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How this guide helps you take action:

THERE ARE NO STRUCTURAL 
BARRIERS TO ACTION. GO FOR IT!

THIS ACTION MAY BE POSSIBLE OR 
PRECEDENT-SETTING. LEARN MORE.

STATE LEVEL ADVOCACY NEEDED.

Is this action legal under 
current state regulations?

Do you have a clean energy 
action in mind?

Find one in the 
Action Guide

Has this action already been 
tried somewhere in your state?

Can you replicate it without 
any other considerations?

Is there a 
clear precedent?

Community|EnergyVision 
Action Guide
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Community|EnergyVision Action Guide

A Guide for Taking Action

Our energy system is changing in historic ways. Advances 
in energy technology and increasingly competitive costs 
are offering unprecedented opportunities for communities 
to adopt clean, affordable, and local energy. New and im-
proved ways of generating clean energy, reducing overall 
energy use, and managing how energy is used have opened 
the door to locally based projects that provide a broad 
range of community and energy system benefits. 

These trends continue an evolution that dates back to 
start of electrification when municipal electric districts 
were formed and dominated the creation of our electricity 
system. Over time, many “munies” were purchased, 
merged into electric utilities, and given a state legal 
monopoly on power sales and distribution of electricity. 
State, and in some cases federal, laws still control a  
coordinated energy system and regional electricity grids. 
Energy policies and practices are established and inter-
sect at various levels—from federal tax incentives for 
renewable energy, to state-wide energy efficiency pro-
grams, to local land-use decisions. As modern energy 
technologies, sited at the local level, become increasingly 
preferred tools to generate, distribute, and use power 
in a cleaner, more consumer friendly way, Community 
Energy is becoming the place where our energy future 
should increasingly be focused. 

Acadia Center’s Community|EnergyVision Action Guide 
is intended to help those interested in pursuing clean 
energy at the local level explore, talk about, and, ulti-
mately, act upon a home-grown desire for clean energy 
leadership. This Guide provides an overview of the types 
of clean energy projects or policies that residents, neigh-
borhoods, and municipalities can pursue. Because the 
laws, ordinances, and regulations that pertain to these 
projects vary widely by state, the Action Guide provides 
a checklist of what is possible across the seven Northeast 
states covered and detailed, state-specific considerations.

Our goal is to illuminate the steps communities can 
take now, show how outdated rules act as barriers, and 
inspire local advocates to seek policy changes that give 
communities the choice to capture the benefits of a 
clean energy future.

Community Action Matters

Our communities are on the front lines of creating a 
sustainable, low-carbon economic and environmental 
future. Rooted in their immediate surroundings and 
championed by respected neighbors, local initiatives 
have great capacity to change behavior, establish new 
norms, and advance Community Energy. The fixed 
scope of local projects often translates into lower hurdles 
to implementation and a more straightforward evaluation 
process. Community-based action that successfully 
demonstrates innovations in energy efficiency, genera-
tion, and management can be scaled up to the state level 
and provide a crucial backstop to federal rollbacks.

Advancing Local Energy: Four  
Categories of Community Action

Local leaders and advocates—both inside and outside 
of official government roles—can drive Community 
Energy projects in many ways. The Action Guide ex-
plores four categories of community action to expand 
energy options, reduce consumption, and track changes 
over time. Measures to address public transportation 
systems, water treatment, and solid waste are crucial to 
meeting environmental goals, but are currently beyond 
the scope of this Action Guide. 

BUILDINGS

Whether a small town or a large metropolitan area, our 
homes and businesses represent a large portion of the 
total energy consumption in every municipality in the 
Northeast. Buildings are also reservoirs of opportunity 
for clean energy improvements. Local governments and 
citizens are in a position to shape how buildings—both 
municipally and privately owned—are designed, built, 
renovated, and maintained for maximum clean energy 
performance.
 

• Building Codes: Generally, energy codes are 
part of state-level building codes that determine 
how buildings must be constructed. Although 
building code policy occurs primarily at the 
state level, municipalities have critical roles in 

A Guide to Enacting Clean Energy at the Local Level
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building code design and enforcement. Cities 
and towns can advance Community Energy by 
updating and enforcing codes to ensure that all 
buildings meet a minimum level of energy effi-
ciency and that solar photovoltaic (PV) systems 
and electric vehicle charging systems can be 
more easily installed. 

• Building Siting and Permitting: Local 
ordinances can support Community Energy by 
encouraging solar readiness and electric vehicle 
(EV) charging access in new construction and by 
rewarding stretch code compliance with expe-
dited permitting for new buildings.

• Benchmarking: Documenting and tracking 
energy use patterns is a helpful tool for improv-
ing the energy performance of both municipally 
and privately-owned buildings. The disclosure 
and benchmarking of energy performance ratings 
can encourage efficiency upgrades, bring energy 
costs down and measure changes over time. 
While states vary in whether they allow their 
cities and towns to require benchmarking en-
ergy performance, municipalities can establish 
voluntary programs.

• Municipal facilities: As an act of leading by 
example, cities and towns can establish min-
imum energy performance and maintenance 
standards or targets for all municipally-owned 
facilities, from water and wastewater treatment 
plants to town offices, schools, and libraries.

CLEAN ENERGY: LOCAL GENERATION,  
LOCAL DELIVERY AND PURCHASING

There are increasingly diverse ways to generate energy 
and deliver it to the customer. With on-site renewable 
energy, particularly solar PV, municipalities and their 
citizens have ways to make sure that the energy they 
consume comes from cleaner sources. Similarly, ad-
vances in vehicle technology and reductions in costs 
have opened up new opportunities for cities and towns 
to buy EVs and to invest in infrastructure that makes 
EVs easier for citizens to use.

