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A combination of technology-read-
iness, economics, and available 
funding is creating an opportunity 
that we feel local commercial build-
ing owners will not want to ignore. 
What is this opportunity? You can 
increase your net income within 2 
or 3 months and take advantage of 
the IRS’ 50% bonus depreciation on 

capital improvements to existing structures for improvements 
done in 2016 and 2017 by installing energy efficiency and/or 
renewable energy (EE/RE) measures.

This process typically takes four steps: (1) Get a low-cost energy 
audit done on your building, (free to organizations with 10 or 
fewer employees), (2) access PACE (Property Assessed Clean 
Energy, see page 2) financing, (3) install the measures, and (4) 
include the bonus depreciation on your 2016 tax return. 

How much could a building owner save? Based on commercial 
building audits performed in 2014–2015 (99 buildings, 890,000 
square feet), these types of small-to mid-size commercial build-
ings need work done that can reduce natural gas usage by 31% 
and electricity usage by 18%, and saves utility costs averaging 
27 cents/sq. ft. per year. For a 10,000 square foot building, the 
annual savings for the average building would be over $2,700. 
The cost of these capital improvements averages $2.40/square 
foot, meaning that if the building qualifies the owner or the 
lessee could take a bonus depreciation of $12,000 for the 2016 
tax year. That’s like getting a $2,000 to $4,000 incentive paid to 
you on your 2016 taxes for these capital improvements that will 
continue to save you money every year.

(continued on page 6)
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Effortless Financing with Energize NY and PACE

For many companies, solar energy has been out of reach because of the large up-
front costs.  Tompkins County has put in place a system to get over that hurdle.  The 
county and the City of Ithaca are among the first in New York to adopt “Property 
Assessed Clean Energy,” or PACE: financing for renewable energy systems and effi-
ciency improvements for existing commercial properties where the system is paid 
for through the owner’s annual property tax bill. 

Energize NY Finance offers low-cost, long-term loans, but unlike other types of 
financing, the loan does not come due when the property is sold.  Tompkins County 

Administrator Joe Mareane explains, “Instead, the annual repayment stays on the tax bill until the loan is paid 
off, much like a conventional sidewalk assessment.  This unique payment feature assures that project costs can 
be offset by energy savings each year.”     

The Energize NY Finance also gives technical assistance to 
owners as they get started, and throughout the building of the 
clean energy project.  PACE is available for most existing build-
ings owned by a commercial or not-for-profit entity, including 
multifamily buildings, agricultural facilities, shops and offices, 
industrial facilities, and institutional buildings.  It can finance up 
to 100% of an array of energy efficiency and renewable energy 
projects, including projects from insulation to solar panels and 
geothermal systems. 

The annual savings from the improvements must be greater than the annual finance payments and loans are 
limited to 10% of the property’s value.   Mareane says, “Energize NY Finance allows us to take a major step 
forward in achieving environmental and economic development goals.  Through Energize NY, property own-
ers can reduce their cost of doing business and, in the process, make meaningful reductions in greenhouse gas 
emissions. That is a powerful one-two punch.”

Some of the benefits of this program include covering 100 percent of the project costs at rates from 3.75% to 
6.75%.  The terms range from five to 20 years, and payments automatically transfer to the next property owner 
if not paid off.  It will keep those dollars local, and will also help meet sustainability goals set by the state and 
county. 

For further information regarding the Energize NY Finance program, contact Jana Petrikova, 
info@energizeny.org (914) 302-7300  or visit http://commercial.energizeny.org to find out how much financ-
ing a property qualifies for. 

“Energize NY Finance 
offers low-cost, long-term 

loans, but unlike other 
types of financing, the loan 
does not come due when 

the property is sold.”

by Mike Sigler, Tompkins County Legislature

mailto:info%40energizeny.org?subject=
http://commercial.energizeny.org
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Guillermo Metz: Could you give a quick overview of where the commercial/mu-
nicipal market was just a year or so ago and what regulatory changes/clarifications 
have been made since then to help guide projects and move them forward?

Melissa Kemp: Last year was an absolutely critical year for the commercial so-
lar market in New York. Although New York started to support and encourage 
commercial solar in 2012, the intermittent nature and uncertainty of those efforts 
coupled with outdated standards limited the market. In 2015, New York launched 
a continuous NY Sun incentive program for commercial projects up to 2 MWac*, 

took significant strides in modernizing interconnection standards and procedures, and encouraged the spread 
of standard solar zoning best practices across the state. These changes—combined with continued financing 
and state regulatory innovation—have resulted in a large influx of businesses and non-profits going solar in 
2015 and 2016.

