten-mile radius.  This visual assessment 
must include photographic simulations or artist’s pictorial sketches of the proposed facility 
from a range of vantage points presenting different viewers and types of resources.  It must 
not incorporate any seasonal land cover, such as deciduous vegetation or agricultural crops, 
as viewing obstacles. The applicant must describe measures that will be taken to minimize 
any adverse visual impacts, including visual screening.    

Although the current rules have been successful for years in providing the OPSB with 
sufficient information to act on applications for certificates, the OPSB may find that a 
“preliminary landscape plan” based on the visual impact assessment would be helpful if 
included in the application.  The preliminary landscape plan could provide examples of 
vegetative landscaping and screening.  It also could indicate where, if any, vegetative 
screening is proposed to be implemented and of what type and configuration.   

Accompanying the final site plan submitted after the certificate is issued, but prior to 
construction start, would be a final landscape plan.  The final landscape plan may show 
that the perimeter fence in a particular location—per the final site plan—is farther away 
from homes or public roads than in the preliminary landscape plan, and, therefore, the 
vegetative screening just outside the fence would likewise be farther way.  The final 
landscape plan could also identify specific species of vegetation and provide a schedule for 
planting and establishment.  Finally, the final landscape plan could include additional 
screening in locations where the applicant has responded to concerns from the neighboring 
landowners about visual impact of the facility. 
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In the case of utility-scale solar facilities, USSEC believes that a visual impact assessment 
of a two-mile radius around the proposed facility is more than sufficient.  Utility-scale solar 
facilities have a very low visual profile.  Except for the substation(s) and any above-ground 
electrical lines, both of which are ubiquitous in modern society, the equipment within the 
fence of a utility-scale solar facility will be quite low, usually in the range of 10 to 15 feet 
high.  This is very low compared to all other types of electric generating facilities and 
below the apex of most one-story homes.  In addition, the vast majority of utility-solar 
facilities in Ohio are and are expected to be constructed on relatively level land.  In these 
circumstances, and even without intervening vegetation and buildings, viewers located 
more than two miles from a utility-scale solar facility will have difficulty discerning it from 
the surrounding environment.            

Similarly, although adequately addressed by the OPSB’s rules and through certificate 
conditions, a “preliminary lighting plan” could be submitted in the application as part of 
the preliminary/maximum extent site plan.  Lighting for utility-scale solar facilities is 
minimal because those facilities do not generate energy at night and typically do not 
include any offices or other occupied structures.  Lighting is primarily for safety and 
security at gates, inverters and the substation(s).  The preliminary lighting plan could 
indicate a likely number of lights, the types of lights to be employed so as to minimize the 
effect off-site (for instance, motion-activated, downward-facing and/or shielded ) and, with 
regard to the lights at entrances, the closest they would be to neighboring homes or public 
roads.    

A part of the final site plan submitted after the certificate is issued, but prior to construction 
start, would be a final lighting plan.  The final lighting plan could provide the exact number 
and specific types of lights.  Entrances and the accompanying lights may be farther away 
from neighboring homes or public roads than in the preliminary lighting plan, but would 
not be closer.  The specific location of lights within the fence, e.g., at inverters and the 
substation(s), could be provided.                 

 

2. Solar glare studies? 
USSEC Response: We do not believe that the OPSB should require studies of “glare” from 
utility-scale solar farms.  Solar panels are a dark color and are designed to absorb light, not 
reflect it, and any reflected light represents lost energy.  Solar panels generally have less 
reflectivity than a variety of common features in the environment, including lakes and just 
harvested agricultural fields. The Federal Aviation Administration developed software for 
assessing the potential glare effects of utility-scale solar facilities proposed to be located 
on airport property.  The results of using that software routinely demonstrates minimal 
glare for aviation purposes, and a number of utility-scale solar facilities now are located at 
major airports.   

 
3. Cultural resource studies? 
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USSEC Response: Section 4906-4-08(D) of the OPSB’s current rules require that an 
applicant provide information about the proposed facility’s potential impact on recreation 
areas, trails, scenic rivers, scenic roads, and registered landmarks of historic, religious, 
archeological, scenic, natural or other cultural significance within ten miles of the project 
area, as well as plans to avoid or mitigate such impacts.  

As with the Visual Impact Assessment for community purposes, the architectural and other 
cultural resources need not be more than a two-mile radius around the proposed facility.  
The experience of visitors enjoying historic buildings, recreation areas, trails, scenic rivers, 
scenic roads, and registered landmarks will not be adversely affected by low-lying solar 
panels and inverters more than two miles away.  

