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The Challenge:
Along with helping to mitigate climate change, the transition to clean energy in New York will bring 

consumer savings, economic benefits, jobs, energy independence and resiliency, as well as improve 

human health.1 These aspects of renewable energy development are often overshadowed by signif-

icant public concern regarding its potential impacts on community character, farmland and wildlife 

habitat. Projects currently under review by the New York State Board on Electric Generation Siting 

and the Environment (Siting Board) are experiencing significant public opposition and delay.2 As of 

September 27, 2019, only three new renewable energy facilities have been approved under Public 

Service Law Article 10 since adoption of the 50x30 Renewable Energy Standard in 2016, and none 

have been constructed.3 Meanwhile, many communities dealing with renewable energy development 

proposals do not have the resources or technical knowledge for effective engagement; often, they 

wind up grappling with disagreements among residents and having to adopt moratoria in order to 

give themselves time to understand the planning and zoning ramifications of a potential project.4

In July 2019, New York adopted landmark climate legislation—The Climate Leadership and Commu-

nity Protection Act (CLCPA)—that sets nation-leading renewable energy goals.5 The CLCPA mandates 

that 70% of New York State’s energy needs come from renewable resources by 2030—just over a de-

cade from now—and that all electricity in the state come from carbon-free sources by 2040. However, 

the CLCPA does not meaningfully address the on-the-ground challenges of getting projects sited. 

Over the past decade, it has become clear that despite ambitious policies aimed at incentivizing and 

accelerating renewables, the current pace of clean energy development cannot continue if we are to 

reach the targets set in the CLCPA. The risk that New York will fail to meet these targets is real. 

Scenic Hudson’s Role:
As a land trust and environmental advocacy organization, Scenic Hudson possesses both the core 

conservation mission and staff expertise—in land use planning, farmland and natural resource protec-

tion, public policy development and community outreach—that make it well-suited for growing public 

support for the siting of new renewable energy facilities that avoid pervasive, significant impacts on 

the resources we all have worked so hard to preserve. In the last few years, the organization also has 

participated as a stakeholder in numerous discussions on renewable energy development, published 

the Clean Energy, Green Communities guide to siting renewable energy and convened the sold-out 

Solar Smart Hudson Valley symposium.6 Scenic Hudson will release a solar zoning handbook in early 

2020 and a comprehensive GIS-based solar siting decision support tool in summer 2020. Scenic 

Hudson’s vision is that the Hudson Valley can become a model of how a region responds to the chal-

lenge of climate change. This model can then be replicated statewide.

The Solution:
A significantly higher level of collaboration between state and local government is necessary to cre-

ate a context conducive for renewable energy development that supports state energy goals while 

preserving New York’s invaluable natural resources. With the input of stakeholders—including host 

communities, developers, environmental organizations, farmers and others—we must implement pol-

icies to overcome the “us versus them” mentality and replace it with a shared goal for all to receive 

the benefits from a transition to clean energy. A policy solution must include a combination of collab-

orative energy and land use planning, information dissemination and empowerment at the local level 

to promote smart renewable energy development. 

Policy Actions to Lead to a Cleaner, Greener Energy Future...



New York State Should Create a  

Statewide Masterplan for  

Land-Based Renewables Buildout.

By developing a statewide masterplan to guide renewable energy siting, New York 

State would ensure achievement of the CLCPA’s renewable energy and carbon neutral-

ity goals, while also maximizing consistency with community, agricultural and natural 

resource values. This will accomplish dual benefits—accelerating renewable energy 

buildout and minimizing adverse environmental and community impacts.

Such a plan would entail high-level resource planning that will identify opportunities for 

renewable energy development in the various regions of the state. It should be similar to 

the Offshore Wind Master Plan, which identifies areas for potential offshore wind energy 

development that maximize output while minimizing conflicts.7

Thus far, the large-scale projects awarded contracts by NYSERDA are proposed for sites 

selected by developers, with little or no input from host communities.8 A path forward 

for reaching renewable energy targets must include a master planning process that 

encourages stakeholder participation to identify potential development locations that 

present the least impact to communities and other land uses. 