Q: Renovus recently completed installations of a 53 kW solar system at Two Goats Brewery, in Hector, and a 
220 kW array in Caroline for property manager PPM Homes. I know you have several more of these commer-
cial projects in the pipe. Can you give a quick summary of the costs of some of these systems and what sorts of 
cost savings these projects are delivering?

A: These systems are small to medium commercial facilities—50–250 kW in scale—that serve businesses and 
non-profit organizations. Typically, if financing is used, all of these projects provide immediate savings of 
10-30% per year to customers compared to what they are currently paying the utility, or have a payback of less 
than 7 years if they are purchased upfront. The exact savings or payback depends primarily on the customer’s 
current rate of electricity and on the type and terms of the financing used. 

Q: If a business is shaded or doesn’t have a good site, what are their options for implementing solar? 

A: Whether a business’s or non-profit’s offices or facilities are a good location for solar no longer determines 
their solar options. Through innovative regulatory expansions of New York’s over-a-decade-old net-meter-
ing policy in 2012, customers can own or purchase electricity from solar facilities located remotely on other 
suitable land or buildings anywhere in the utility’s service territory (which for NYSEG incudes all of Tompkins 
County and large parts of the 8 surrounding counties). This is referred to as remote net-metering and custom-
ers receive the same economic value as they would when projects are located on-site. In 2015, New York also 
allowed organizations to bundle themselves together and share these remotely located facilities in a structure 
called Community Distributed Generation. For either option, your business or non-profit does not have to 
own or purchase the additional location for the facility. Typically these are leased from interested landowners. 

(continued on page 7)

* MWac refers to watt-peak, the maximum possible output of a solar generator operating under standard conditions

Commercial solar Q&A with Melissa Kemp, 
Director of Commercial and Utility Development, Renovus Energy
Interviewed by Guillermo Metz, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Tompkins County

Renovus photos credit Allison Usavage.
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Fundamental changes in our nation’s energy system are impacting Tompkins 
County.  In the last few months, a final decision to shut down the coal-fired power 
plant in Lansing and a heated controversy over a proposed wind farm in Enfield 
have captured local headlines.  Meanwhile, drops in the cost of photovoltaic panels 
and ambitious community initiatives have led to a proliferation of rooftop solar 
systems.  Electric vehicles, while still rare, are being seen with increasing frequency, 
and the network of charging stations is growing.  The shift away from fossil fuels 
toward renewable generation and electric vehicles are critical to Tompkins County’s 
goal of an 80% reduction in carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions by 2050.

Less visible, but also essential to this transition, is the work of making 
existing buildings more efficient.  Energy use in residential and commercial 
buildings accounts for about 40% of our county’s emissions.  In most of 
our building stock, which dates from the early 1800s to present, there are 
large opportunities to cut energy use and costs.  Done correctly, efficiency 
improvements also bring other benefits, including better comfort, clean-
er indoor air, and increased resale value.  A project Snug Planet recently 
completed illustrates the way that efficiency work delivers multiple benefits.  
The customers, a family of six, purchased a raised ranch-style home on the 
outskirts of Ithaca about two years ago.  In their first winter, they found 
that the house was uncomfortably cold, especially in the bedrooms over the 
garage and near the overhang at the front of the house.  

Snug Planet’s Sarah Cox, a Building Performance Institute-certified analyst, 
conducted a thorough assessment of the building, including an infrared 
scan of insulation, an air leakage test, and checks on the heating and hot 
water systems.  She quickly identified the causes of the comfort problems:  
skimpy insulation in the attic and over the garage, large air leaks through 
the overhangs and the attic, and a disconnected duct to one of the cold 
bedrooms.  Sarah also noted other improvement opportunities:  a 25 year-
old furnace, a water heater that spilled exhaust into the laundry room, and 
a recirculating kitchen fan that did nothing to remove cooking odors or 
moisture.  She put together a comprehensive plan to upgrade the insulation, 
seal the air leaks, fix the ducts, replace the furnace and water heater with 
safe, modern equipment, and upgrade the kitchen fan.  Taken together, 
these improvements are projected to reduce energy bills by about 30%.  