Depending on the degree of subsurface investigation, a Phase I Archeological Survey for 
a utility-scale solar facility can be a very costly and time-consuming effort that is justified 
only if the applicant plans to proceed with construction.  Again, while existing rules and 
Board practice on conditioning Phase I surveys have worked well, an application could 
include a proposed Phase I Archeological Survey Research Design and a proposed Historic 
Resource Survey Research Design that have been submitted for review to the Ohio Historic 
Preservation Office.  Implementation of the approved plans, however, should not be 
required as part of the application, but a condition of the certificate.  Given that utility-
scale solar facilities occupy a considerable amount of land and the equipment is somewhat 
“modular,” such a survey is also highly unlikely to identify resources of such an extent that 
the applicant could not “design around” any identified archeological resources.  Similarly, 
the viewshed analysis and preliminary landscape plan submitted with the application can 
address any viewshed concerns regarding historical structures near the project area.       

  

4. Vegetation management and plant/animal impact action plans? 
USSEC Response: If desired by the OPSB, an application for a utility-scale solar facility 
could include a “preliminary vegetation management plan” for the area within the fence as 
shown on the preliminary/maximum extent site plan.  Utility-scale solar facilities typically 
feature within the fence and below the solar panels a robust, low-growing turf grass that 
holds topsoil in place and provides stormwater management benefits.  Increasingly, 
varieties with pollination and other ecological benefits are being incorporated in some 
areas.  The preliminary vegetation management plan could set forth the planned program 
for ground vegetation within the fence, including regular maintenance, any planned use of 
herbicides, and control of any invasive species.   

As with most power generation certificates issued today, a final vegetation management 
plan would accompany the final site plan submitted after the certificate is issued, but prior 
to construction start.  The final vegetation management plan would apply within the final 
fence locations as indicated in the final site plan.  It also would specify the varieties of 
grasses to be planted and finalize other details regarding maintenance.  



 
 
 

 11                                                                     March 18, 2020 
 

 

5. Final decommissioning plans? 
USSEC Response: Section 4906-4-06(F)(5) of the OPSB’s rules currently require that an 
application for a utility-scale solar facility describe the plan for decommissioning the 
proposed facility and any financial arrangements necessary to assure the requisite financial 
resources.  

USSEC believes that the current rule presents the OPSB with sufficient information on 
decommissioning and that formalizing that information into a written plan is not necessary 
(and to date has not been required) to be in an application.  An applicant, however, could 
include in the application a “preliminary decommissioning plan” based on the 
preliminary/maximum extent site plan.  It would specify that all components of the facility 
be removed to a depth of at least 36 inches (e.g., ample to resume cultivation) and be 
reused, recycled or disposed of in accordance with applicable law at the time of 
decommissioning, with recycling undertaken to the furthest extent practicable.  The 
preliminary decommissioning plan also could specify the expected duration of 
decommissioning activities and that the plan would be updated every five years during 
operation to reflect current costs and removal methods. 

Accompanying the final site plan submitted after the certificate is issued, but prior to 
construction start, would be a final decommissioning plan based on final design of the 
proposed facility.  The final decommissioning plan would refine the cost estimates to match 
the final engineering and design captured by the final site plan, including the specific 
models of components selected and the precise number of each.   

The preliminary decommissioning plan could also include steps to ensure that adequate 
financial resources are available to carry out the plan.  These steps could include the 
identification of the options for financial instruments, e.g., a bond, letter of credit, or 
corporate guarantee.  These steps also could include an estimate of the net cost of 
implementing the decommissioning plan calculated by an independent, registered 
professional engineer licensed to practice engineering in Ohio.  The net cost of 
decommissioning would be the total cost of decommissioning less the value estimated to 
be realized by selling removed components or materials.  To provide for a conservative 
approach, a 10% contingency factor could be added to the total cost and the amount of the 
financial instrument would increase as needed based on the five-year reviews, but not 
decrease.     

USSEC notes that the OPSB’s rules for wind farms in Section 4906-04-09 require the 
applicant to calculate the total cost of decommissioning without regard to the “salvage 
value” of the equipment and that the full amount be posted turbine-by-turbine during 
construction.  USSEC does not believe that a similar approach is needed or justified for 
utility-scale solar facilities and that the total cost of decommissioning should be offset by 
the value of the solar panels and other project equipment. 



 
 
 

 12                                                                     March 18, 2020 
 

For example, solar panels installed at these facilities typically are accompanied by a 
manufacturer’s warranty that the equipment will produce at least 80% of its rated power 
after 25 years.  (This robust level and precision of warranty is likely only to improve with 
continued technological advancements in a highly-competitive, global market.)  Solar 
panels removed from a utility-scale solar facility, especially if still under warranty, are 
likely to be reused for many years, for instance in locations with a stronger solar resource.  
Thus, given the very low likelihood of their early decommissioning, to ignore the long-
term value of the equipment would impose a significant financial burden on utility-scale 
solar facilities for very little public benefit.   