• Clean Energy Supply: Policies dictating how 
solar customers are compensated for the power 
they generate are typically set at the state level, 
but communities can accelerate the adoption 
of clean energy. When municipalities source 

and/or generate renewable energy for their 
own buildings, create district heating systems 
or aggregate the purchase of clean energy, they 
lead by example and encourage residents to do 
the same.

• Delivery Infrastructure: Infrastructure inno-
vations allow cities and towns to take control of 
energy delivery to consumers—from microgrids 
that enable local power generation, storage, and 
consumption to clean, efficient district heat 
systems and efficient LED street lights.

• Vehicles & Equipment: Municipal pur-
chasing policies can advance the adoption of 
efficient appliances, equipment, and vehicles, 
reducing energy use and setting a powerful 
example. Local action can also facilitate electric 
vehicle adoption and charging.

CLEAN ENERGY ZONING AND SITING

Local governments have a significant ability to shape 
land use decisions and policy through zoning and 
permitting. This provides plenty of opportunities for 
municipalities to encourage and stimulate the devel-
opment of clean energy projects and assets that can 
benefit their constituents.  
 

• Renewable Energy Siting: In most states, 
municipalities can support small-scale renew-
able energy projects by adopting siting ordi-
nances for energy facilities. These ordinances 
can help reduce conflict and facilitate deci-
sion-making when it comes to siting communi-
ty solar projects and other types of clean energy 
installations in their community. Working with 
utilities, community members, and other stake-
holders, cities and towns can bring well-designed 
renewable projects to life.

• Zoning and Clean Energy Districts:  
Adjusting municipal zoning codes can make mu-
nicipalities more friendly to renewable energy 
generation by, for example, allowing systems to 
be erected above the allowable building height 
limit. Many states prevent municipalities from 
establishing zoning or siting ordinances that 
restrict the development of renewable resources. 
Clean Energy Districts are geographic areas set by 
state or municipal governments that are eligible 
to participate in certain clean energy financing 



5Community|EnergyVision 
Action Guide

programs. These Districts can be given authority  
to administer programs and enter into contracts. 
Regional Planning Commissions can enhance 
the integration of energy planning across  
the state.

• Permitting Process: Municipalities can establish  
a streamlined and/or reduced-fee permitting  
process that can accelerate the development of 
renewable energy projects in their community.

FINANCIAL INCENTIVES 

Local governments have long used financial incentives, 
often through the property tax function, to attract 
beneficial development. Clean energy presents many 
opportunities in this vein—from providing exemptions 
for the development of renewable energy facilities to 
helping citizens fund deep energy retrofits with loans 
secured by the property and repaid through property  
tax bills (known as property assessed clean energy or 
“PACE” financing). Cities and towns can also be an  
important conduit for state and federal funding for 
clean energy.

• Tax Policy: Municipalities may encourage 
efficiency and renewable energy upgrades 
and ensure that increased tax liability is not a 
deterrent to these improvements by exempting 
any increase in value from local property taxes. 
Local policies may also encourage the siting of 
renewable generation facilities by allowing for 
property tax exemptions or explore equitably 
created tax increment financing (TIF) districts.

• Grant Opportunities: Cities and towns may 
be eligible for state and/or utility grants for 
qualified appliances, equipment, weatheriza-
tion-related goods and services, and qualified 
distributed energy resources. They may also 
have access to targeted funding for combined 
heat and power systems and/or microgrids.

• Financing: Communities have a role in 
facilitating different financing mechanisms to 
support residential, commercial, and municipal 
projects. In general, once a state has authorized 
Residential or Commercial PACE, cities and 
towns can opt-in and publicize the availability 
of these property-assessed loans. Low-interest 

residential and commercial loans and collec-
tive procurement (e.g., multiple municipalities 
teaming up for bulk purchases) programs may 
be available for purchases of qualified appli-
ances, equipment, and weatherization-related 
goods and services; renewable energy technolo-
gies; and EVs and related infrastructure. Munici-
palities themselves may opt to finance efficiency 
and renewable energy projects, combined heat 
and power systems, microgrids, and/or EV 
charging infrastructure through low-interest 
loans or bonds. 

The Community Energy Landscape

Community action happens in the context of state 
policy, and what is possible in one Northeastern state 
may be prohibited in another. As a companion to this 
overview, Acadia Center has developed detailed state 
policy information to help local leaders across the 
Northeast understand their options and obstacles. Each 
state-specific guide can be read as a kind of checklist for 
municipal policy makers, community leaders, utilities 
& businesses, and grassroots coalitions committed to 
advancing the clean energy future. Taken together, this 
is a window into policies that could enhance commu-
nity efforts by accelerating state-local partnerships or 
removing impediments to local action through reform 
of outdated laws and rules. 

Disclaimer: In providing the Community|EnergyVision  
Action Guide, Acadia Center has researched and compiled a  
set of leading clean energy policies and initiatives that can be 
pursued at the municipal level; however, the contents of the  
Guide do not constitute a comprehensive or exhaustive set of  
every measure available to cities and towns in the Northeast. 
While the Action Guide is intended to be a useful tool, it does  
not constitute legal advice. 
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CT ME MA NH NY RI VT

Building Codes Enforce State Building Energy Code 

Adopt Municipal “Lead by Example” Energy Initiatives

Adopt a Stretch Code

Require New Construction be “EV-Ready”

Require New Construction be “Solar-Ready”

Adopt Mandatory Solar Requirement for New Homes

Building Siting & Permitting Preserve Solar Access in New Developments

Establish a Sustainable Building Expedited Permit Program

Benchmarking Adopt an EnergyPerformance Ordinance

Mandate Building Energy Labeling

Mandate the Disclosure of Building Energy Performance

Establish a Minimum Energy Code for Rentals

Require Energy Usage Disclosure for Rentals

Municipal Facilities Establish Energy Efficiency Operations & Maintenance Standards  
for Municipal Facilities

THIS ACTION IS NOT POSSIBLE.
STATE-LEVEL ADVOCACY NEEDED.