The next step was bringing the cost of the project within reach.  Working through the New York Home Per-
formance with Energy Star and EmPower NY programs, Snug Planet identified income-based incentives and 
grants that covered more than half the cost. They also applied for support from the Finger Lakes Climate 
Fund, which went toward the required water heater upgrades.  The Climate Fund, which allows donors to off-
set their carbon emissions, provides grants to local income-eligible households for efficiency projects.  The size 
of the grant is based on the projected lifetime emission savings of the project, in this case 61 tons of CO2.  The 
customer’s portion of the cost was financed by a 15 year, low-interest loan.  The anticipated energy savings—
about $550/year—nearly cancel out the loan payments.

(continued on page 7)

Energy Upgrades Help Homeowners and the Environment
by Jon Harrod, President, Snug Planet 

Top:  Snug Planet crew repairing and 
insulating ductwork in the garage.

Bottom: A new furnace provides 
safe, efficient heat.
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Financing a solar project can often be a source of stress for business owners, but it’s 
never been easier to finance and complete a solar project. With all of today’s financ-
ing and project structure options, we are currently seeing that businesses paying as 
low as $0.065-$0.07/kWh have economically attractive solar options. 

Let’s start with the basics. All businesses have 3 primary financing options for going 
solar: debt financing (typically with a bank or through PACE, an equipment or op-
erating lease, or a power-purchase agreement (PPA). All of these financing options 
typically require no upfront investment, and which option is best for a business 

depends on their tax situation and whether they would like to own the project or simply buy the electricity 
from it.

With a PPA, a 3rd party financial firm working with banks and private investors builds and owns the system 
and agrees to sell the clean electricity to a customer at a set price for a certain period of time—at a rate that is 
less than they are currently paying. These arrangements are attractive for non-profits who cannot on their own 
monetize the tax benefits of a project, but they are also very common for businesses, as they don’t require the 
business to take on debt or use its own capital, and they also include the 3rd party operating and maintaining 
the system for the duration of the contract. 

Multiple energy incentives are also currently available from the state of New York and the federal govern-
ment, and typically cover 60-70% of a project’s total cost. These incentives take the form of a cash grant from 
NY Sun, a 30% federal business income tax credit, and federal depreciation income tax benefit. The Federal 
Business Energy Investment Tax Credit (ITC) was extended in December 2015, and will be a big help to the 
continued expansion and growth of solar facilities in New York and nationwide. Through different financing 
structures, all types of entities including non-profits can benefit from these incentive types. 

Modified Accelerated Cost Recovery (MACRS) depreciation is the third of these three major incentives. 
Specifically, it is an accelerated form of depreciation that the owners of solar projects can take advantage of. 
Instead of gradually decreasing the value of the solar asset over a 25-year life or longer, and taking a small 
corresponding federal income tax deduction per year, the value of the solar facility can be deducted from a 
business’s income over a 6-year period. This results in a significant tax benefit and the scale of that benefit 
relates to the total system cost and the facility owner’s effective federal income tax rate.

Lastly, solar projects serving all sectors are exempt from the 4% state sales tax. Many counties—including 
Tompkins County—have also exempted these projects from local sales tax by passing a local law. As for prop-
erty tax, New York has a state law exempting solar (and wind) projects from triggering additional property tax 
(Section 487 of the Real Property Tax Law). This exemption currently applies for 15 years from their placed-
in-service date, and projects can qualify for it through 2024. The state law does, however, allow local jurisdic-
tions to “opt-out” of the exemption.* 

It’s important to note that our current economic system does not take into account the large negative econom-
ic impacts that these clean energy solar projects avoid, including greenhouse gas emissions driving climate 
change and numerous other air and water impacts from the extraction, processing, and combustion of fossil 
fuels. 

* In Tompkins County, the towns of Enfield and Lansing and the Ithaca City School District have “opted out”. 
You can find the full list of municipalities that have opted out at www.tax.ny.gov/research/property/legal/localop/487opt.htm. 

Solar Financing and Incentives with Melissa Kemp, 
Director of Commercial and Utility Development, Renovus Energy



6

 “Instant Savings” for Small to Mid-Size Commercial Buildings 
continued from page 1

If even half of the commercial buildings in Tompkins County took these steps, they could generate a number 
of jobs and save commercial building owners millions of dollars a year. The average value of doing EE/RE 
work on each million square feet of commercial building space in Tompkins County includes:

1) $1.2 million spent on labor, translating into at least 16 job-years of work.
2) Saving building owners $270,000/year in utilities costs.
3) Generating up to $1.2 million bonus depreciation, providing building owners potential tax savings  
 measured in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. 
4) Reducing natural gas usage by 16,700 million BTUs and electricity consumption by 932,000 
 kilowatt hours.
5) Reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 1563 metric tons per year, equivalent to taking 320 cars off the  
 road.