Once producing energy, a utility-scale solar farm also is highly unlikely to be 
decommissioned prior to the end of its useful life, which is 30 to 40 years.  Utility-scale 
solar facilities employ mature technology that is more than 50 years old.  They are 
relatively expensive to build, but relatively inexpensive to operate.  Solar panels 
themselves have no moving parts, and the other equipment has very few, primarily some 
parts inside the inverters and, for solar panels that “track” the sun over the course of the 
day, small electric motors on the racking.  There is no fuel cost, a highly uncertain variable 
for many traditional types of electric generation.  Utility-scale solar facilities also do not 
rely on any fuel delivery systems, such as natural gas pipelines, and they need not manage 
any waste streams, such as spent coal piles.      

 

6. Geotechnical and other testing results? 
USSEC Response: Section 4906-4-08(A)(5) of the OPSB’s rules currently require that an 
applicant show the geological features of the proposed facility site, describe the suitability 
of the site geology (and plans to remedy any inadequacies), and describe plans for test 
borings to assess several factors, including static water level and depth to bedrock.  

Although many projects have been constructed in Ohio under the current rule and with 
waivers to allow for delayed submittal of test borings, an applicant could submit the results 
of “preliminary geotechnical testing” to inform the preliminary/maximum extent site plan.  
The preliminary geotechnical testing would include only initial borings in a limited number 
of locations sufficient to confirm that the site is suitable for utility-scale solar energy.  For 
example, the preliminary geotechnical testing would include limited tests to determine the 
site-wide depth to bedrock.  This would be sufficient to confirm that the site will allow the 
cost-effective installation of the only subsurface components of a utility-scale solar facility, 
which are pilings for racking, buried collection lines and the foundation for the 
substation(s). 

Final geotechnical investigations of the entire site to confirm a variety of factors that relate 
only to final design should not be required as part of the application.  For instance, the final 
geotechnical investigations would include comprehensive “push-pull” tests to determine 
the precise length of specific pilings in different locations.  In addition to being very costly, 
the results of tests such as these do not affect viability of the proposed facility, nor do they 
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affect the public or the environment.  As such, they are appropriate only after the certificate 
has been issued and prior to construction start.                 

 
7. Adaptive engineering plans (i.e. turbine modifications)? 

USSEC Response: USSEC does not believe that any changes to the OPSB’s rules are 
needed with respect to this subject. 

 
8. Impacts to agricultural land? 

USSEC Response: Section 4906-4-08(E) of the OPSB’s rules currently require that 
applicants submit a map of agricultural land, with different categories of current uses 
distinguished, and agricultural districts.  The applicant must quantify the expected impact 
of the facility on field operations, irrigation, drain tile, agricultural structures, and 
agricultural districts.  An applicant also is required to describe how the impacts to 
agricultural land, structures, and practices will be minimized.  This includes avoiding or 
minimizing to the maximum extent practicable damage to drain tile and segregating, de-
compacting, and restoring any excavated topsoil. 

Because of their finite commercial life, utility-scale solar facilities typically must be 
decommissioned after 35 to 40 years. (Any repowering with new solar panels and perhaps 
other components would require an amendment to the certificate and, in most cases, the re-
negotiation of long-term leases, which are the predominant land right used in the industry.)  
Compared to other forms of power generation, decommissioning utility-scale solar 
facilities is relatively straightforward.  They have few poured foundations; typically, piles 
are simply driven and inverters are mounted on pre-cast concrete pads, gravel pads or metal 
skids.  The depth of piles is relatively shallow, usually less than ten feet.  Roads typically 
are aggregate or merely grassed driving isles, not paved.  With the exception of the 
substation(s), the components of a utility scale solar facility can readily be removed.   

Particularly in Ohio, land that hosts a utility-scale solar facility generally can be returned 
to substantially its original condition.  Ohio enjoys an abundance of cleared, relatively level 
and dry land, much of which is devoted to agriculture and which also is ideal for utility-
scale solar facilities.  For solar, level land means that there is little need for cut-and-fill 
grading and that, except for minor grading and gravel road construction, topsoil largely 
remains in place as piles are simply driven through the topsoil.  Topsoil that is displaced 
typically is kept on site and used to establish the turf grass for the facility.  For these 
reasons, use of agricultural land for 35 to 40 years does not convert that land to a non-
agricultural use, but rather preserves it for possible cultivation in the future.  In this regard, 
a recent report issued by N.C. State University concluded as follows:  

“Modern solar facilities may be considered a temporary, albeit long-term, 
use of the land, in the sense that the systems can be readily removed from 
the site at the end of their productive life. At this point, the site can be 
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returned to agricultural use, albeit with a potential for some short-term 
reduction in productivity due to loss of topsoil, compaction, change in pH, 
and change in available nutrients. Leasing farmland for solar PV use, 
particularly land that is not actively being farmed today, is a viable way to 
preserve land for potential future agricultural use. PV use is particularly 
valuable in this regard when compared to commercial or residential 
development, which require changes to the land that are very difficult to 
reverse. For landowners struggling to retain ownership of their land due to 
financial strains, solar leasing may provide a vital, stable income solution. 
It may also serve as a more appealing alternative to selling their land to 
buyers intending to use the land for other, more permanent non-agricultural 
uses.”        

