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Center (ELPC)
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Leading Midwest
public interest
environmental
organization.

Working to
advance

environmental
progress hand-in-

hand with
economic

development

Clean Energy Clean Air

Clean Transportation Clean Water
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Andy Olsen

Senior Policy Advocate, ELPC
– Lead efforts on Farm Bill Clean Energy, Rural Solar

Former County Board Supervisor / Alder

– Zoning Committee

– Lakes and Watershed Commission

– Phosphorus Phaseout Ordinance

Several Wisconsin Energy Initiatives
– Renewable energy projects in private sector,

public sector and partnerships.

– Wisconsin Renewable energy advocacy groups

– Biomass energy
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ELPC’s Rural Solar Program

Policy solutions

• Strategy / advice
Education

• RuralSolarStories.org
• Webinars and

workshops
Policy & Legal Advocacy

Can –do!
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Farm Friendly Solar

• Blend solar into the agricultural landscape and rural
economies.

• Greater value to the local community and agriculture.

• Includes pollinator-friendly solar
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Benefits for landowners

• New income stream
• Compatible with grazing
• Reduce soil erosion
• Improve soil health
• Increase habitat for pollinators, other
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Benefits for solar developers

• Reduces site development costs
• Less need for dust suppression
• Improves permitting prospects
• Improved stormwater management
• Cooler panels produce more
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Farm scale solar
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• Farmers harvesting sun to power farm
• REAP – Rural Energy for America Program
• Good for sustainability (and marketing)
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Farm Friendly Solar

Pollinator-Friendly
Solar
• a.k.a. Prairie Solar

Solar Pastures
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Other innovations likely!
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Solar Pastures

• Integrate solar power with (grass fed)
livestock grazing.

• Grazing land for local farmers
• Sheep common, some cattle.
• Avoid goats!
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Vernon Electric Cooperative
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Maple Ridge Meats

• Vermont solar farm at organic beef
slaughterhouse

• Built solar to lower their power costs
and increase sustainability

• Posts are about 30% longer to raise
panels 8 feet off ground

• Works well with grass fed beef
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Pasture solar for cattle

• Height is similar to solar carports
• Cattle like the shade
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Maple Ridge Meats
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Farmers Electric Cooperative

15



16

Protecting the Midwest’s Environment and Natural Heritage

Challenges of Pasture Solar

• Chewed wires
• Gate left open, sheep escapes
• Sheep rubbing on equipment

– Triggered shutdown buttons

• Sheep manure
• Aggressive sheep

• Plan ahead!
16
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We can solve problems!
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Prairie Solar
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A Midwest Development
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• Methods from arid West don’t work here
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Pollinator Friendly Solar

• Combines prairie restoration with solar
• Use native prairie plants for ground

cover
• Low growing, shade tolerant
• Plants should be selected by prairie

restoration professionals to avoid
invasives

• a.k.a. “Prairie Solar”
20
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The Pollinator Crisis

• Alarming declines
– 1 in 4 species imperiled and risk extinction

• Colony Collapse Disorder
– 40% annual loss of honeybee colonies for

the past 7 years, 60% in Wisconsin, Illinois,
and Iowa

• Economic role
– $24 billion to economy, $15 billion from

honey bees
21
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Causes of Colony Collapse

• Invasive mites (a pest of honey bees).
• New or emerging diseases.
• Pesticide poisoning.
• Changes / loss of habitat.
• Inadequate forage/poor nutrition.
• Potential immune-suppressing stress on

bees caused by one or a combination of
factors identified above.
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Importance to Agriculture

• Pollinate more than 90 commercially
grown crops in North America
– 87 of the 115 most popular commercially

grown crops globally rely on pollination

• Provides habitat while earning revenue
• Healthier soils
• Soil conservation
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Vital to food supply
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Compare to other approaches

Gravel Prairie Solar
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Establishing Prairie Solar

• Remove existing vegetation
– Crop fields work well

• Planting perennial plant seeds
– Also plant annual cover crop

• Root systems grow in first 2-3 years,
higher maintenance.

• Spot treatment after
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Prairie Solar Benefits

• More pollinator habitat
• Better water quality
• Groundwater recharge
• Stormwater management
• Improved soil health
• Far better aesthetics
• Equivalent or lower costs
• More community support
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Prairie Root Systems
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Runoff simulator
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Dairyland Power Cooperative
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Dairyland Power Cooperative
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Pollinator Friendly Solar Site Act

32

• Establishes voluntary standard for
claiming solar farms are “Pollinator
Friendly”
– Provide native perennial vegetation and

foraging habitat which is beneficial to game
birds, songbirds, and pollinators; and

– reduce storm water runoff and erosion at
the solar site
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Pollinator Friendly Solar Site Act
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• Applies to sites of 40 kw and over, with
ground-mounted panels.

• Habitat is forbidden to include exotic or
noxious weeds, as sought by Farm
Bureau.
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Requirements

• Must pass scorecard evaluation
– Department of Natural Resources sets

standards with expert consultation
including University of Illinois,
Department of Entomology.

• Reflects similar efforts in other states.
• Draft now available, final due February

21, 2019.
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Pollinator Friendly Solar
Scorecard

• Flexibility – Can achieve a pollinator
friendly site standard or an exceptional
habitat standard.

• Avoids greenwashing
• Assures PFS claims reflect actual

habitat creation
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Draft Scorecard
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Stearns County, MN Ordinance

• County Land Use Ordinance
• Requires that solar farms be planted

with native grasses and flowers that
provide habitat for bees and butterflies

• Will provide hundreds of acres of
critical habitat for threatened
pollinators
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Going forward

• Fertile area for new ideas
• Policy makers should allow for

flexibility and innovation
• More jobs and economic development

38



39

Protecting the Midwest’s Environment and Natural Heritage

Teamwork!
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Conclusion

Thank you for listening!
Andy Olsen
608-334-1456
AOlsen@elpc.org
FarmEnergy.org
RuralSolarStories.org


