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We hope the first family-home community in San Bernardino County run on solar panels will mark 
the beginning of a trend. 

Hal Woods, president of CenterStone Communities, showed off three model homes last week at Harmony at 
CenterStone Estates, a new-home development in Fontana. His company will install 2.3-kilowatt photovoltaic 
systems on all 56 new houses there.

The houses will have not only solar panels on the roofs, but also electric meters that spin backward when the 
house's system produces more electricity than its residents use, drought-resistant turf and irrigation systems and 
high-efficiency toilets, among other "green" features.

The developer draws financial incentives from the California Energy Commission's New Solar 
Homes Partnership, which provides tiered assistance for projects that are more energy-efficient than 
standard new homes.

Fontana was also the location a month ago when Gov. Schwarzenegger joined Southern California Edison 
officials and local politicians to announce a plan to install 65 million square feet of solar panels on commercial 
building rooftops in Southern California. Edison said the panels would power 162,000 homes.

That press conference took place on the roof of a 600,000-square-foot distribution center owned by ProLogis. 
The company will lease the rooftop to Edison, which will install and maintain panels to produce two 
megawatts of solar power, enough to serve about 1,400 households. 
 
The new residential and commercial applications of solar energy production add momentum to the efforts of 
the Green Valley Initiative, a coalition of regional movers and shakers whose aim is to make the Inland Empire 
greener in its practices and land-use decisions and at the same time a center for green industries and jobs.
A Green Valley Summit will be held Thursday through Sunday as part of the So Cal Builders Expo at the 
Ontario Convention Center.

Billed as being “about the future of the Inland Empire as a global center for green technology and 
environmental sciences,” the summit figures to provide a lot of information for builders and developers, 
entrepreneurs, investors and others interested in green tech businesses.

There will be everything from big-picture discussions of the economic future of green industries, with people 
like state Treasurer Bill Lockyer and public policy expert Woodrow Clark II, to workshops on solar residential 
installations and edible landscapes. Go to www.greenvalleynow.org for more information and to register to 
attend the summit.

Especially now that we are all seeing firsthand the future of oil prices, working to make the Inland Empire a 
center for green technology makes more environmental and economic sense than ever.

San Bernardino Sun—Greener Pastures in our Future 
April 28, 2008
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New York Times—A Green Energy Industry Takes Root Under the California Sun 
February 1, 2008
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New York Times—A Green Energy Industry Takes Root Under the California Sun 
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The Sacramento Bee: Home Front—Capital-area home builders see bright spot in solar power 
July 13, 2007
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Sacramento Business Journal—Builders jump on solar bandwagon 
June 15, 2007
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LA Times—Surprise, it’s solar 
June 3, 2007 

continues on next page

N E W  S O L A R  H O M E S  PA R T N E R S H I P
 

GoSolarCalifornia.org

solar in the news



N E W  S O L A R  H O M E S  PA R T N E R S H I P
 

GoSolarCalifornia.org

solar in the news

watts, they produce, solar power systems send surplus energy to the utility company’s power grid and, based 
on an agreement with the company, provide the homeowner with an energy credit. When the home’s 
energy needs can’t keep up with demand, the utility returns that credit to the homeowner.

A 3,000-square-foot home, for example, would need a 3.5- to 4.5-kilowatt system and take up about 100 
square feet of roof space per kilowatt.

Rupert hired Borrego Solar to install General Electric’s 5-kilowatt integrated tiles. Though designed to 
work with concrete roof tiles, the lightweight integrated solar electric tiles — which have a blue to black 
antireflective coating — also will work with composition shingles, Hall said. The solar tiles just need an 
extra layer of flashing around the edges.

Rupert’s rooftop project ultimately cost $65,000. He spent $57,000 for his 5-kilowatt system and $24,000 for 
the concrete tile roof, but got a state rebate of $14,000 and a federal tax credit of $2,000. By comparison, the 
average cost to re-roof a 2,500-square-foot roof with asphalt shingle, cement tile, wood or metal runs from 
$8,000 to more than $20,000.

Since the product is still new compared to panels, Hall said he estimates only 5% of Borrego’s residential 
installations this year will use the solar tiles. He expects that number to double next year.

Real estate agents Tammy Schwolsky, 40, and her husband, Ron, 45, also looked at integrated tiles to complement 
a total “green” makeover of their 2,450-square-foot Studio City home. But they decided on a $37,000,  
4-kilowatt, 36-panel traditional solar electric system capable of producing about 80% of the home’s power.

Homes and their energy demands differ, said Bill Glauz, manager of solar energy development for the  
Los Angeles Department of Water and Power. Therefore, he said, it’s important to evaluate solar options in 
terms of use, potential obstructions—such as shade, chimneys, neighboring trees or that newly acquired 
satellite dish—and aesthetics.

“Panels on the front of the house might produce optimum performance, but not look as good,” Glauz said.

Still, not everyone is shy about harnessing the power of the sun. “A lot of people wear their panels loud and 
proud,” Tammy Schwolsky said.

Pardee Homes and Tim Lewis Communities are among a handful of California home builders offering solar 
integrated roof tiles in some developments.