N.C. Clean Energy Technology Center, N.C. State University, “Balancing Agricultural 
Productivity with Ground-based Solar Photovoltaic (PV) Development” (May 2019) pp. 
5-6. 

Importantly, even this long-term, temporary use would not, under any realistic build-out of 
utility-scale solar facilities in Ohio, occupy more than a very small fraction of Ohio’s 
agricultural land.  As shown in Appendix A, even if Ohio were to build all of the 13,000 
MW of proposed solar projects currently in the PJM queue, they would occupy less than 
1% of the harvested cropland in the State.       

Although land in an agricultural district that hosts solar panels for 35 to 40 years would, 
under the current legal definition of “agricultural production,” exit that district, USSEC 
does not believe that this should weigh against the solar use.  As noted above, the solar use 
is long-term, but nonetheless temporary, and the land can be returned to “agricultural 
production” and the land again become part of (or fully comprise) the agricultural district.  
In this regard, we note that an agricultural district is created merely by the landowner’s 
opting into the program with at least ten acres of land in agricultural production of any 
quality.  It is more of a personal decision of the landowner to take advantage of “right-to-
farm” protections than a policy decision that the particular land is prime agricultural land.  
By hosting a utility-scale solar facility, the landowner is making a similar personal decision 
to manage the land for a generation in a way that is best for his or her family.  After the 
solar panels are removed, the landowner would be free again to enter the agricultural 
district program.                 

 
9. Land use authority? 

USSEC Response: The OPSB’s rules currently require that information about the 
applicant’s land rights be provided in the application but do require 100% land control.  
(Likewise, there is no statutory requirement that an applicant demonstrate full land 
control.)  Given that the current process has resulted in many successful projects in Ohio, 
USSEC does not believe that there is any need to require any level of land control in the 
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application.  Doing so could slow development for all types of projects in Ohio, such as 
pipelines and transmission lines.   
 

10. Transparent safety information, including access to non-proprietary safety manual 
information? 

USSEC Response: Section 4906-4-08(A)(1)(c) requires the applicant to provide the 
“generation equipment manufacturer’s safety standards” that must include the 
“manufacturer’s safety manual or similar document and any recommended setbacks from 
the manufacturer.”  As noted above, the key components of a utility-scale solar facility are 
the solar panels, inverters and racking. Different models of this equipment are virtually 
identical in function and essentially interchangeable.  All of it is fenced, and the public will 
have no access to it, and manufacturers generally do not specify setbacks other than that 
the components be fenced and access controlled.  Given that the applicant can describe the 
nature of these components with ample specificity for the OPSB to judge their safety to the 
public, there is no need for specific safety documentation from any particular manufacturer 
to be provided in the application.    

 
11. Interconnection information? 

USSEC Response: USSEC believes that the current OPSB rules require the appropriate 
information regarding interconnection for an application. Section 4906-4-05 requires that 
applications set forth the relevant interconnection queue information, explain how the 
proposed facility will be connected to the electric grid, and provide copies of the feasibility 
study and system impact study.  The results of these studies from the regional electric grid 
manager, PJM, will describe the physical attachment facilities that will connect the 
proposed electric generation facility to the electric transmission system and whether doing 
so would necessitate any “network upgrades” that may render the proposed facility 
economically infeasible.  No additional information is needed for the OPSB to make its 
required statutory findings.      

 
12. Land lease/use arrangements 

USSEC Response: USSEC does not believe that copies of land leases or other land use 
arrangements need to be submitted to the OPSB.  These documents are often voluminous, 
contain highly confidential business information, and are not needed by the OPSB to make 
any of its required statutory findings.       

 
13. Other 
USSEC Response: Please see above responses.  
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c. What level of design and engineering drawings should be provided in the application? 
Should the final design be provided? 

USSEC Response:  See the answer to the previous question.  The final site plan based on 
final design should not be required to be provided in the application, but only after the 
certificate is issued and prior to construction start.   

 

d. To the extent the applicant submits supportive studies, should the studies be subject to 
a trustworthiness standard such as the evidentiary standard applicable to expert 
opinions? If so, what standard? If not, why not? 

USSEC Response: USSEC does not believe that supporting studies submitted in support 
of an application need to be or should be subjected to any particular trustworthiness 
standard.  In all cases, both contested and uncontested, the OPSB, Staff and the 
Administrative Law Judge have been able to assess both the credibility of and weight to be 
given such studies.  In contested cases, these factors are further subject to the stress of the 
adversary process.  

 

e. Does the application need to be expanded, including the required information in the 
filing? 

USSEC Response:  The application requirements are comprehensive and typically result 
in voluminous applications.  One of the common complaints USSEC members hear from 
the public is that too much, not too little, information is provided or that the information is 
challenging to navigate and digest.       