There are 200 million square feet of commercial space in the Southern Tier. If just 10% of that square footage 
completed energy efficiency upgrades and adopted renewable energy, it could generate 320 job years, $5.4 
million/year in utilities savings and 31,200 metric tons/year of carbon emissions reductions (which would be 
like taking 6,400 cars off the road). It would also help EE/RE contractors establish a longer-term industry to 
complete most of the rest of the commercial building space over the next decade.

An easy way to learn more about how to take on EE/RE upgrades is to sign up for the Commercial Energy 
Workshop, a series of 6 sessions led by energy professionals from Taitem Engineering that provides businesses 
and non-profits with a comprehensive energy audit and building analysis, along with relevant information and 
support to help them significantly reduce their energy bills and carbon emissions and increase the comfort 
and safety of their building. Solar and other renewables and PACE financing are also covered. The workshop 
series is free, though a fully refundable $150 deposit is required. The first session, which will be held on April 
28th from 2:30–4pm at the Tompkins County Chamber of Commerce, is an introductory one that is intended 
to give potential participants an opportunity to gauge whether this program could work for them. Contact 
Sara Culotta at sculotta@taitem.com or (607) 277-1118, ext 124 for more information and to register. For 
more information on these types of energy upgrades and how they could work for you and your business, 
contact Kenneth Schlather at ks47@cornell.edu

Photo credit Guillermo Metz.

http://ccetompkins.org/events/2016/03/24/commercial-energy-workshops
http://ccetompkins.org/events/2016/03/24/commercial-energy-workshops
http://www.tompkinschamber.org
mailto:ks47%40cornell.edu?subject=
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Energy Upgrades Help Homeowners and the Environment
continued from page 4

Once the financing was in place, the Snug Planet team, led by crew chief Jake Benjeyfield, completed the proj-
ect in about a week.  The customers reported immediate and dramatic improvements in comfort.  The bed-
rooms over the garage are now comfortable, the furnace and water heater are venting safely, and a new kitchen 
fan is pulling cooking smells out of the house.  Repeating the air leakage test when the work was complete, 
Sarah documented a 50% reduction in air leakage.  Snug will be following up with homeowners after a full 
winter has passed to see if their energy savings line up with our projections. 

This project, one of dozens that Snug Planet will complete this year, illustrates the multiple benefits that effi-
ciency improvements offer.  Through a carefully chosen package of upgrades, occupants get improved comfort 
and better air quality.  Equity and resale value increase, and reduced energy bills help to pay for the improve-
ments.  The work also protects the environment by reducing CO2 emissions and other impacts of fossil fuel 
extraction.  Energy dollars stay local, creating living-wage jobs.  

The residential programs that made this project possible have been in place for more than a decade.  Within 
the last few months, an innovative commercial efficiency program called PACE (Property Assessed Clean 
Energy) has launched in Tompkins County.  PACE, which finances cost-effective improvements through a 
surcharge on property taxes, provides a way for businesses and non-profits to undertake ambitious upgrades 
without impacting their cash reserves or ability to borrow.

The energy landscape in Tompkins County is changing in ways big and small.  As the transition toward a 
greener, more renewable system accelerates, energy efficiency—and the multiple benefits it offers—has an 
important role to play.

Commercial solar Q&A with Melissa Kemp 
continued from page 3

Q: Let’s talk about system components. In addition to the panels themselves, what are some of the other parts 
a typical commercial customer will need to have installed? And what sorts of space requirements do these 
have? 

A: The space required for on-site solar system components apart from the panels is minimal. Typically there 
are inverters to convert the solar DC electricity to grid-compatible AC electricity, the equipment for remote 
cloud-based monitoring of the facility, and the electrical switchgear equipment for connecting back to the 
utility. Most of this can typically be located on the roof, outside, or in an inside mechanical space. 

Q: What sort of O&M (operations and maintenance) is required for these commercial installations?