Joyce Mason, vice president of marketing for Pardee, said eight San Diego County and two Orange County 
developments feature GE Energy’s roof-integrated solar systems.

“Pardee has been offering solar since 2001, but we are just now starting to see this whole notion of an  
energy-efficient home and lower energy bills become more of a factor in the buying decision,” Mason said.

Builder Tim Lewis agrees. “We think the homes sell faster, but we also think it’s the right thing to do,” he said. 
“It’s good for the environment, saves the buyer money on energy bills and provides them with a tax credit.”

LA Times—Surprise, it’s solar 
(continued)
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There are other benefits to home buyers and sellers too.

“The person who purchases a home with a solar roof knows their electric bill will be lower and so does the 
bank,” Tammy Schwolsky said. “So when a homeowner puts solar panels on their home, they are putting 
instant equity into their home and making the house more valuable.”

How much more valuable?

Green Builder Media and Imre Communications recently reported that home buyers say they are willing to 
pay a premium of 11% to 25% for green-built homes.

A recent study in the real estate trade publication Appraisal Journal reported that for every utility-bill dollar 
saved annually because of an improvement, a homeowner gains about $20 in property value. So if solar cuts 
the annual electric bill by $1,000, the owner could gain $20,000 in home value.

“This is one of the few products that will pay for itself within five or six years and then provide you with a 
positive cash flow for the remaining life of the system,” said Greg Johanson, president of  Westlake 
Village-based Solar Electrical Systems. Manufacturer’s warranties on solar systems range from 20 to 25 years.

Johanson’s estimated payback time is shorter than the estimate Livermore homeowner Rupert was given.

“Borrego Solar said it would take 10 to 12 years to pay back the roof,” Rupert said, “but it looks to me that it 
will be more like seven years.”

Homeowners have been slow to jump on the solar bandwagon, however. L.A.’s DWP has issued fewer than 
1,000 solar-roof rebates to residents since 2000. Glauz said the goal is to bring that number to 100,000 solar 
energy systems in the city by 2010 through incentive funding programs.

Still, no matter how much power a home generates through solar power, the owner shouldn’t expect a check 
from the utility company for any extra production that remains unused at the end of the year.

“Utilities don’t financially compensate homeowners for production beyond use,” said Claudia Chandler,  
assistant executive director for the California Energy Commission. “So if you generate more power than 
you use during the year, that’s just a gift to the utility.”

“That’s why we encourage people to size their systems accordingly,” she said. “We don’t want people to be 
so zealous that they oversize and generate more electricity than they need.”

With manufacturers and utilities working to make solar options as commonplace as central air-conditioning, 
Borrego Solar’s Hall said he anticipates costs for residential solar tiles will come down slowly.

Homeowners shouldn’t worry that the next advancement is just around the corner, however, Hall noted. 
“I don’t anticipate any big technological breakthroughs that will make a consumer feel silly about having 
gone solar too soon.”
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San Francisco Chronicle—Solar Power Comes of Age 
April 15, 2007
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and Japan. Eighty-five percent of all systems installed in the nation are here. Due to a growing concern for the 
environment and rising energy costs—as well as the economic incentives provided by state legislation and federal 
tax credits—droves of homeowners and business owners are following in the footsteps of those early pioneers. 
A further sign of this booming trend is that some developers have even started incorporating solar power as a 
standard feature in their new subdivisions. 

“Some of them have had to be dragged kicking and screaming into it,” says Gary Gerber, president of Sun Light 
& Power in Berkeley, “while others have seen the advantages and recognized that this is actually a sales tool for 
them. Once that gets going, they’ll all jump on board.” 

Aaron Nitzkin, vice president of Old Country Roofing’s solar division in Vacaville, agrees. 

“What’s really driving the growth now is competition,” Nitzkin says. “It’s the next granite countertop. In five to 
seven years, all roofing companies will be doing solar -- or they won’t be in business.” 

The largest roofing contractor in Northern California, Old Country Roofing built its first solar roof in 2001 in 
Sacramento. Since then, the company has installed several hundred. Two months ago, it opened a solar division. 

“Basically,” Nitzkin says, “we put our toes in the water and learned the market. I believe that in five to seven 
years, solar will be standard on all new homes.” 

The largest developer of residential properties in the East Bay, Lennar Bay Area Homebuilding, recently completed 
the first community of new homes in the Bay Area built with a roof-integrated solar electric system. Located in 
Danville, the 77 homes range in size from 3,673 to 4,243 square feet and are priced at about $1.3 million. 

The company is building an additional 250 homes equipped with solar power systems, priced at $900,000, in 
San Ramon. 

“I think consumer demand is increasing as people become more aware of the technology,” says Bill Kelly, general 
manager of the new-home division of San Jose’s SunPower, which designed and built the solar power systems for 
the Lennar homes. “I don’t know of any other feature in the home that provides monthly savings to homeowners.” 

It’s also a boon for the environment. While the early solar power systems were primarily thermal and provided 
hot water, most of those now being installed are photovoltaic, which generate electricity. A government study 
concludes that, when compared with electricity produced by fossil fuels, each kilowatt of solar-produced 
electricity offsets up to 830 pounds of nitrogen oxides, 1,500 pounds of sulfur dioxide and 217,000 pounds of 
carbon dioxide each year. 