For this reason, USSEC recommends that the application requirements be tailored more 
closely to the generation technology.  For instance, a variety of subjects in Chapter 4906-
4 relate only to fossil fuel and/or wind energy generation, not to utility-scale solar: air 
emissions, air pollution control equipment, water discharges (except for stormwater), radar 
systems, navigable airspace, and microwaves.  Similarly, several rule requirements call for 
information relating to features as far as ten miles from the project area, however except 
for common electrical infrastructure such as a substation or transmission lines, a utility-
scale solar facility could not be seen, or at least discerned on the landscape, farther than 
two miles from the equipment. 

 

f. Should multi-stage projects be required to be filed as one combined application (i.e., 
transmission line, substation, generating facility)? Why or why not? 
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USSEC Response: Proposed utility-scale solar facilities generally consist of the generating 
equipment itself connected to a project-level substation to be built by the applicant and a 
short transmission line or “gen tie” connecting the project-level substation to the utility 
substation.  (If the power is not being delivered to an existing utility substation, the utility 
will construct a new utility substation for that purpose.)  Although typically the certificate 
authorizes both the generation equipment and the project-level substation while a separate 
“construction notice” authorizes the gen-tie, all three (i.e., the generation equipment, the 
project-level substation, and the gen-tie) usually are not built in phases, but as a single, 
integrated project.  With that said, the rules currently give a developer flexibility on how 
and when to submit applications for certificates, for example, generation facility, 
transmission line, and substation.  USSEC encourages the OPSB to continue to allow that 
flexibility. 

 

1. For multi-stage projects involving a generating plant and a dedicated transmission 
line, how should “need” for the transmission line be determined? 

USSEC Response: The need criteria for a dedicated transmission line for a utility-scale 
solar facility is self-evident as it conveys power to the regional transmission grid from the 
solar-powered generation facility.  The OPSB has consistently made this type of finding 
for gen-tie lines from solar-power generation facilities. 

 

g. What criteria should determine the difference between a “modification” versus an 
“amendment?” 

USSEC Response:  As described in detail above, applications for utility-scale solar 
facilities provide information that captures the “maximum extent” of the proposed project.  
This information provides a maximum impact area or a preliminary site plan. As used in 
Section 4906.07(B) of the Revised Code, an “amendment” refers to any change in the 
facility that “would result in any material increase in any environmental impact of the 
facility or a substantial change in the location of all or a portion of such facility other than 
as provided in the alternatives set forth in the application.”  Given how solar facilities 
utilize a “maximum extent” concept, USSEC believes that regulatory criteria attempting to 
formally define what constitutes an amendment versus a modification is not necessary for 
utility-scale solar facilities and should not be adopted.  Rather, if there are any questions in 
this regard, they should continue to be evaluated by certificate holders on a case-by-case 
basis, in consultation with Staff, to determine whether a change modifies the maximum 
impact area or will affect the certificate condition.  Provided that no certificate conditions 
are affected and the final design of the solar facility does not increase the “maximum 
extent” reflected in the application and approved by the OPSB, a modification should be 
presumed to not be an amendment.  
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h. What criteria should determine if a proposed change in the facility would result in any 
material increase in environmental impact or a substantial change in location for 
purposes of R.C. 4906.07? 

USSEC Response:  Section 4907.07(B) of the Revised Code provides that “[o]n an 
application for an amendment of a certificate, the board shall hold a hearing in the same 
manner as a hearing is held on an application for a certificate if the proposed change in the 
facility would result in any material increase in any environmental impact of the facility or 
a substantial change in the location of all or a portion of such facility other than as provided 
in the alternates set forth in the application.”  As noted above, USSEC does not believe that 
regulatory criteria for distinguishing between types or categories of changes should be 
adopted, but that each change should be evaluated pursuant to the statute on a case-by-case 
basis. 

 

i. Where provision for decommissioning is appropriate, should the applicant be required 
to demonstrate project financial viability/adequate cash flow sufficient to 
accommodate estimated and actual decommissioning expense? 

USSEC Response: Although the current rules have resulted in performance bond posting 
for many projects (most wind-powered generation), an applicant could, prior to 
construction start, (1) provide an engineering estimate of the net cost of decommissioning; 
and (2) when the net cost is positive, post to the OPSB financial security to cover that net 
cost.  In light of the financial security, there should be no need for the applicant to 
demonstrate the financial ability or cash flow to decommission.   

 

j. Should an applicant be required to submit manufacture safety manuals and other 
materials and to what extent should such information be available to the public? 

USSEC Response:  USSEC believes that the applicant could be required to submit such 
information to Staff prior to construction start and, less any redacted proprietary 
information, could be made available to the public.  For example, after redacting 
proprietary information, such materials could be filed in the case docket for the project. 

 

k. Should the applicant be required to address issues and concerns raised in public 
comments? 

