Solar Energy Systems
ARTICLE 33 – SMALL-SCALE GROUND-MOUNTED AND ROOF-MOUNTED
ARTICLE 34 – MEDIUM AND LARGE-SCALE GROUND-MOUNTED

SUMMARY
• To put in place Zoning Bylaws that promote and provide clear and
consistent guidance on the siting, operations and eventual removal
and recycling of Solar Energy Systems (SES) while minimizing adverse
impacts on scenic, rural, natural and historic community resources.
• These proposed Zoning Bylaws will bring local regulation for SES that
currently does not exist. Our current Zoning Bylaw makes no
reference to SES of any size as an “allowed use”, and thus could be in
conflict with State Law. Adopting these local Zoning Bylaws provides
clarity for SES installations in Boxborough.

DISCUSSION POINTS
•
•
•
•
•

Importance of Careful Siting
Why does Boxborough needs SES Zoning Bylaws?
What types of SES can be installed by Zoning District?
What is the maximum size interconnection for residences / farms?
Costs / Revenue / Savings

Boxborough Community Solar
• 5-megawatt SES consisting of 15,000 plus solar panels on 20+ acres.
• Provides approximately 2,000 residents with an opt-in monthly $2.50
Renewable Energy Credit from LELWD.
• Generates $32,000 in annual property tax revenue for the Town of
Boxborough.

However, despite the benefits, SES do have impacts and require careful
siting:
• Over 20 acres of forested land was cleared, resulting in impacts to
wildlife habitat, loss of visual buffer and increased noise levels to
abutting properties.

• Construction impacts of the upland clearing include changes in
stormwater and drainage patterns, potentially impacting
Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (DEP)
Wetlands and the Elizabeth Brook Reservoir.

• The SES is located within the Aquifer Protection District (APD).
• APD protections are necessary to preserve the groundwater supply
and recharge areas and to protect from development/land use
practices adverse to their future purity, viability, and accessibility for
use.

• Cleared forested land is located within MassDEP Habitat of Potential
Regional and Statewide Importance, a mapping of landscapes with
the highest potential wildlife habitat value as measured by a
statewide assessment.

• The site is also located within recently accepted Priority Habitat as
identified by the Massachusetts Natural Heritage & Endangered
Species Program (NHESP), the organization responsible for

protecting the state's wide range of endangered species and native
biological diversity.

“The Lungs of the Earth”
•

•

Forests remove CO2 from the atmosphere and lock it away. Temperate forests like
ours are among the best in the world at storing carbon. Deforestation releases
stored carbon and eliminates future potential to store more.
Trees offer cooling and climate benefits, filter water through soils for cleaner
drinking water, provide wildlife habitat, remove pollutants like nitrates and sulfide
and prevent erosion.

DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY
RESOURCES (DOER)
PROTECT HEALTH, SAFETY AND PUBLIC WELFARE
Model Zoning for the Regulation of SES states:
“DOER strongly discourages locations that result in significant loss of land and natural
resources, including farm and forest land, and encourages rooftop siting, as well as
locations in industrial and commercial districts, or on vacant, disturbed land.
Significant tree cutting is problematic because of the important water management,
cooling, and climate benefits trees provide.”

Siting Preferences for SES Specific to Farms:
• Roof-Mounted SES is preferable, followed by the use of nonproductive land, followed by dual-use SES that preserves productive
farmland by continuing crop production beneath Ground-Mounted
SES.
MASS DOER GREEN COMMUNITIES DIVISION HAS CERTIFIED THESE BYLAWS AS
COMPLYING WITH CRITERION ONE OF THE GREEN COMMUNITIES ACT.

BOXBOROUGH DOES NOT ALLOW
GROUND-MOUNTED SOLAR
(EXCEPT WHERE REQUIRED BY STATUTE)
4000 Use Regulations
Zoning Bylaw Section 4001 General
“No structure shall be erected or used or land used except as set forth
in Section 4003, “Use Regulation Schedule”, or in Section 4100,
“Accessory Buildings and Uses”, unless exempted by Section 4100, or by
statute. Where a use is not specifically mentioned in Section 4003, that
use shall be prohibited.”

THERE IS NO MENTION OF SOLAR ENERGY SYSTEMS IN THE CURRENT
BYLAW THEREFORE IT IS A CURRENTLY PROHIBITED USE.

WHAT DO THE STATUTES SAY?
MGL Chapter 40A Section 6, Ninth Paragraph

“No zoning ordinance or bylaw shall prohibit or unreasonably regulate
the installation of solar energy systems or the building of structures that
facilitate the collection of solar energy, except where necessary to
protect the public health, safety or welfare.”

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?
When the Bylaw says no, and state law says maybe, each permit must
be given a discretionary review by the permitting authorities. E.g.
Building Permits and Planning Board Site Plan Approval, Zoning Appeals
Board, etc.

BOXBOROUGH’S BYLAW PROHIBITS SOLAR AND DOES NOT PROVIDE
REASONABLE REGULATIONS FOR GROUND-MOUNTED SOLAR, THUS
THERE IS NO “BY RIGHT” PATH FOR PERMITTING.