This action is legislatively 
prohibited and/or it is an option 
that does not exist in your state. 
Changes at the state level may 
enable this action. 

THERE ARE NO STRUCTURAL  
BARRIERS TO ACTION. GO FOR IT!

This action is legislatively autho-
rized or enabled and/or there is 
clear precedent for this action in 
your state. However, this does not 
mean that a particular policy has 
been adopted in your community. 

THIS ACTION MAY BE POSSIBLE OR 
PRECEDENT-SETTING. LEARN MORE.

There may be limitations or consid-
erations and/or no clear precedent 
for this action in your state. Changes 
may be necessary at the state level. 
See your state’s section of this 
guide for more information. 

ACTION KEY

The laws, ordinances, and regulations that pertain to community clean energy policies vary across the region. This  
comparison of the seven Northeast states by policy action should help you identify which community actions are permitted, 
limited, or prohibited in which states, and inspire you to work toward expanding policy opportunities in your state.  
Definitions and considerations for each action are included in the state-specific section of the Action Guide.

A Comparison of Community Actions by State

BUILDINGS
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CT ME MA NH NY RI VT

Clean Energy Supply Enroll in a Green Tariff Program 

Participate in Community Choice Aggregation

Delivery Infrastructure Establish a Municipal Utility (Municipalization)

Develop a Municipal Microgrid

Develop a Municipal District Energy System

Purchase Utility-Owned Street Lights

Upgrade Street Lights with Energy Efficient Technology

Vehicles & Equipment Develop or Follow a Green Fleet Policy

Establish a Public EV Charging Station Policy

Develop or Follow an Energy Efficiency Purchasing Policy

CT ME MA NH NY RI VT

Renewable Energy Siting Adopt Energy Facility Siting Ordinances 

Zoning & Clean Energy Adjust Zoning Requirements for  Renewables
Districts Honor State-Required Zoning Exemptions for Renewable Energy Developments

Establish a Clean Energy District or Regional Clean Energy Commission

Require EV Access in New Developments

Permitting Process Establish a Streamlined Process for Renewable Energy Permitting

CT ME MA NH NY RI VT

Tax Policy Establish Municipal Property Tax Exemptions for Clean Energy Systems

Establish Tax Increment Financing (TIF) Districts for Clean Energy Improvements 

Grant Opportunities Participate in Energy Efficiency Grants for Municipalities

Participate in DG, CHP and/or Microgrids Grants for Municipalities

Financing Enable PACE Financing for Residential Projects

Enable PACE Financing for Commercial Projects

Participate in Financing for Municipal Projects

CLEAN ENERGY: LOCAL GENERATION, LOCAL DELIVERY  
AND PURCHASING  

CLEAN ENERGY: ZONING AND SITING

FINANCIAL INCENTIVES
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might include an updated electric code with  
wiring requirements.
What you should know: Vermont’s stretch code 
includes a provision that certain multifamily and 
commercial developments must have a certain 
number of parking spaces equipped with electric 
vehicle charging equipment.1 Municipalities are 
not permitted to vary local requirements from the 
stretch code.

Require New Construction  
be “Solar-Ready”
What this means: Modify building codes to ensure 
that solar PV systems can be more easily added to 
new construction. Changes might include an up-
dated electric code with wiring, chase, and circuit 
breaker requirements. 
What you should know: Vermont residential 
stretch code does not include any “solar-ready” 
provisions and municipalities are not allowed to 
adopt more stringent requirements. The VT  
commercial stretch code allows for renewable 
systems/renewable readiness as options to meet 
certain stretch code obligations.

Adopt Mandatory Solar Requirement  
for New Homes
What this means: Adopt requirements that solar 
PV be installed on all new residential construction, 
depending on zone and lot type. 
What you should know: This is not specifically 
prohibited, but may be difficult to establish and 
implement. Building code adjustments are not 
available, and systems would be limited according 
to energy facility siting regulations (see Clean 
Energy Zoning & Siting).

Community Actions in Vermont
Clean energy policies can help communities and residents save energy, save money, and combat climate change by  
reducing carbon emissions. Find out below which policy actions are available to you based on obstacles or opportunities  
in Vermont state law. The information provided here should help you take advantage of actions that are already straight 
forward to accomplish and motivate you to work towards the changes needed in state-level policies. The Action Guide is  
a tool for seizing your clean energy future – use it to benefit your city or town.

A list of acronyms used and resources for additional information is provided at the end of this document.

BUILDING CODES

Enforce State Building Energy Code
What this means: Ensure that new buildings, or 
those undergoing  significant renovations, meet a 
minimum level of energy efficiency as prescribed 
in the state building energy code.  
What you should know: Local inspectors—with 
the option to use third-party inspectors—must 
enforce the state building energy code.

Adopt Municipal “Lead by Example”  
Energy Initiatives
What this means: Adopt a local requirement that 
municipal buildings be a set amount more effi-
cient than the base state building energy code. 
What you should know:  The Vermont Department 
of Public Service provides guidance for munici-
palities to enhance energy planning standards, 
including adopting a more stringent energy code 
for municipal buildings.