USSEC Response:  USSEC believes that the process would be improved if an application 
addresses public comments submitted in writing to the applicant during the pre-application 
informational meeting or submitted in writing to the OPSB at any time prior to the issuance 
of the Staff Report.  (The testimony provided during the local public hearing does not 
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constitute a “public comment” but is part of the record of the evidentiary hearing.)  One 
challenge in addressing public comments is addressing oral comments, for instance 
comments made or discussions had at the pre-application informational meeting.  This 
could be addressed by the applicant providing a prominent means of submitting written 
comments and making clear that only those will receive a response.  The process proposed 
above, whereby the Staff documents all comments received during the “listening session,” 
and then the applicant is required to respond to the comments in its response to a date 
request from Staff would be beneficial. 

 

3. How should the Board monitor and enforce the terms of its certificates? 

a. How should compliance with certificated conditions be documented both with regard 
to the determination of when construction may commence and through the life of the 
certificate/facility? 

USSEC Response:  With regard to documentation of when construction may commence, 
USSEC believes that the existing rules are adequate.  Section 4906-3-13(C) provides that 
a continuous course of construction must commence within five years of the date of the 
issuance of the certificate.  Section 4906-3-13(A) requires that the applicant notify the 
OPSB of the date on which construction will commence and the date on which it was 
completed.  Any failure of an applicant to comply with these obligations would be subject 
to enforcement pursuant to Section 4906-07-02.  

With regard to compliance with certificated conditions during the operation of the facility, 
it has not been the OPSB’s general practice to include in certificates detailed provisions 
regarding documentation of certificate compliance.  Once the specific siting of the facility 
is approved and construction is complete in accordance with the certificate, oversight of 
operations generally falls to federal and state permits that address operations more directly.  
For instance, Ohio EPA monitors and enforces compliance with air emission permits and 
wastewater discharge permits for fossil fuel generation facilities.  Given that compliance 
oversight and the OPSB’s available complaint process, no changes to the OPSB’s current 
rules on compliance are necessary.   

 

b. To the extent that permits, licenses or other consents must be obtained from federal, 
state or local authorities before the project can move forward, how should the 
applicant document satisfaction of these requirements and update the Staff and Board 
as a result of changes in circumstances that may affect the authority provided by such 
permits, licenses or other consents. 

USSEC Response:  It has been the OPSB’s general practice to include in certificates a 
requirement that the applicant provide a schedule of permit acquisition for the pre-
construction conference and, prior to construction, provide Staff copies of all other permits 
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or authorizations required for construction by federal or state laws or regulations.  This 
approach could be supplemented by requiring that the applicant also provide any such 
permit or authorizations required for operations not already provided with respect to 
construction.  Regarding compliance with operational requirements, please see the 
response to 3(a), above. 

 

c. More generally, what post-construction monitoring and enforcement procedures 
should apply, including during the operation and decommissioning phase? 

USSEC Response: With regard to operations, see our response to question 3(a), above.  
With regard to decommissioning, it has been the OPSB’s general practice to include in the 
certificate a requirement that a decommissioning plan be in place prior to construction start 
and be updated periodically during operations.  To enhance its monitoring of 
decommissioning when the work is actually to be undertaken, the OPSB could consider 
adding two steps to the process.  First, a certificate could require that the decommissioning 
plan be updated just prior to the beginning of decommissioning.  Second, a certificate could 
require that the applicant participate in a pre-decommissioning conference with Staff 
modeled on the pre-construction conference. 

 

d. What additional procedures should apply, if any, to certificate transfers beyond the 
transferee agreeing to comply with the terms, conditions, and modifications imposed 
upon the certificate by the Board? What enforcement mechanisms should exist to 
ensure compliance with certificated conditions, board orders, rules, or laws (i.e. 
suspension of certificate or operating authority in the event of a violation of 4906.98)? 

USSEC Response: USSEC does not believe that any additional procedures should apply 
to certificate transfers other than those required by Section 4906.04 of the Revised Code. 

 

e. By what process should decommissioning costs be revisited and evaluated for purposes 
of establishing the bond level? 

USSEC Response: It has been the OPSB’s general practice with respect to utility-scale 
solar facilities to include a requirement in the certificate that the net cost of 
decommissioning for purposes of establishing the level of financial security be calculated 
by an independent and registered professional engineer and that it be periodically 
recalculated, such as every five years.  USSEC believes that this process is more than 
adequate to ensure that funds are available to decommission the facility.  
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We thank you for the opportunity to participate in this stakeholder process.   

Sincerely,  

The Utility Scale Solar Energy Coalition of Ohio 
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Appendix A  

Solar Development in Ohio 

I. Drivers of Solar Development Activity in Ohio 

Utility-scale solar development across Ohio has accelerated significantly due to three key 
developments: (1) the declining cost of solar energy, (2) the increasing demand of Fortune 500 
companies for clean energy, and (3) the robust and growing demand of environmental attributes 
to meet PJM-wide Renewable Portfolio Standards and Alternative Energy Portfolio Standards 
(“RPS/AEPS”).   

