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It is imperative that municipal governments complement federal and state incentives by keeping their 
permit fees as low as possible.  High permit fees and cumbersome permit issuance processes discourage 
investments in solar power.  

Based on interviews with building department officials in numerous cities, the authors of these 
recommendations have confirmed there is no correlation between the cost of a photovoltaic (PV) project 
and the staff-hours a municipality must devote to plan reviews and inspections! Permit fees must be 
based on specific review times and billable hourly rates to enable cost recovery. Basing a permit fee on 
the valuation of a PV system tends to generate higher fees than the actual cost incurred to service a 
permit. The time involved for review and inspection is not linear either (i.e. incurred cost does not 
directly relate to system size). For example, it does not take six times as long to evaluate a 49kW 
installation as an 8kW system, and a 100kW PV system typically takes two to three times longer to 
process than a 10kW permit. 
In the interest of encouraging cost-recovery based fees, we recommend the following measures for 
municipalities to estimate fees and reduce processing costs: 
1. Read our fee studies on PV permit fees such as the report entitled Solar Electric Permit Fees for 

Commercial and Residential Installations in Solano County published in Oct. 2011:  
www.SolarPermitFees.org/PVFeeStudySolano.pdf 

2. Standard rooftop residential PV systems recommendations:  
A fixed fee approach that does not vary with system size encourages larger PV projects while 
enabling cost recovery.  A tried and true fee assessment methodology that enables cost recovery 
will conform to these principals:  

o Determine the staff time required to review and inspect an average project that will on average 
cover your costs 80% of the time for the required permit processing time, assuming a well trained 
staff and a professional permit submittal/installation.  
o Allow  for 1 minor failed correction to plans and 1 minor turn down for inspection, as perfect 
agreement between the permitting staff and installer should not be assumed and 1 round of minor 
corrections should be accounted for when developing a reasonable fee schedule.  

o Then to estimate the permit fee multiply the billable hourly rates for each job function by the 
staff time required for each task and this becomes the estimated total permit fee. 

o For exceptional cases that do not conform to the norm (which will likely be about 20% of the 
permits) simply charge by the hour for the staff time for both the plan reviews and inspections based 
on the billable hourly rate for the job function. 



We recommend a fixed fee that does not vary with system size or value (within reason) for rooftop, 
residential, grid-tied PV systems up to 15 kW using the above principles and based on these 
assumptions: 
• A professional installation where the permit application meets permit submittal guidelines. 
• Over the counter, same day, permit issuance.  This can significantly reduce administrative 

processing, saving valuable staff time compared to a permit that is taken in for later review! 
• Plan checkers and inspectors are trained in PV installations. 
• A fully burdened realistic billable hourly rate to account for staff time spent. This billable hourly 

rate varies significantly among municipalities, thus each city should use its own rate to determine 
a fee level that is the most appropriate for cost recovery! 

• 45 minutes for the plan check. 
• One hour for the inspection (two 30 minute inspections assumed). 
• 45 minutes for miscellaneous permit processing tasks (permit issuance, communication with the 

applicant, filing, etc). 

Estimated reasonable PV permit fee for cost recovery for a residential project: $305 
Based on the above assumptions and permit fee calculation methodology this reasonable PV permit 
fee is computed as: 
• 45 minutes for plan check X $140 per hour for plan reviewer = $105 
• 1 hour for inspections X $125 per hour for inspector =  $125 
• 45 minutes for administration tasks X $100 per hour for permit tech = $75 
• Total reasonable PV permit fee: $305 (computed: $105 + $125 + $75). 