Adopt a Stretch Code
What this means: Adopt more stringent energy 
conservation provisions than those required by 
the base state building energy code. 
What you should know:  Vermont has developed a 
stretch energy code for both the commercial and 
residential building segments. Municipalities may 
adopt either or both of these stretch codes as part 
of their land use bylaws.

Require New Construction  
be “EV-Ready”
What this means: Modify building codes to ensure 
that EV charging equipment can be more easily 
and efficiently added to new construction. Changes 

BUILDINGS

http://nrb.vermont.gov/sites/nrb/files/documents/cbesstretch.pdf
http://nrb.vermont.gov/sites/nrb/files/documents/cbesstretch.pdf
http://www.highgatevt.org/vertical/sites/%7B27DD8364-9602-460E-9A11-4C6436D74153%7D/uploads/MUNICIPAL_GUIDE_FOR_VT_ENERGY_CODES_AND_ABOVE-CODE_PROGRAMS(1).pdf
http://www.windhamregional.org/images/docs/energy/act-174/Guidance_Municipal.pdf
http://www.windhamregional.org/images/docs/energy/act-174/Guidance_Municipal.pdf
http://nrb.vermont.gov/sites/nrb/files/documents/cbesstretch.pdf
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/sites/dps/files/documents/Energy_Efficiency/RBES/2015_VT_Energy_Code_Handbook_V4.1.pdf
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/energy_efficiency/code_update
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/energy_efficiency/code_update
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energy labeling through the Home Energy Labeling 
Information eXchange (HELIX). 

Mandate the Disclosure of Building  
Energy Performance
What this means: Require that residential and/or 
non-residential building energy performance 
ratings be disclosed.
What you should know: Disclosure of home ener-
gy scores for HELIX is voluntary. Privacy concerns 
remain a significant obstacle to requiring public 
disclosure of energy labeling scores.

Establish a Minimum Energy  
Code for Rentals
What this means: Require that rental units meet  
a minimum level of energy performance. 
What you should know: Municipalities can  
require registration and inspection of rental 
units for safety issues, and can extend these  
regulations to include a baseline energy perfor-
mance requirement for rentals. For example, 
Burlington, VT requires that rental buildings 
meet basic efficiency standards at time of sale.

Require Energy Usage Disclosure  
for Rentals
What this means: Require that historical energy 
usage for rental units be disclosed to prospective 
tenants as part of the lease agreement. 
What you should know: Municipalities can  
require registration and inspection of rental 
units for safety issues, and can extend these  
regulations to cover energy usage, as disclosed  
by energy bill history. For example, Burlington, VT 
requires energy usage disclosure for rental housing 
at time of sale. 

MUNICIPAL FACILITIES

Establish Energy Efficiency Operations  
& Maintenance Standards for  
Municipal Facilities
What this means: Create and enforce minimum 
operations and maintenance standards for all 
municipally-owned facilities, including perfor-
mance requirements and the development of 
related manuals. 
What you should know: Energy standards for the 
operations and maintenance of municipal buildings 
enable cities and towns to control their energy use 
and expenses and to demonstrate the potential of 
this tool.

BUILDING SITING AND PERMITTING

Preserve Solar Access in  
New Developments
What this means: Require that site plans for new 
construction preserve solar access through con-
sideration of orientation and location of buildings, 
open spaces, and other features.  
What you should know: Municipalities appear to 
have authority to create these types of require-
ments. Burlington, VT for example, requires  
consideration of solar access in new developments.2

Establish a Sustainable Building  
Expedited Permit Program
What this means: Establish an expedited permit-
ting process for buildings and other structures 
with, for example, strong energy efficiency or 
renewable-ready features. 
What you should know: Municipalities generally 
have broad discretion to reward renewable-ready 
and energy efficient building design by establishing 
expedited permitting processes and/or establishing 
reduced fees for permit processing.

BENCHMARKING

Adopt an Energy  
Performance Ordinance 
What this means: Require certain types of buildings 
(e.g., multi-family residential, non-residential) to 
benchmark and report energy usage in comparison 
to similar facilities. Reporting requirements may 
include public disclosure and display of results. 
What you should know: This is not directly prohib-
ited and municipalities likely have authority under 
home rule to adopt such an ordinance. However, 
no precedent for this appears to exist in VT.

Mandate Building Energy Labeling
What this means:  Establish a required rating  
system for residential and non-residential build-
ings based on building energy performance.  
What you should know:  While municipalities 
likely have the authority to develop energy label-
ing requirements, multiple statewide attempts to 
move building scoring, labeling, and disclosure 
forward have had only moderate success. Vermont 
is now piloting voluntary building energy labeling 
through the Home Energy Profile Program. VT is 
also making efforts to improve voluntary home 

http://www.neep.org/sites/default/files/resources/Home Energy Labeling Information Exchange One-Pager.pdf
http://www.neep.org/sites/default/files/resources/Home Energy Labeling Information Exchange One-Pager.pdf
https://www.codepublishing.com/VT/Burlington/?Burlington18/Burlington1807.html&%3ff
https://www.codepublishing.com/VT/Burlington/?Burlington18/Burlington1807.html&%3ff
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/energy_efficiency/buildingenergy_labeling
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/energy_efficiency/buildingenergy_labeling
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/energy_efficiency/buildingenergy_labeling
http://www.neep.org/sites/default/files/resources/Home Energy Labeling Information Exchange One-Pager.pdf
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with utilities, as Rutland did with Green Mountain 
Power. Individually-owned microgrids would 
likely be subject to regulation as a public utility.