According to the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, the levelized cost of solar 
energy has fallen by more than 80% over the past decade due to technology improvements and 
global economies of scale.1 According to industry experts, the levelized cost of electricity for 
utility-scale solar in Ohio ranges from $0.035/kWh to $0.04/kWh.  Utility-scale solar levelized 
cost economics make it a modest premium to wholesale energy prices and is one of the least cost 
new build resources in the State. 

The demand for clean energy from Fortune 500 companies continues to grow with 86% of 
Fortune 500s having published sustainability goals.2 These industry leaders are procuring clean 
energy to address shareholder, customer, and employee interests while also hedging against rising 
energy costs.  Of particular note, each of the Fortune 500 technology companies leading the data 
center expansion in New Albany (i.e., Google, Facebook, and Amazon) have a 100% clean energy 
goal.  It is expected that the data center additions over the next decade will drive significant clean 
energy demand from new Ohio-based renewable energy facilities.   

Finally, state RPS/AEPS are driving additions across the region.  A bottoms-up analysis of 
the PJM-wide demand for “Tier I” Renewables Energy Credits (“REC”) concludes that Tier I REC 
demand will grow from roughly 50,000 GWh/y in 2020 to 100,000 GWh/y by 2030.  This growth 
in Tier I REC demand will be met by new utility-scale wind and solar both in Ohio and across 
PJM.  Converting REC demand to installed capacity, at a 40% capacity factor, yields roughly 
14,000 MW of wind additions across PJM over the next decade to meet the increased PJM Tier I 
REC demand.  Alternatively, if all of the Tier I REC demand is met by solar, at a 25% capacity 
factor, roughly 23,000 MW of new utility-scale solar would be needed across the PJM states over 
the next decade.  Although it is impossible to forecast the precise mix of wind and solar that will 
be built across PJM and Ohio, we note that there is currently three times more solar than land-
based wind development activity across PJM per the interconnection queue. 

Driven both by falling costs and corporate clean energy demand and Tier I REC demand, 
there now is significant utility-scale solar development activity in Ohio.  As shown in the table 
below, solar development activity currently is outpacing any other generating technology.   



 
 
 

 23                                                                     March 18, 2020 
 

 

The 200-MW Hillcrest Solar Project, which is located in Brown County just east of 
Cincinnati, is currently under construction.  That project will feature more than 500,000 solar 
panels manufactured by Perrysburg-based First Solar.  It is expected that several other utility-scale 
solar projects will start construction later in 2020 or early 2021, and the growth will continue as 
projects mature through the interconnection and siting process. 

II. Considerations in Siting Solar Across Ohio 

Although there are many considerations that drive site selection for new solar facilities, a 
key factor is the developer’s effort to minimize the facility’s levelized cost of electricity.  Levelized 
cost of electricity is driven by (1) the strength of the solar resource (2) construction costs (3) 
transmission interconnection costs and (4) operating costs such as lease payments to landowners, 
taxes, and O&M costs, and other financial proforma drivers.   

The map below, produced by the U.S. Department of Energy’s National Renewable Energy 
Laboratory, shows that solar resource is strongest in the southwestern part of the State.  All else 
being equal, the greater the solar resource, the lower the levelized cost of electricity from a solar 
facility.  As a result, the majority of the early solar development in Ohio has taken place in the 
southern and western parts of the State.  It is expected that development will continue in these 
regions with a more robust solar resource. 
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Solar developers also select sites based upon a variety of constraints on utility-scale solar 
construction in a particular area or location.  These constraints include the availability of existing 
transmission infrastructure, floodplains, wetlands, wildlife habitat, geology, cultural resources, 
population density, and local community interest.  Assessments of these constraints are performed 
using desktop resources, on-site surveys and in-person meetings with landowners and local 
officials.  

The utility-scale solar industry also is keenly aware of the potential for incurring 
transmission upgrade costs and their impact on solar economics.  Ideal sites are those where new 
power can be injected into the transmission system without triggering the need to upgrade the 
system and bear the associate cost.  One of the key advantages of utility-scale solar development 
is the flexibility to locate and size new generation efficiently within the existing transmission 
system.      

The map below shows the solar projects that are currently active at the OPSB. Each of 
these projects was selected based upon many considerations including (1) solar resource (2) 
viability within the local community and (3) transmission interconnection cost profile.  
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The final map below depicts all of the solar development activity across Ohio tracked in 
the PJM transmission interconnection queue and sums to more than 13,000 MW.3 Many of the 
sites extending into the northern parts of the State likely feature low-cost transmission injection 
capacity, advantageous land costs, or communities supportive of economic development. 
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III. Local Benefits and Collaboration with the Agricultural Industry  

Utility-scale solar additions result in significant local benefits with the key benefits as 
follows:  First, the participating landowners benefit from a stable, long-term rent stream that 
usually is two to three times greater than the revenue earned from traditional row crops.  Second, 
construction of a utility-scale solar facility typically creates on the order of 300 to 400 construction 
jobs for a full year, and many more indirect jobs.  The solar industry currently employs more than 
7,200 Ohioans4 and this figure is likely to grow as more utility-scale solar projects begin 
construction.  Finally, and most importantly for the community as a whole, local governments 
benefit from Ohio’s Payment In Lieu of Taxes (“PILOT”) tax program.  The PILOT revenue 
generated by utility-scale solar projects is generally 15 to 20 times greater than the tax revenue 
generated by traditional agricultural uses.  