Even for those who aren’t especially concerned with the environmental benefits of solar power, the economic 
benefits are impossible to ignore. The cost of a system for an average home, says Sun Light & Power’s Gerber, is 
about $29,000. Subtract about $7,000 for the state rebate, which is currently based on how much electricity the 
system is capable of producing. Subtract an additional $2,000 for the federal tax credit, and the cost is reduced to 
$20,000. Over the 25- to 30-year life span of the system, the homeowner will save -- based on current electrical 
rates and a conservative estimate of a 6 percent annual inflation rate for future costs -- about $60,000 in electricity.  
After subtracting the system’s cost, the bottom line is $40,000 in savings. 

San Francisco Chronicle—Solar Power Comes of Age 
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The bottom line is also influenced by the tier rate system used by utility companies. Excess electricity produced 
by a homeowner’s solar power system is funneled into the utility’s grid. The homeowner receives a credit based 
on when the electricity was produced. If it was produced during the peak hours of summer, the homeowner is 
credited at the higher rate of about 45 cents per kilowatt-hour. That credit offsets power used by the homeowner 
during winter months, for which he or she pays only about 14 cents per kilowatt-hour. “You save about three 
times what you spend,” says Gerber. “That’s what a lot of people don’t get.” 

Sherry Boschert, the owner of a 1,200-square-foot home in San Francisco’s Inner Sunset neighborhood, has 
been getting it for quite awhile now. Boschert, who is also president of the S.F. Electrical Vehicles Association, 
upgraded her old system with a 4.8-kilowatt unit in 2002. Now, less than five years later, Boschert has nearly 
recouped the $27,000 she spent on the new system. 

The system even provides all the electricity for her electric car. 

“Once you start making electricity from the sun,” Boschert says, “you say, ‘What else can I plug in?’ “ 

While the bulk of new solar power systems are retrofits on existing homes, Gerber says, an increasing number of 
businesses are seeing the advantages as well. 

Give Something Back, an office supply company that -- modeled after Newman’s Own -- donates its profits 
to nonprofits, installed a 50-kilowatt solar power system at its 20,000-square-foot headquarters in Oakland. The 
$450,000 cost of the system was ameliorated by a $167,000 rebate and $80,000 in federal tax credits. 
“Economically, it’s very, very viable, says the company’s president, Mike Hannigan. “It cuts our energy costs in 
half. It’s probably saving us $1,500 a month.” 

Initially, Hannigan says, the company expected to recoup the entire cost of the system in 10 or 11 years. Now, 
with rising energy costs, he expects it will take half that time. 

“What was originally a decision based on environmental reasons turns out not be inconsistent with the 
corporate mission,” Hannigan says. 

Urban Pacific Properties, which manages Mission Plaza apartments in San Francisco, expects similar benefits on 
its recently installed 47-kilowatt system. Owned by Mission Plaza Limited Partnership, the 132 units are home to 
180 elderly and disabled residents and their families. Urban Pacific had installed a solar thermal system to provide 
hot water back in 1982. When it became time to replace the roof, management -- hoping to reduce its monthly 
$5,000 electrical bill -- decided to also add a photovoltaic system. 

“Once we get into the summer months we’ll be able to see how much more efficient it is,” says Kereen Stoll of 
Urban Pacific Properties. “Electricity is the biggest cost for Mission Plaza.” 

In a couple of years, Gerber expects that half of the 150,000 single-family residences built in the state each year 
will be equipped with solar technology. 

“I think a huge percentage of future development will be solar powered,” he says. “It’s in its infancy now.” 
One of the founders of Sun Light & Power in 1976, Gerber -- a former mechanical engineering student who 

San Francisco Chronicle—Solar Power Comes of Age 
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left his master’s studies program at UC Berkeley to work with an architect who was designing solar homes -- 
remembers its conception. 

“It was so unbelievable. Our main business was educating people about what was possible,” he says. “Most of 
our customers back then were pioneers -- just as we were pioneers.” 

A mini-boom sparked by the oil embargo of 1979 came to a screeching halt with the election of Ronald 
Reagan. The new president eliminated the tax credit for alternative energy that President Carter had enacted. 
To add insult to injury, Reagan had the solar power system removed from the White House roof. 

State legislation passed in 1998 -- which was mostly about allowing utility companies to recoup their losses 
related to the abandonment of nuclear energy -- earmarked 10 percent of $500 million allocated for all 
renewal types of energy for solar. 

“So that was really the beginning of what’s turned into a stampede,” Gerber says. “It was all started with $50 
million, which is a pittance when you think about it.” 

Gerber, who struggled through the lean years, says his company did about $12 million in business last year. 
“Solar has become more popular,” he says. “People aren’t as afraid of it. They don’t question it. It’s not the iffy 
proposal it once was.” 

San Francisco Chronicle—Solar Power Comes of Age 
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The Sacramento Bee—Lennar plans 1,254 more solar homes 
March 17, 2007
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East Bay Business Times—Lennar makes solar standard 
March 16, 2007
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