Develop a Municipal District  
Energy System
What this means: Work with developers and 
stakeholders to create a district energy system for 
efficient heating and cooling in your community. 
What you should know:  Municipalities can  
develop district energy systems and at least five 
municipalities have done so. One example is 
District Heat Montpelier, which heats the Capitol 
Complex and 21 downtown buildings with mod-
ern wood-fired boilers.

Purchase Utility-Owned Street Lights
What this means: Buy your street light system 
from the utility to facilitate installation of LEDs 
and other cost- and energy-saving upgrades. 
Some utilities may be required to make street 
lights available for sale at a reasonable cost at a 
municipality’s request.  
What you should know: Although utilities are not 
required to sell streetlights, Vermont municipali-
ties may be able to purchase their street lights, and 
utilities are required by law to include a tariff for 
customer-owned lighting.4 Efficiency Vermont can 
help municipalities evaluate the relative costs of 
municipal ownership versus leasing. 

Upgrade Street Lights with Energy  
Efficient Technology
What this means: Utility street light tariffs may 
offer either traditional or progressive options for 
utility-owned or customer-owned street lighting 
equipment. Traditional street light tariffs offer 
a set rate for dusk-to-dawn service. Progressive 
tariffs can offer opportunities to cut energy use 
and expenses by converting street lights to LEDs, 
upgrading lights with dimming technology,  
and/or limiting hours of service.

CLEAN ENERGY SUPPLY

Enroll in a Green Tariff Program
What this means: Opt-in to a utility program that 
allows a municipality to buy up to 100% of its 
electricity from clean energy sources.  
What you should know:  Green Mountain Power 
and some municipal electric companies offer 
green power packages. 

Participate in Community Choice  
Aggregation (CCA)
What this means: Work with your community to 
pool residential, business, and municipal elec-
tricity load and to purchase and/or develop clean 
electricity on behalf of customers participating in 
the CCA program.  
What you should know: CCA is not available  
in Vermont. 

DELIVERY INFRASTRUCTURE

Establish a Municipal Utility  
(Municipalization)
What this means: Establish or acquire the electric 
system, including infrastructure and operations, 
in order to lower rates, source more renewables, 
and ensure local control. 
What you should know: Municipalities can estab-
lish municipal utilities; there are fourteen currently 
operating in Vermont.3

Develop a Municipal Microgrid
What this means: Work with developers and 
stakeholders to create a microgrid to enable local 
energy generation, storage, and consumption; 
add capacity and stability to the larger grid; and, 
operate independently at times. 
What you should know: Vermont communities 
have several options for the development of mi-
crogrids. Municipal utilities can develop and own 
microgrids or community groups can partner 

CLEAN ENERGY: LOCAL GENERATION, LOCAL DELIVERY  
AND PURCHASING  

http://www.montpelier-vt.org/375/District-Heat-Montpelier
http://www.greenmountainpower.com/help/billing-payments/rates-gmp-offer-support-renewable-energy-vermont/
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/electric
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the purchase of energy efficient appliances and 
equipment for municipal use.
What you should know:  Municipalities are  
required to develop energy plans that are in  
alignment with the State Comprehensive Energy 
Plan, which includes energy efficiency policies.

RENEWABLE ENERGY SITING

Adopt Energy Facility  
Siting Ordinances
What this means: States typically regulate the 
siting of larger energy facilities and leave munici-
palities to regulate smaller projects. Municipalities 
can clarify community standards to facilitate the 
development of renewable energy facilities and 
reduce potential conflicts about the appropriate-
ness of renewable energy facilities. 
What you should know: The Vermont Public 
Service Board regulates all energy generating 
facilities, except where operated solely for on-site 
use.6 While recent legislation grants “substantial 
deference” to local boards in siting decisions, the 
VPSB retains final authority over siting.7 Munic-
ipalities are limited in their ability to regulate 
small wind turbines (blades less than 20 feet in 
diameter) and small rooftop solar collectors (less 
than 10 feet high on sloped roofs).8

ZONING & CLEAN ENERGY DISTRICTS

Adjust Zoning Requirements  
for Renewables
What this means: Make zoning codes more 
friendly to renewable energy projects. For ex-
ample, create exemptions for renewable energy 
systems that allow them to be erected above the 
established building height limit. 
What you should know:  Municipalities may adopt 
zoning and subdivision bylaws to encourage 
energy conservation and to protect and provide 
access to sunlight and wind.9

What you should know:  Vermont is unique to the 
Northeast in that it requires all utilities to include 
LED lighting options in their street lighting 
tariffs.5 Efficiency Vermont’s Guide to Improving 
Efficiency in Municipal Street Lighting offers 
guidance to municipalities interested in this  
and other steps.
GMP, the largest utility and only investor-owned 
utility in the state, offers progressive LED rates 
for both utility-owned and customer-owned light-
ing equipment tariffs. However, GMP only offers 
dusk-to-dawn service, which means that munic-
ipalities would not be able to take advantage of 
cost savings from other efficiency upgrades such 
as timing or dimming controls.

VEHICLES & EQUIPMENT

Develop or Follow a Green Fleet Policy
What this means: Follow state selection guide-
lines and criteria for municipal passenger and 
utility vehicle purchases so that vehicles meet 
minimum efficiency standard or emit less than  
a certain amount of CO2 per mile. 
What you should know: Vermont’s Go Green Fleet 
Initiative elaborates plans for increasing the 
number of electric vehicles in state fleets. The 
program can serve as a model for municipalities  
to convert their own fleets. Go! Vermont also 
offers resources for municipalities to encourage  
EV adoption.

Establish a Public EV Charging  
Station Policy
What this means: Create a public EV charging 
station policy in your community to guide develop-
ment of EV infrastructure and enable EV access. 
Some states provide guidance for this as well. 
What you should know: Drive Electric Vermont 
provides information and resources to encourage 
the installation of EV charging stations. The most 
recent Vermont State Agency Energy Plan (2016) 
also includes initiatives to assist municipalities  
in installing charging stations.

