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Project Name: 

DMEA INCOME QUALIFIED COMMUNITY 
SOLAR ARRAY
Electric cooperative brought early solar 
energy benefits to LMI members through state 
demonstration project

Size: 
151 kWDC

Location: 
11925 6300 Road, Montrose, CO 81401   

# of LMI customers:
60

Project Website:  
https://www.dmea.com/community-solar-array

• No-cost Site Lease
• State and Federal 

Grants or Funding
• Renewable Energy 

Certificate (RECs)

BEST
PRACTICES

Overview
When built in 2016, Delta-Montrose Electric Association’s (DMEA) Income 
Qualified Community Solar Array (IQCSA) - which is 100% dedicated to 
low-income subscribers - was the largest of its kind in the country. DMEA’s 
Board of Directors was motivated to create a local and resilient energy source 
for their low-income electric cooperative members. The IQCSA was part of 
a 2015 statewide initiative (Low-Income Community Solar Demonstration 
Project) that aimed to reduce electricity costs for low-income households by 
offering community solar options to the same households that are eligible for 
weatherization services. The Colorado Energy Office identified DMEA as a 
project partner for the Low-Income Community Solar Demonstration Project 
and provided funding support and project evaluation. 

GRID Alternatives Colorado (GRID) developed the design and implementation 
framework, designed and led the installation of the system, provided workforce 
development and outreach, and managed subscriptions. The panels, energized in 
2016, are installed adjacent to DMEA’s headquarters on land owned by DMEA. 
DMEA also provided funding and interconnection. Currently, GRID provides 
ongoing operations and maintenance to the project and DMEA provides bill 
credits, billing support, and owns the installation. 

https://www.dmea.com/community-solar-array
https://www.dmea.com/
https://energyoffice.colorado.gov/weatherization-assistance/low-income-solar/community-solar
https://energyoffice.colorado.gov/weatherization-assistance/low-income-solar/community-solar
https://energyoffice.colorado.gov/
https://gridalternatives.org/regions/colorado
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Using a “barn-raising” community development 
model, GRID and DMEA installed the array alongside 
volunteer community members. DMEA and GRID 
contacted potential subscribers by using program 
brochures and conducting in-person workshops. The 
workshops discussed program and contract details, 
and established expectations for system performance 
and cost savings. Both DMEA and subscribers reported 
successful outreach. The first subscriber signed up in 
November 2016, and 100% subscription was achieved 
in one month. 

To qualify, subscribers must earn less than 80% of 
HUD’s area median income by county. DMEA may deny 
applicants for poor credit history. Systems are sized to 
offset approximately 50% of subscribers’ electricity 
costs and average 3.6 kW. DMEA has committed 
to providing subscriptions for 20 years. Individual 
subscriptions last five years, with the option to renew 
contracts. Any unsubscribed production is allocated 
back to subscribers. 

The subscriber pays DMEA the retail rate for electricity 
consumed, fixed monthly charges, and an access fee. 
In return, DMEA provides a bill credit to subscribers 
for the electricity produced by their allocation of the 

Photo Credit: GRID Alternatives

installation. For subscribers, a constant and known solar 
payment provides insulation against rising electricity 
costs and helps subscribers budget for long-term energy 
costs. 

On the subscriber bill on the next page, the green 
highlight shows the production credit.

DMEA’s renewable energy growth was restricted by 
Tri-State’s 5% cooperative-owned generation cap when 
the project was first energized. DMEA is no longer 
a Tri-State member, and no longer subject to the cap. 
However, no state electrical permit was required, since 
solar installations owned by electric utility cooperatives 
are exempt. 

Innovative Approaches
•	 Workforce development. GRID’s model of including 

workforce development with community solar 
provided additional benefits to the local community.

•	 Informational workshops. These community 
workshops set clear expectations for program 
participation and anticipated savings, leading to 
100% subscription within one month.

https://cdola.colorado.gov/sites/dola/files/documents/HUD%20AMI%20Table%202022.pdf
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This case study is a part of the LIFT Toolkit initiative. To explore more case 
studies and best practices visit LIFT.Groundswell.org

research@groundswell.org

Lessons Learned
•	 Agreements with generation 

and transmission utilities 
can put limits on community 
solar installations. DMEA was 
constrained in its ability to 
offer more community solar 
and to manage operating costs 
because of Tri-State’s renewable 
energy policies. These limit 
self-generation to 5% of total 
consumption and require that 
DMEA pay for the electricity 
consumed by its members that 
is offset by solar. In addition, 
Tri-State’s renewable energy 
policies prohibit the community 
solar array from offsetting peak 
demand charges. 

 

http://LIFT.Groundswell.org