3. Create a fair and reasonable PV permit fee schedule to enable cost recovery for commercial 
projects.  Try the PV permit fee calculator spreadsheet developed for the aforementioned Sierra Club 
report at: www.SolarPermitFees.org/PVFeeCalcCommercial.xls. This calculator is sophisticated 
enough for a municipality’s permitting staff to precisely determine the recovery cost for a permit 
based on customizable specific review times for each task and billable hourly rates. This calculator is 
also simple enough that anyone can use its default values to estimate a commercial PV permit fee 
based on the relevant factors: specific review tasks, PV project size, time assessments for each task 
and billable hourly rates for cost recovery. These are the specific factors that are most relevant to cost 
recovery. Using the PV permit fee calculator’s default values (such as a reasonable billable hourly 
rate of $135 for staff time), we computed the following reasonable fees to achieve cost recovery for 
a commercial PV project:  

Estimated reasonable permit fee for cost recovery for a 131 kW commercial PV system: $1,328 
For details on how these fees were derived see sections 4, 5 and Appendix B of the Sierra Club report 
on PV Permit Fees for Commercial & Residential Installations in Solano County referenced in item 1 
above. 

4. Encourage complete and accurate permit submittals by the solar installers. This is probably the 
most important factor determining how much time a municipality spends processing a permit. Before 
accepting a permit application, the building department might want to review the plans over-the-
counter with the applicant present to ensure all necessary items are included. If items are missing, 
staff can request that the applicant provide these missing items to encourage complete submittals. For 



busy jurisdictions and applicants, the building department can offer this over-the-counter pre-review 
by appointment to economize everyone’s time. 

5. Integrate review processes and inspections. Incorporating the fire, planning, and other reviews into 
the building department review not only expedites the review process, but reduces the overall cost. 
This might involve training building department staff to perform standard fire department plan 
checks on standard PV systems. In this scenario, staff would only submit the application to the fire 
department for systems that present an unusual design or challenge.  The same concept applies to the 
inspection process. 

6. Standardize permit requirements and guidelines. Provide application forms, 
requirements/guidelines and permit fee schedules on the municipality's website to facilitate the 
application process. We recommend that municipalities create a standard permit process with clear 
guidelines. It would be best if municipalities collaborated to create and adopt regional standard 
guidelines for permit submittal, review and inspection tasks, as well as standard signage for labeling 
that do not vary by jurisdiction. This reduces the variability between jurisdictions. Such variability 
tends to increase the costs to the solar installers and ultimately the solar owners.  Here is an example 
of standardized PV permit guidelines, which local chapters of the International Code Council in 
Northern California have approved for residential PV permit submittals: 
www.SolarPermitFees.org/PVPermitGuidelines2010-07TUCC.pdf 

Solar American Board of Codes and Standards (Solar ABCs) has developed a standard PV permit 
electrical single line wiring diagram (interactive PDF) along with an expedited PV permit process.  
This information is downloadable along with an instruction manual at: www.solarabcs.org/permitting 

7. Provide application forms, requirements/guidelines and permit fee schedules on the 
municipalities website to facilitate the application process for solar contractors and for customers 
who install their own systems. 

8. Reduce the time window for inspection appointments. Some cities schedule inspection windows 
of half a day. We recommend that the appointment window be no more than two hours. When 
feasible, cities should offer specific appointment times, such as the first inspection of the day or the 
first inspection after lunch. Another option is for the city to call the solar contractor with an estimated 
appointment time as the appointment window time gets close. We also recommend that cities grant 
an appointment within one business day after the solar installer gives notice that the installation is 
ready for inspection. 

9. Check out the city of Napa’s solar permit fee resolution.  In April 2011 Napa passed a resolution 
that adopted the Sierra Club’s PV permit fee calculation methods using the excel program mentioned 
in item 3 above (with a billable hourly rate of $109) to compute commercial PV permit fees.  View 
the resolution and staff report at: www.SolarPermitFees.org/NapaPVFeeResolutionApril2011.pdf 
 
The following website has more details on the Sierra Club’s PV Permit Fee campaign (including links to 
studies on PV permit fees for many California Counties):  www.SolarPermitFees.org    
 
These recommendations can be downloaded at:  
www.SolarPermitFees.org/PVPermitFeeRecommend2010.pdf 
 
For more information on related solar PV permit issues, you may contact Kurt Newick via email at 
KurtNewick@yahoo.com or by phone at 408-370-9636. 