Develop or Follow an Energy 
Efficiency Purchasing Policy
What this means: Follow state selection guide-
lines and criteria for municipal purchases, or 
adopt local guidelines requiring, for example, 

CLEAN ENERGY:  
ZONING AND SITING

https://outside.vermont.gov/sov/webservices/Shared Documents/2016CEP_Final.pdf
https://outside.vermont.gov/sov/webservices/Shared Documents/2016CEP_Final.pdf
http://www.montpelier-vt.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/1143
http://www.montpelier-vt.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/1143
http://www.greenmountainpower.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Rate-19-Outdoor-Lighting-10.1.16.pdf
http://climatechange.vermont.gov/our-climate-solutions/low-carbon-travel/cleaner-vehicles#State
http://climatechange.vermont.gov/our-climate-solutions/low-carbon-travel/cleaner-vehicles#State
http://www.connectingcommuters.org/community-resources/
http://www.driveelectricvt.com/for-businesses
http://bgs.vermont.gov/sites/bgs/files/files/energy-environment/2016-State-Agency-Energy-Plan.pdf
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Honor State-Required Zoning  
Exemptions for Renewable  
Energy Developments
What this means: Some states exempt renewable 
projects approved by a state-level body from local 
zoning and siting ordinances. Others mandate 
that local zoning and siting ordinances cannot 
restrict or have the effect of restricting the  
development of renewable energy resources. 
What you should know: Municipalities may not 
establish ordinances or other agreements that 
prohibit or have the effective of prohibiting the 
use of solar collectors or other energy devices 
based on renewable resources.10

Establish a Clean Energy District or 
Regional Clean Energy Commission
What this means: Join or create a clean energy 
district or regional planning commission, either 
among or within municipalities, to enhance the 
administration of energy efficiency and clean  
energy programs and enhance integration of 
energy planning across the state. 
What you should know: Recent legislation cre-
ates an option for municipalities, working with 
regional planning commissions, to engage in 
enhanced planning to improve the integration 
of planning for energy and land use. Municipal 
energy plans that are consistent with state energy 
policy will receive deference in the VT PSB’s re-
view of siting applications.11 The DPS has issued 
a guidance document for municipalities on the 
new law.

Require EV Access in  
New Developments
What this means: Adopt ordinances that require, 
for example, a certain number of EV charging 
stations in parking lots, based on the size of the 
lot or adjacent buildings.
What you should know: Under home rule, munic-
ipalities have broad authority to establish zoning 
ordinances. However, no precedent appears to 
exist in Vermont.

PERMITTING PROCESS

Establish a Streamlined Process for 
Renewable Energy Permitting
What this means: Implement standards that limit 
the time it takes to get a permit for a renewable en-
ergy project and/or reduce or waive permitting fees. 

What you should know: Vermont has established 
simplified procedures for the permitting process 
for certain renewable energy plants 12 and expe-
dited permitting for solar PV systems that are 15 
kW or less.13 Municipalities have jurisdiction over 
certain, small on-site systems and can establish 
streamlined or expedited processes at the local 
level.

TAX POLICY

Establish Municipal Property Tax  
Exemptions for Clean Energy Systems
What this means: Provide an exemption from lo-
cal property taxes for qualified renewable energy 
systems and/or efficiency upgrades. 
What you should know:  Municipalities may offer 
an exemption from local property taxes for certain 
renewable energy systems.14 Certain small solar 
PV systems are exempt from municipal property 
taxes.15

Utilize Tax Increment Financing (TIF) 
Districts for Clean Energy Improvements
What this means: TIF is an economic development 
tool that leverages tax adjustments to subsidize 
projects within a defined district. TIF districts have 
been used in parts of the country to support clean 
energy projects, including infrastructure invest-
ments, efficiency upgrades, and transit-oriented 
development. 
What you should know: While TIF districts exist in 
Vermont, state law prohibits municipalities from 
creating any new TIF districts.16

GRANT OPPORTUNITIES

Participate in Energy Efficiency 
Grants for Municipalities
What this means: States typically regulate the 
siting of larger energy facilities and leave munic-
ipalities to regulate smaller projects. Municipali-
ties can clarify community standards to facilitate 
the development of renewable energy facilities 
and reduce potential conflicts about the appro-
priateness of renewable energy facilities.  

FINANCIAL INCENTIVES

http://centralvtplanning.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Municipal-Guidance_Final.pdf
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What you should know:  Efficiency Vermont 
offers rebates for weatherization and energy 
efficiency upgrades.

Participate in DG, CHP and/or  
Microgrids Grants for Municipalities
What this means: Utilize state and/or utility 
grants for qualified  distributed energy resources. 
There may be targeted funding available for  
Combined Heat and Power systems and/or  
microgrids.  
What you should know:  The Renewable Energy 
Resource Center (RERC) offers funding and incen-
tives for renewable energy projects.

FINANCING

Enable PACE Financing for  
Residential Projects
What this means: Opt into Residential PACE pro- 
grams that provide loans for qualifying energy 
efficiency and clean energy improvements. PACE 
loans are secured by a lien on the property and 
are generally repaid as a line item on the  
homeowner’s property tax bill.
What you should know:  R-PACE is authorized 
in Vermont with active programs in at least 40 
municipalities. Cities and towns must pass an 
ordinance adopting the PACE program.