In order to develop a renewable energy masterplan that addresses local stakeholder con-

cerns, the state should create nine regional energy planning councils that would report 

to the State Energy Planning Board. Article 6 of the State Energy Law creates two region-

al energy planning councils (upstate and downstate), but it appears that members have 

never been appointed.9 To more accurately represent the regional differences within New 

York State, the number of regional energy planning councils should be increased to nine. 

The councils should include representatives from state agencies tasked with clean energy 

policy and development, regional planning groups and local community interests. 

The authority of the energy planning councils established under the State Energy Law 

should be expanded to provide input into and implement the framework set forth in the 

statewide renewable energy masterplan. Each council would develop and utilize da-

ta-driven analysis and the stakeholder process to optimize renewables siting decisions 

that incorporate both the region’s conservation priorities and site-specific geography.

New York State should prioritize development of a model regional energy planning 

council as quickly as possible. Scenic Hudson already has begun development of a GIS-

based solar siting decision support tool for the Hudson Valley that can support the work 

of such a regional planning council.10 This tool, which will be completed in summer 2020, 

builds on our Clean Energy, Green Communities guide published in 2018. Scenic Hudson 

is developing this tool with stakeholder input and will pilot a hands-on local training pro-

gram in two Hudson Valley communities. Progress on this effort makes the Hudson Valley 

an ideal candidate for a model regional energy planning council.
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New York State should pursue an effective  

information and public awareness campaign  

to build a mindset of collaboration before  

projects are proposed.

There is a perception that communities’ rural and agricultural lands are being targeted 

and turned into industrial sites for renewable energy facilities that will only benefit others.11 

For many, real fears—even if unfounded—about negative impacts on local community 

character, property values and a rural way of life are not assuaged by the societal impera-

tive to play a role in confronting the global climate crisis. In some communities, the certi-

fication process under Article 10 for utility-scale projects is considered an affront to home 

rule, with citizens expressing resentment due to a lack of input on siting choices. Con-

versely, there are accusations that local interests present a barrier to renewable energy 

deployment.12 In order to develop renewables at the pace and scale necessary to meet 

the CLCPA goals, these issues must be understood and resolved before projects are 

proposed.

Each regional energy planning council should have at least one dedicated, on-the-

ground community coordinator whose sole responsibility is to engage directly with 

communities on renewable energy siting, including hands-on technical assistance and 

education. The NYSERDA Clean Energy Coordinators could be tasked with this role, but 

an adjusted focus would be needed and increased resources made available to ensure 

that sufficient personnel are assigned. It is essential that all interested communities can 

tap into this resource.
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New York State should provide financial  

and technical support for local planning and 

zoning that promotes smart renewable  

energy development.

Local communities need significantly greater levels of support—both expertise and fund-

ing—as they rush to incorporate renewable energy development into comprehensive 

plans and zoning laws. Despite existing resources such as NYSERDA’s Solar Guidebook 

for Local Governments, those tasked with developing zoning laws struggle with deter-

mining how much solar energy development should be permitted and where it should be 

located. Communities also need guidance on setting detailed development criteria such 

as limits on construction on prime agricultural soils to protect farmland, area and bulk 

standards, and visual screening requirements to preserve community character. Financial 

and technical assistance from the state is necessary to guide municipalities to adopt 

local plans and laws to ensure that renewable energy facilities are welcomed into the 

community and are consistent with community values.

State support and tools should include:

• Funding for local planning and zoning, as well as regional planning efforts;

• Spatial analysis and mapping tools that support local planning and zoning for renew-

able energy and point the way to properly sited and designed projects (such as  

Scenic Hudson’s decision support tool discussed in #1, above); 

• Legal and planning expertise to support the development of clear, enforceable regula-

tions; and

• A standardized framework to identify the most common impacts of renewable energy 

development and a range of potential mitigation measures. 

Such support can be provided through expansion of the Climate Smart Communities 

Program13 (with an adjusted focus, increased resources and sufficient personnel) and the 

former PV Trainers Network. 

In early 2020, Scenic Hudson will release a solar zoning handbook aimed at empowering 

communities to take advantage of their solar energy resource as they translate policies 

and goals into clear and enforceable regulations. It will set forth best practices and rec-

ommendations for local laws that promote smart solar energy system development at all 

scales. Developing resources like this for all regions of the state—and providing technical 

and financial support to facilitate their widespread use—is imperative to achieve rapid 

renewables buildout at all scales.  