Summary of California Laws Governing PV Solar Permits and Fees 
 

California Government Code Section 66014 provides that fees associated with building inspections and building 
permits "shall not exceed the estimated reasonable cost of providing the service for which the fee is charged 
unless…approved by, a popular vote of two-thirds of those electors....” (Emphasis added). 
 

SB1222 is effective Jan. 1, 2013 in California Government Code Section 66015  

PDF file text of this law: www.SolarPermitFees.org/SB1222.pdf 

Requires permit fees for rooftop solar energy systems to not exceed the estimated reasonable cost of providing the 
service for which the fee is charged, which cannot exceed $500 plus $15 per kilowatt for each kilowatt above 
15kW for residential rooftop solar energy systems, and $1,000 plus $7 per kilowatt for each kilowatt between 
51kW and 250kW, plus $5 for every kilowatt above 250kW, for commercial rooftop solar energy systems, unless 
certain conditions are met.  
 

AB1801 is effective Jan. 1, 2013 in California Government Code Section 65850.55 

PDF file text of this law: www.SolarPermitFees.org/AB1801.pdf 

Prohibits a city or county from basing the calculation of the fee charged for a solar energy system on the valuation 
of the solar energy system, or any other factor not directly associated with the cost to issue the permit.  
 
California Government Code Section 65850.5  
     (a) The implementation of consistent statewide standards to achieve the timely and cost-effective installation of solar 
energy systems is not a municipal affair, as that term is used in Section of Article XI of the California Constitution, but is 
instead a matter of statewide concern.  It is the intent of the Legislature that local agencies not adopt ordinances that 
create unreasonable barriers to the installation of solar energy systems, including, but not limited to, design review for 
aesthetic purposes, and not unreasonably restrict the ability of homeowners and agricultural and business concerns to 
install solar energy systems.  It is the policy of the state to promote and encourage the use of solar energy systems and to 
limit obstacles to their use.  It is the intent of the Legislature that local agencies comply not only with the language of this 
section, but also the legislative intent to encourage the installation of solar energy systems by removing obstacles to, 
and minimizing costs of, permitting for such systems.    

     (b) A city or county shall administratively approve applications to install solar energy systems through the issuance of 
a building permit or similar nondiscretionary permit.  Review of the application to install a solar energy system shall be 
limited to the building official's review of whether it meets all health and safety requirements of local, state, and federal 
law.  The requirements of local law shall be limited to those standards and regulations necessary to ensure that the solar 
energy system will not have a specific, adverse impact upon the public health or safety. 

 
California Health and Safety Code Section 17959.1  
     (a) A city or county shall administratively approve applications to install solar energy systems though the issuance of 
a building permit or similar nondiscretionary permit… 

California Civil Code, Section 714  

     (b)…it is the policy of the state to promote and encourage the use of solar energy systems and to remove 
obstacles thereto… 

The California Solar Rights Act limits the review of solar energy systems by city building officials to whether 
they meet applicable health and safety requirements. View a letter of intent about the California Solar Rights Act 
that was enacted in 2005. It was authored by State Senator Lois Wolk and it discusses solar permit fees and design 



reviews. This letter was sent to all California cities on June 7, 2006.  It can be downloaded at: 
www.SolarPermitFees.org/WolkPVFeeLetter.pdf 

-   -   -   -   - 

City attorneys have advised San Diego Chapter ICBO (now International Code Council), ...[these attorneys felt it] 
is legally permissible that fees somewhat exceed the direct building department costs for larger projects while 
being somewhat insufficient to cover direct costs for smaller projects.  The city attorneys further noted that 
California courts have been very flexible regarding methodologies used by local jurisdictions to establish service 
fees." 

Details on California laws relating to solar permits: www.SolarPermitFees.org/SolarPermitLawsDetailCA.pdf 

To look up the current text of a specific law:  http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/calaw.html  
  
This summary of California state laws regarding PV permits and fees is downloadable at: 
www.SolarPermitFees.org/SolarPermitLawsSumCA.pdf 
 