Enable PACE Financing for  
Commercial Projects
What this means: Opt into Commercial PACE 
programs that provide loans for qualifying en-
ergy efficiency and clean energy improvements 
and are secured by a lien on the property. PACE 
financing can be offered at lower interest rates 
and for longer terms than would be possible with 
an unsecured loan. 
What you should know:  Vermont does not have a 
commercial PACE program. However, other financ-
ing opportunities exist for businesses through the 
VT Economic Development Authority and the 
Business Energy Loan Program.

Participate in Financing for  
Municipal Projects
What this means: Utilize low interest loans, 
bonding programs and/or energy performance 
contracting available for energy efficiency and 
renewable energy projects, including Combined 
Heat and Power systems, microgrids and EV 
charging infrastructure. 
What you should know: Low interest loans are 
available through the Vermont Economic Devel-
opment Authority and the Vermont Clean Energy 
Development Fund. State law authorizes state 
government and local school districts to enter 
into Energy Savings Performance Contracting 
arrangements and, unlike other states,  there 
are no resources regarding any  “pre-qualified” 
contractors.17

https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/rebates
http://www.rerc-vt.org/
http://www.rerc-vt.org/
https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/services/financing/homes
http://www.veda.org/financing-options/vermont-commercial-financing/commercial-energy-loan-program/
https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/services/financing/businesses-and-institutions
http://www.veda.org/financing-options/vermont-commercial-financing/commercial-energy-loan-program/
http://www.veda.org/financing-options/vermont-commercial-financing/commercial-energy-loan-program/
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/renewable_energy/cedf
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/renewable_energy/cedf
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Key Acronyms and Terms

General Terms
CCA – Community Choice Aggregation – a program 
that allows municipalities to buy and/or generate elec-
tricity for residents and businesses within their areas 

CHP – Combined Heat and Power – also called  
cogeneration – process that generates electricity  
and useful thermal energy in a single, integrated system

DG – Distributed Generation – technologies that gener-
ate energy at the point of consumption, rather than at 
a centrally-located power plant, and either grid-tied or 
stand-alone

ESPC – Energy Savings Performance Contracting – a 
financing mechanism wherein a project is paid for using 
the savings achieved by the project

EV – Electric Vehicles – include both all-electric and 
plug-in hybrid electric vehicles

EVSE – Electric Vehicle Supply Equipment – include 
both Level 2 EV charging stations, which take 4 hours to 
charge a vehicle, and DC Fast Chargers, which take 30 
minutes to charge

IECC – International Energy Conservation Code – 
model building code created by the International Code 
Council and adopted by many states and municipal 
governments in the United States for the establishment 
of minimum design and construction requirements for 
energy efficiency

LED – Light Emitting Diode – a highly efficient  
lighting fixture

LEED – Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design – a building performance rating system run by 
the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC). LEED projects 
earn one of four rating levels: Certified, Silver, Gold,  
or Platinum

PACE – Property Assessed Clean Energy – a mechanism 
that finances qualifying energy efficiency and clean 
energy improvements through a lien on the property

Solar PV – Solar Photovoltaic system – a power system 
that converts sunlight into electricity

TIF – Tax Increment Financing – a method of financing 
public improvements with the incremental taxes  
created by new construction, expansion, or renovation 
of property within a defined area of the community  
(a TIF district)

Vermont-Specific Terms
DPS – Department of Public Service

GMP – Green Mountain Power

VPSB – Vermont Public Service Board

RERC – Renewable Energy Resource Center

The Comprehensive Energy Plan is developed by 
DPS and provides a framework, plans, and recommen-
dations for public and private action.

The State Agency Energy Plan is developed by the 
Department of Buildings and General Services (in con-
cert with other state agencies) to demonstrate state 
leadership in Clean Energy.
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Burlington, Vermont Code of Ordinances – Article 6:
https://www.codepublishing.com/VT/Burlington/ 

Burlington, Vermont Article VII. Minimum  
Energy Efficiency Standards Ordinance: https://
www.codepublishing.com/VT/Burlington/?Burling-
ton18/Burlington1807.html&%253ff 

Business Energy Loan Program (by Efficiency  
Vermont): https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/ser-
vices/financing/businesses-and-institutions 

Central Vermont Regional Planning Commission:
http://centralvtplanning.org/programs/energy/munic-
ipal-energy-planning/

Clean Energy Development Fund:
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/renewable_energy/cedf 

Also see the VSECU Community Solar Loan:
https://www.vsecu.com/energy-savings/loans/special-
ized-loans/community-solar-loan 

Drive Electric Vermont:
http://www.driveelectricvt.com/for-businesses 

Efficiency Vermont:
https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/rebates 

Efficiency Vermont - R-PACE and Other Financing 
Programs: https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/ser-
vices/financing/homes 

Efficiency Vermont - Guide to Improving Efficien-
cy in Municipal Street Lighting: http://www.mont-
pelier-vt.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/1143

Go Green Fleet Initiative:
http://climatechange.vermont.gov/our-climate-solu-
tions/low-carbon-travel/cleaner-vehicles#State 

Go! Vermont – Community Resources:
http://www.connectingcommuters.org/community-re-
sources/ 

Green Mountain Power – GreenerGMP Program:
https://www.greenmountainpower.com/help/bill-
ing-payments/greenergmp/ 

Green Mountain Power – Outdoor Lighting Tariffs:
https://www.greenmountainpower.com/wp-content/
uploads/2016/12/Rate-19-Outdoor-Lighting-10.1.16.pdf

Home Energy Labeling eXchange (HELIX):
http://www.neep.org/sites/default/files/resources/
Home%20Energy%20Labeling%20Information%20
Exchange%20One-Pager.pdf 