A: All commercial-scale installations typically involve O&M service. Depending on the type of financing, 
some projects have O&M included and others have it as an additional service a customer selects. O&M typi-
cally includes regular production monitoring and analysis, immediate response to any facility issues, regular 
annual preventative maintenance and quality assurance review, and then repair or replacement of components 
if ever needed.
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FURTHER 
RESOURCES

 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Tompkins 
County handles a few of the programs men-
tioned in this article, including the Tompkins 
County Commercial Energy Efficiency 
Collaborative and the Commercial Green 
Buildings Open House. 

http://ccetompkins.org
615 Willow Ave.
(607) 272-2292 
tompkins@cornell.edu

The mission of The Tompkins County Chamber 
of Commerce is to advocate for the free enter-
prise system and sound economic development, 
foster success for its for-profit and not-for-prof-
it members, and promote a high quality of life 
for all Tompkins County residents.

http://www.tompkinschamber.org/
904 East Shore Dr.
(607) 273-7080
info@tompkinschamber.org

Energize NY Finance leverages PACE (Prop-
erty Assessed Clean Energy) financing to help 
commercial and non-profit property owners 
undertake deep energy improvements.
Projects include energy efficiency and renew-
able energy for commercial, multi-family, light 
industrial and nonprofit owned buildings.

http://www.energizeny.org/
French Hill Elementary School
2051 Baldwin Road - Suite 107
Yorktown Heights, NY, 10598
(914) 302-7300
info@energizeny.org

New York Sun for commercial and industrial 
facilities is a performance-based (incentive 
payments are based upon annual energy pro-
duction) program for solar electric systems 
over 200 kilowatts (kW). The program is based 
around Megawatt (MW) Blocks, which vary by 
region and decline as they are spent down. 

http://ny-sun.ny.gov/Get-Solar/Commer-
cial-and-Industrial

http://ccetompkins.org
http://ccetompkins.org
http://ccetompkins.org
mailto:tompkins%40cornell.edu?subject=Inquiry%20from%20the%20Energy%20Newsletter
http://www.tompkinschamber.org/
mailto:info%40tompkinschamber.org?subject=Inquiry%20from%20the%20Energy%20Newsletter
mailto:info%40energizeny.org?subject=Inquiry%20from%20the%20Energy%20Newsletter
http://www.energizeny.org/
mailto:info%40energizeny.org?subject=Inquiry%20from%20the%20Energy%20Newsletter
http://ny-sun.ny.gov/Get-Solar/Commercial-and-Industrial
http://ny-sun.ny.gov/Get-Solar/Commercial-and-Industrial
http://ny-sun.ny.gov/Get-Solar/Commercial-and-Industrial
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Get Your Greenback Tompkins is highlighting 
a new resource on their website to help you cut 
down on energy use, bills, and create a better 
place to work, learn, and live. Click below for 11 
of the top actions to consider in the four areas 
of transportation, building energy, waste reduc-
tion and local food. 

http://www.getyourgreenbacktompkins.org/
organizations/

info@getyourgreenbacktompkins.org

Taitem Engineering undertakes consulting 
services in the area of mechanical, electrical, 
plumbing and structural engineering, commis-
sioning, LEED, energy modeling, sustainability 
consulting, energy studies, energy research, and 
specialty contracting services including solar 
PV installation and Aeroseal duct sealing.

http://www.taitem.com/
110 South Albany Street
(607) 277-1118
info@taitem.com

Since 2003, Renovus has designed and in-
stalled thousands of renewable energy projects 
throughout New York. They build exceptional 
solar systems for homes and businesses that 
save money and provide reliable performance 
for decades. 

http://renovussolar.com/
1520 Trumansburg Rd
(607) 277-1777

Snug PLanet helps home and business owners 
make their buildings a lot more comfortable 
and much more energy efficient. They serve 
communities in and around Tompkins County, 
NY including Ithaca, Dryden, Trumansburg, 
Danby, and Watkins Glen.

http://www.snugplanet.com/
1730 Mecklenburg Rd
(607) 391-2450

http://www.getyourgreenbacktompkins.org/organizations/
http://renovussolar.com/
http://www.getyourgreenbacktompkins.org/organizations/
http://www.getyourgreenbacktompkins.org/organizations/
mailto:info%40getyourgreenbacktompkins.org?subject=Inquiry%20from%20Energy%20Newsletter
http://www.taitem.com/
mailto:info%40taitem.com?subject=Inquiry%20from%20Energy%20Newsletter
http://renovussolar.com/
http://www.snugplanet.com
http://www.snugplanet.com/