 

To highlight the PILOT revenue opportunity, the table below shows the projected local tax 
revenue that 12 late-stage solar projects in Ohio will generate once they come online.  Over the 
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40-year life of these projects, they will generate an aggregate total of $720 million in local tax 
revenue for the rural localities that host them.   

Project Name 
Size 
(MW) County 

Annual Local Tax 
Revenue* 

40-year Tax 
Revenue* 

Hillcrest 200 Brown $1,800,000 $72,000,000 

Willowbrook 150 
Highland 
Brown $1,350,000 $54,000,000 

Hecate 400 Highland $3,600,000 $144,000,000 
Vinton 125 Vinton $1,125,000 $45,000,000 
Alamo 70 Preble $630,000 $25,200,000 
Angelina 80 Preble $720,000 $28,800,000 

Nestlewood 80 
Brown  
Clermont $720,000 $28,800,000 

Atlanta  200 Pickaway $1,800,000 $72,000,000 
Madison 
Solar Farm  196 Madison $1,764,000 $70,560,000 
Madison 
Fields Solar  180 Madison $1,620,000 $64,800,000 
Hardin I 150 Hardin $1,350,000 $54,000,000 
Hardin II 170 Hardin $1,530,000 $61,200,000 
*assuming 
$9k/MW/yr PILOT   Total $17,109,000 $720,360,000 

 

The map below shows the solar projects currently under development across Ohio and the 
local tax revenue potential as a result. 
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The utility-scale solar industry also is working collaboratively with agricultural interests to 
find “win-wins” as solar comes to many agricultural communities in Ohio.  The solar industry has 
been focused on ensuring that continued viability of agriculture on solar lands following 
decommissioning and the ongoing viability of non-participating neighboring land.  These goals 
are being accomplished through (1) robust decommissioning plans that ensure continued viability 
of agricultural land (2) attention to drain tile and appropriate conditions that will ensure the 
remedying of any damage that impacts field drainage and (3) vegetation plans that include native 
species and pollinator-friendly habitat.   

The solar industry appreciates that Section 141, Energy of the Ohio Farm Bureau’s Policy 
Book “recognizes the rights of landowners to enter into effective partnerships and agreements with 
developers to responsibly use land and resources to develop energy transportation, generation and 
distribution projects” and that the Ohio Farm Bureau supports the “[r]ecognition of on-farm energy 
production as an agricultural product.” 

Additionally, as shown in the table below, Ohio is blessed with more than 10 million acres 
of harvested cropland across the State.  Although it is unlikely to occur, the build-out of every 
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utility-scale project that currently is under study for possible development in the PJM queue would 
occupy less than 1% of the harvested cropland in Ohio (of course, with significant variation among 
counties).  It should be noted, again, that utility-scale solar facilities are a temporary use, and the 
long-term viability of any agricultural land will not be negatively impacted by the solar 
deployment. 

Solar Buildout as a Percentage of Harvested Cropland in Ohio 

 

MWs in PJM Queue  
(Under Study, Engineering, 

or Construction) 

Total Solar Acres 
(assuming 7 acres/MW 

and 100% project 
success rate) 

Harvested 
Cropland6 

(Acres) 

Solar as a % 
of Harvested 

Cropland 
State-Wide Data 13,104 91,728 10,190,952 0.90% 

 

Finally, recent data suggests that converting from coal generation to natural gas and zero 
emissions generators like wind and solar will increase local crop yields.  A recent article5 addresses 
the questions as follows: “But how does less pollution actually amount to more crops? Electric 
coal plants emit large amounts of nitrogen oxides, a group of gases that, when exposed to sunlight, 
react with compounds in the air to produce an ingredient called ozone. Ozone has what could be 
likened to a choking effect on plants: once it enters the stomata, it slows photosynthesis and 
reduces plant growth. It also limits plants’ defenses to disease, insects, and severe weather. When 
there’s less ozone in the air, however, it follows that a resulting boost in photosynthesis will cause 
a comparative increase in yields.” 

Although we are encouraged by the balanced approach recommended by the Ohio Farm 
Bureau, USSEC recognizes that there is considerably more work to be done by the solar industry 
to engage with local agricultural communities to address concerns, develop best practices, and find 
“win-wins.”  As is often heard in the development community, “Local engagement is a tonic that 
cures many ills.” 
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