Renewable Energy Resource Center (RERC):
http://www.rerc-vt.org/ 

State Building Energy Code:
http://www.highgatevt.org/vertical/
sites/%7B27DD8364-9602-460E-9A11-
4C6436D74153%7D/uploads/MUNICIPAL_GUIDE_
FOR_VT_ENERGY_CODES_AND_ABOVE-CODE_PRO-
GRAMS.pdf

State Comprehensive Energy Plan 2016:
https://outside.vermont.gov/sov/webservices/
Shared%20Documents/2016CEP_Final.pdf 

State Stretch Codes:
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/energy_efficiency/
code_update 

Vermont DPS – Guidance for Municipal Enhanced 
Energy Planning Standards: http://centralvtplan-
ning.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Munici-
pal-Guidance_Final.pdf

Vermont Economic and Development Authority:
http://www.veda.org/financing-options/vermont-com-
mercial-financing/commercial-energy-loan-program/ 

Vermont State Agency Energy Plan 2016:
http://bgs.vermont.gov/sites/bgs/files/files/energy-en-
vironment/2016-State-Agency-Energy-Plan.pdf

Additional Resources and Links

https://www.codepublishing.com/VT/Burlington/
https://www.codepublishing.com/VT/Burlington/?Burlington18/Burlington1807.html&%253ff 
https://www.codepublishing.com/VT/Burlington/?Burlington18/Burlington1807.html&%253ff 
https://www.codepublishing.com/VT/Burlington/?Burlington18/Burlington1807.html&%253ff 
https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/services/financing/businesses-and-institutions 
https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/services/financing/businesses-and-institutions 
http://centralvtplanning.org/programs/energy/municipal-energy-planning/
http://centralvtplanning.org/programs/energy/municipal-energy-planning/
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/renewable_energy/cedf 
https://www.vsecu.com/energy-savings/loans/specialized-loans/community-solar-loan
https://www.vsecu.com/energy-savings/loans/specialized-loans/community-solar-loan
http://www.driveelectricvt.com/for-businesses 
https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/rebates 
https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/services/financing/homes
https://www.efficiencyvermont.com/services/financing/homes
http://www.montpelier-vt.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/1143
http://www.montpelier-vt.org/DocumentCenter/Home/View/1143
http://climatechange.vermont.gov/our-climate-solutions/low-carbon-travel/cleaner-vehicles#State
http://climatechange.vermont.gov/our-climate-solutions/low-carbon-travel/cleaner-vehicles#State
http://www.connectingcommuters.org/community-resources/
http://www.connectingcommuters.org/community-resources/
https://www.greenmountainpower.com/help/billing-payments/greenergmp/
https://www.greenmountainpower.com/help/billing-payments/greenergmp/
https://www.greenmountainpower.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Rate-19-Outdoor-Lighting-10.1.16.pdf
https://www.greenmountainpower.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Rate-19-Outdoor-Lighting-10.1.16.pdf
http://www.neep.org/sites/default/files/resources/Home%20Energy%20Labeling%20Information%20Exchange%20One-Pager.pdf 
http://www.neep.org/sites/default/files/resources/Home%20Energy%20Labeling%20Information%20Exchange%20One-Pager.pdf 
http://www.neep.org/sites/default/files/resources/Home%20Energy%20Labeling%20Information%20Exchange%20One-Pager.pdf 
http://www.rerc-vt.org/ 
http://www.highgatevt.org/vertical/sites/%7B27DD8364-9602-460E-9A11-4C6436D74153%7D/uploads/MUNICIPAL_GUIDE_FOR_VT_ENERGY_CODES_AND_ABOVE-CODE_PROGRAMS.pdf
http://www.highgatevt.org/vertical/sites/%7B27DD8364-9602-460E-9A11-4C6436D74153%7D/uploads/MUNICIPAL_GUIDE_FOR_VT_ENERGY_CODES_AND_ABOVE-CODE_PROGRAMS.pdf
http://www.highgatevt.org/vertical/sites/%7B27DD8364-9602-460E-9A11-4C6436D74153%7D/uploads/MUNICIPAL_GUIDE_FOR_VT_ENERGY_CODES_AND_ABOVE-CODE_PROGRAMS.pdf
http://www.highgatevt.org/vertical/sites/%7B27DD8364-9602-460E-9A11-4C6436D74153%7D/uploads/MUNICIPAL_GUIDE_FOR_VT_ENERGY_CODES_AND_ABOVE-CODE_PROGRAMS.pdf
http://www.highgatevt.org/vertical/sites/%7B27DD8364-9602-460E-9A11-4C6436D74153%7D/uploads/MUNICIPAL_GUIDE_FOR_VT_ENERGY_CODES_AND_ABOVE-CODE_PROGRAMS.pdf
https://outside.vermont.gov/sov/webservices/Shared%20Documents/2016CEP_Final.pdf
https://outside.vermont.gov/sov/webservices/Shared%20Documents/2016CEP_Final.pdf
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/energy_efficiency/code_update 
http://publicservice.vermont.gov/energy_efficiency/code_update 
http://centralvtplanning.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Municipal-Guidance_Final.pdf
http://centralvtplanning.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Municipal-Guidance_Final.pdf
http://centralvtplanning.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Municipal-Guidance_Final.pdf
http://www.veda.org/financing-options/vermont-commercial-financing/commercial-energy-loan-program/
http://www.veda.org/financing-options/vermont-commercial-financing/commercial-energy-loan-program/
http://bgs.vermont.gov/sites/bgs/files/files/energy-environment/2016-State-Agency-Energy-Plan.pdf
http://bgs.vermont.gov/sites/bgs/files/files/energy-environment/2016-State-Agency-Energy-Plan.pdf
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