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Electricity consumers interested in switching to solar often find that traditional utility metering 

arrangements based on a “one customer, one meter” model present barriers to selling power 

back to the grid, siting projects, or owning systems jointly. These limitations are starting to be 

addressed by more flexible net metering policies in many states.
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Inflexible metering procedures limit the types of customers 
who can invest in solar electric power, and the scale of sys-
tems. New policies for virtual net metering, community solar, 
and meter aggregation can make solar more economical and 
accessible.

Virtual nEt mEtEring
What is virtual net metering (VNM)?
Net metering allows utility customers with on-site renewable 
electricity generating systems to receive credits for excess 
electricity that is sent to the grid and to later use those credits 
to offset their electricity bill, or receive outright payment 
for them.1 In contrast, virtual net metering (VNM) allows 
multiple customers (with their own discrete meters) to share 
the net metered credits from a system without rewiring to 
physically link their meters to the system. Specific rules vary 
by state, and even by utility. Virtual net metering policies are 
currently most often available to owners and/or operators of 
multi-tenant buildings, or to a group of buildings within a 
small contiguous geographic boundary. Typically, the system 
must located “behind” (on customer side of) the meter of at 
least one of the utility customers credited and/or the custom-
ers credited must be located within the same facility where 
the system is installed. 

For example, a low-income housing building owner could 
install a solar PV system where the power flows through a 
single meter and feeds directly back into the grid. The utility 
would allocate the credits for the kilowatt-hours received to 
each tenant’s individual utility account based on a pre-agreed 
percentage sharing scheme. While VNM customers sharing an 
electricity generation source do need to be in the same utility 
territory, they do not need to be under the same rate schedule 
in most states. 

1. In the absence of net metering, a customer would have to seek a separate agreement to sell 
power to the utility rather than it offsetting their demand. In some states, excess credits from 
net metered electricity (left over even after zeroing the customer’s bill) are purchased back at 
the retail rate, the rate that the customer would have to pay. In others, customers receive pay-
ment for credits at the wholesale rate, or forfeit them altogether. Selling excess electricity back 
to the grid greatly improves a system’s economics, especially if it earns the full retail rate.

Which states allow for virtual net metering?2

n California

n Colorado 

n Delaware

How does virtual net metering facilitate new 
customer participation?
Currently, virtual net metering is most often available for occu-
pants of multi-tenant buildings, low-income housing, municipal 
buildings, and to groups of buildings in contiguous proximity 
to the solar installation. Without VNM, separate tenants with 
a solar investment on their building’s roof would each have to 
be physically connected to the system to receive net metered 
credits on their separate utility bills. This is cost-prohibitive 
and logistically difficult. 

What is “community solar”?
Community solar programs and policies facilitate joint own-
ership or sponsorship of a generating system, and sharing of 
the benefits even when the power itself cannot be physically 
shared.3 It can make solar accessible to owners of property that 
cannot accommodate a solar PV array and those prohibited 
from entering into legal ownership structures typically used for 
solar, among others. 

Policies and incentives vary from state to state, thus there is no 
one standard community solar model. According to a publica-
tion of the National Renewable Energy Lab, three project 
models are currently the most common:4

n Utility-Sponsored Model: a utility owns or operates a project 
that is open to voluntary ratepayer participation; 

2. This information is current as of January, 2011.  

3. In practice, the distinction between community solar and VNM can be quite minor. One 
aspect of community solar which is broader than virtual net metering is the type benefits 
that can be shared. Whereas virtual net metering schemes only allocate net metered cred-
its (denoted in kWh) that offset customers’ accounts, community solar benefits extend to 
other payments not made in the form of kWh credits such as direct wholesale payments or 
incentive payments. 

4. Directly quoted from Coughlin, J. et al. (2010), except examples and where indicated by 
brackets.

n Rhode Island

n Vermont

n Maine

n Massachusetts



World Resources Institute                The Bottom Line on Emerging Solar Metering Policies page 2

This series is a product of WRI’s climate and business engagement projects including the Green Power Market Development Group and the U.S. Climate Business 
Group. Through these projects, WRI works with leading companies to pioneer low-carbon business strategies and advance markets for renewable energy. 

• United Power, an electric co-op in Colorado, offers the option 
to lease panels at its Sol Partners Cooperative Solar Farm for 
a fixed upfront fee. In return, payment for the kilowatt-hour 
(kWh) production is credited to their account at a “commu-
nity solar” rate higher than the retail rate.

n Special Purpose Entity (SPE) Model: individual investors join 
in a business enterprise to develop a community solar project; 
• In Maryland, a group of investors formed the University 

Park Community Solar LLC to invest jointly in a system 
located on the roof of a local church. Owners share the 
revenues from power sales to the church, as well as from 
incentives.

n Non-Profit “Buy a Brick” Model: donors contribute to a 
community installation owned by a charitable non-profit cor-
poration. [Donations may be tax deductible, but there are 
no financial benefits shared, and in fact this does not require 
special policy.] 

• The East Portland Community Center project was fund-
ed by local businesses through the “Solar 4R Schools” 
program. The non-profit program installs solar systems 
and uses them to educate communities about solar power.

Community solar models often aim to reduce the high upfront 
costs of solar, sometimes allowing participants buy into the pro-
gram’s installation(s) monthly or per kWh. Their contribution 
then entitles them to receive payments for the system’s produc-
tion, and can fix the price for a portion of their bill to protect 
against future price increases. 

Where is community solar allowed?
The following states allow at least one of the community solar 
models listed above:5 

n Arizona

n California

n Colorado

n Delaware

mEtEr aggrEgation
What is “meter aggregation”
Meter aggregation allows for allocation of the credits from a solar 
electric system to meters in buildings separate from where the 
actual power is produced, if they are on the same customer’s util-
ity account. It is usually reserved for buildings located in a tight 
geographical boundary, either adjacent to one another or located 
no more than a few miles from one another. It can be done physi-
cally, which may require additional equipment, or virtually. 

5. As a donation based program, the community “build a brick” model is possible more widely. 

Often, net metering policies limit the amount of power that a 
customer can sell back to the grid to less than a set percentage 
of their annual consumption. The benefit of meter aggrega-
tion is that several facilities’ metered annual consumption is 
aggregated; thus the owner can install a larger system and sell 
more power back. Meter aggregation is often used in agricul-
tural operations or business campuses where there are multiple 
separate facilities with the same owner.

Summary
In summary, net metering, virtual net metering, community 
solar, and meter aggregation can be characterized as follows: 

n Net metering: allocation of benefits to one customer via one 
meter;

n Virtual net metering: allocation of net metered energy 
credits denoted in kWh to multiple customers with separate 
meters, often system located on their site or nearby;

n Community solar: allocation of benefits across meters of 
multiple customers who may or may not be near and/or own 
some part of the generating system, and

n Meter aggregation: allocation of system benefits to multiple 
meters of one customer.
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