WITHOUT A SOLAR BYLAW
Without a Solar Bylaw, we will get uncertainty, which will lead to:
•
•
•
•
•

Unpredictable / inconsistent permitting
Project hesitancy
Disputes between neighbors
Health, safety and public welfare issues
Litigation

WITH A SOLAR BYLAW
Having a Solar Bylaw will lead to:
• Predictable and consistent permitting with defined rules
• Less litigation and disputes
• “By Right” permits for residential scale SES (2,250 s.f. / 15 kWh)
• “By Right” permits for commercial scale SES (up to 40,000 s.f. /250
kWh)
• Passing Criterion 1 in becoming a Green Community
• Encouraging SES on brownfields, previously developed sites and
parking lots
• Encouraging SES for new construction
• Protection for abutters
• Protection of Forested Lands, Prime Farm Land, Wetlands, Aquifers,
and Habitats
• Protection of the public health, safety, welfare and quality of life

RESOURCES CONSULTED
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Boxborough Sustainability Committee
Boxborough Agricultural Commission
Massachusetts Department of Energy Resources (DOER)
Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC)
New England Clean Energy
ReVision Energy
Boxborough Consulting Engineer, Places Associates, Inc.
More than 12 SES bylaws were consulted including all of our
neighboring rural communities.

CUSTOMIZED MODEL CODE
SUSTAINABILTIY COMMITTEE / PLANNING BOARD
CREATES A SOLAR SUBCOMMITTEE
• The Planning Board has spent over two years drafting and modifying
these Solar Bylaws.
• The Planning Board brought a Solar Bylaw forward at the 2021 Annual
Town Meeting, it was voted down.
• We heard you. Try harder to harmonize the needs of green energy,
the environment and the public welfare.
• The Planning Board has spent the last year creating and participating
in a Sustainability Committee Solar Subcommittee devoted solely to
these Solar Bylaws.
• The Sustainability Committee was able to modify the Solar Bylaws as
was deemed necessary.

BENEFITS/GOALS
• Adding SES to the bylaw keeps them from being prohibited and/or
misinterpreted, and allows them to be sited appropriately in town.
• Provides clear guidance to developers, property owners and abutters
(avoid potential misinterpretations, disputes over setbacks,
aesthetics).
• Consistent with the 2030 Master Plan, the bylaw:
o Preserves the Town’s heritage, scenic, historic, agricultural and
rural character by protecting high value lands (prime farmlands,
wetlands, aquifers, forested lands, wildlife habitats).
o Promotes the use of solar on disturbed lands or brownfield sites.
o Promotes the reduction of the Town’s overall carbon footprint.

BENEFITS/GOALS
• Provide ways to cut down on personal energy consumption costs.
• Aligns with the Sustainability Committee’s policies on Climate Change
by promoting locally-based renewable energy sources as an
alternative to burning fossil fuels to offset greenhouse gas emissions.
• Promotes SES on new construction projects by encouraging solar to
be added to new structures and new parking areas.

ZONING BYLAW USE
REGULATIONS
WHAT TYPE OF SES CAN I INSTALL ON MY PROPERTY?
• Roof or Building-Mounted SES with no limitations on square footage
in all zoning districts.
• Small-Scale Ground-Mounted SES (< 2,250 sf) in all zoning districts
with the exception of Town Center.
• Medium-Scale Ground-Mounted SES (2,250 - 40,000 sf) in the
Business, Business-1, Office Park, and Industrial Commercial Districts
by-right, with a Special Permit requirement in the Residential 1
District.
• Large-Scale Ground-Mounted SES (> 40,000 sf) by Special Permit in
the Business, Business-1, Office Park and Industrial Commercial
Districts.

REASONABLE REGULATION OF
AGRICULTURAL LAND
CAN I INSTALL ROOF AND GROUND-MOUNTED SES ON MY FARM?
•

•

MGL 40a S.3 protects the rights of farmers to be free of unreasonable
regulations and special permits for buildings and structures used for the
primary purpose of agriculture.
Under the proposed Bylaws, farmers are allowed “By Right” siting of
unlimited roof-mount and 2,250 s.f. of ground-mount SES for any purpose,
and, if the farm is more than 2 acres in size and produces more than $2,000
per year, then the farm can put as large of a SES as is needed to power, heat
and cool the farm.

LITTLETON ELECTRIC (LELWD)
ALLOWANCES AND LIMITATIONS
WHAT IS THE MAXIMUM SIZE INTERCONNECTION FOR RESIDENCES/FARMS?

HOW MUCH ELECTRICITY WILL LELWD BUY BACK?
• LELWD accepts 8kWh of net metering buy back.
• The maximum allowable residential interconnection is up to 15kWh.

COSTS / REVENUE / SAVINGS
Town
• No costs to the Town.
• Possible new infrastructure around town – could result in additional
property tax revenue for any commercial scale installations.
Users
• Per the MAPC, solar soft costs can be reduced through streamlined
and standardized permitting and zoning policies.
• Preservation of real estate and property values for homeowners.

BYLAW

VS.

NO BYLAW

What you get from the Solar Bylaw:

What you get with NO Solar Bylaw:

• Predictable permitting
• “By Right” unlimited Roof-Mounted
in all districts
• “By Right” 15 kWh Ground-Mounted
in residential districts
• “By Right” 250 kWh GroundMounted in commercial districts
• Green Community Criterion One
• Amicable neighbors
• Environmental protections
• Quality of life protections
• Protects the public welfare

• Unpredictable permitting
• No “By Right” Ground-Mounted Solar
• Not qualified for Green Community
Criterion One
• No environmental protections
• No quality of life protections
• More expensive litigation

VOTE YES
• Adding SES to the use regulation table keeps them from being prohibited
in Town and provides clarity for homeowners and commercial installers.
• Adopting zoning bylaws for SES ensures that local regulations are clearly
outlined and disputes are minimized.
• Promote sustainability and the use of renewable energy sources.
• Consistent with Boxborough 2030 Master Plan and Town’s Sustainability
Policy.
• Preserve the Town’s heritage, scenic, historic, agricultural and rural
character by protecting wildlife habitat and environmentally sensitive
lands and in doing so preserve our clean air, clean water, and minimize
sound pollution.

END

