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As an organization committed to both land preservation and renewable energy, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) believes it is imperative and possible to forge a path which enables the pace and scale of solar development needed to meet climate goals while also protecting unfragmented core forest, prime ag land and other important natural and working lands. 

To achieve both goals we believe a Plan developed and/or endorsed by the State and implemented by the State is urgently needed on the issue of solar siting and we greatly appreciate the STEPS process toward such a possible outcome.  We agree with all 6 objectives stated by DEEP for this process as stated on the 6/16/21 STEPS Reference Sheet and presented at the June 16th scoping meeting.  
Our comments relate to most if not all of the proposed listening session topics also listed on the STEPS Reference Sheet.

One of the ways we look at developing a plan as noted above is a common sense approach with 5 basic parts: 1) determining a reasonable estimate of the MW needed in CT from solar, particularly grid-scale solar to meet the State’s zero-carbon goals, 2) translating that into how much land will be needed for solar, particularly grid-scale, 3) developing an approach that generally identifies the most suitable, less-sensitive lands and where they are (a GIS exercise); on this point we believe there is likely enough suitable land to accommodate needed solar including factoring in willing sellers and/or lease holders.  This exercise could produce an extensive menu of potential land options,  4) consider and build in additional factors that affect land suitability such as proximity to transmission infrastructure and other solar project economics along with equity, environmental justice and other social and economic factors.  Although this later suggestion could be difficult we believe it’s possible to make a reasonable go at it.  Finally, 5) address implementation (for example, use of the plan as part of the permitting process).  Implementation could include incentives and other mechanisms to facilitate desired outcomes.  

In preparing testimony for the legislative session, we did a back of the envelope look at this approach using zero-carbon planning goals.  ISO NE’s “EFI-E3” analysis referred to in DEEP’s recent 2020 IRP indicates that NE regional grid-scale solar additions by 2040 will need to be ~7000 MW.  If you assume CT should offer the same level of zero-carbon energy sources as it consumes, that translates to about 24% of the regional share or 1700 MW of new grid-scale solar being needed in CT by 2040.  Assuming 6 to 7 acres of land to produce 1 MW grid-scale solar, that translates to needing about 11,000 acres of land.  When all land types that are potentially suitable are considered (for example, brown fields, parking lots, disturbed and/or previously developed land or land that is less environmentally sensitive or ecologically important) the ability to meet the need for “solar acreage” is expected to be large and likely sufficient to meet the demand.  By making these areas visible statewide we can help enable a process of focusing solar development without relying on sensitive lands. Obviously there are issues of landowner privacy and such an exercise would generally be land-use based and not parcel specific.  

In summary, we believe a pro-active Plan providing guidance and incentives for siting grid-scale solar is needed such as we’ve described so solar development can proceed at the pace needed to meet climate goals while also assuring protection of critical lands and environmental resources.  Thanks for the opportunity to comment.
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