3



The Siting Board should adopt rules to  

accelerate and incentivize large-scale  

renewable energy that has demonstrated  

local support and meets conservation goals.

Stakeholders on all sides have directed an increasing amount of criticism at the Article 

10 review process for certification of utility-scale projects of 25 MW or over, which so far 

has yielded only three approvals (all for wind projects). A significant amount of large-scale 

renewable energy projects must be built to meet the goal of eliminating fossil-fuel based 

electricity generation by target dates, which in turn is necessary to electrify the trans-

portation sector as well as heating and cooling for buildings.14 A lengthy and expensive 

Article 10 process, combined with community opposition to large projects in the face of 

rapidly expiring tax incentives, puts achievement of this critical buildout in jeopardy. 

New requirements for transparency and community outreach, demonstration of economic 

benefits and consideration of agricultural impacts are now incorporated into the NYSER-

DA large-scale renewable solicitation process.15 This is a great step in the right direction; 

however, additional policy action is required to proactively resolve local community con-

cerns and potential resource conflicts before commencement of the Article 10 process.

To incentivize and achieve such early resolution, a shortened Article 10 process should 

be made available to projects that have secured support from the host community and 

demonstrated compliance with a set of low-impact siting criteria. This could be imple-

mented in a way similar to the Public Service Commission’s policy, adopted in 2014, that 

expedites review for transmission proposals sited only in existing rights-of-way and not 

likely to have significant environmental impacts.16 Such a policy would provide a strong 

incentive to developers to earn community support early on and to align projects with 

low-impact siting guidelines, streamlining the path to Article 10 certification.
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Align agricultural protection and renewable  

energy policy.

New York’s farms, many of which already face significant economic stress and vulnerabil-

ity to development pressure, are particularly attractive sites for renewable energy devel-

opment because they contain large areas of relatively flat, cleared land.17 Along with the 

actual or perceived visual impacts of projects, the potential loss of agricultural land is one 

of the major reasons behind municipal resolutions opposing large-scale projects.18

Much work has been done to address potential loss of farmland through renewable ener-

gy development. The Department of Agriculture & Markets issued guidelines for construc-

tion, restoration and monitoring of solar, wind and transmission facilities on farmlands.19 

The Clean Energy for Agriculture Task Force (CEATF) was created to identify and prioritize 

clean energy opportunities for the agricultural sector; it issued a Strategic Plan in March 

2017.20 NYSERDA convened the Solar Siting and Agriculture Workshop on June 21, 2018.21 

In addition, many other non-governmental agencies and farming advocacy groups are 

working to address this issue.22 Finally, much research is being conducted on the op-

portunities for co-location of energy and food production.23 Recent studies demonstrate 

that there is great potential for solar and agriculture to work together to provide reliable 

energy and fresh produce.24

Policies must be adopted to protect the most productive agricultural land and keep 

it in farming, and to maximize opportunities for renewable energy development and 

agriculture to coexist. Four steps to achieve this goal are:

1. Expand the CEATF mandate beyond identifying pathways toward clean energy for on-

farm use to also address the issue of siting large-scale renewable energy projects on 

agricultural lands, as informed by the results of the NYSERDA Solar Siting and Agricul-

ture Workshop and other research.

2. Expand NYSDAM guidelines to avoid siting significant renewable energy development 

on soils defined as prime and/or identified as having the highest productivity index. 

However, to prevent these guidelines from increasing the economic hardship of farm-

ers, they must be combined with programs to keep these lands in agricultural produc-

tion as an alternative to renewable energy or other development. 

3. Establish guidelines for “pollinator-friendly” solar installations in accordance with the 

Pollinator Friendly Solar Act.

4. Establish requirements and/or incentives for co-location of renewable energy and 

agricultural activity, including crops and grazing. 
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Conclusion—The Vision:
The biggest challenge to meeting the CLCPA’s goals is bridging the gap between state renewable energy tar-

gets and local support for individual projects. It is critical that state and local governments work together and 

with other stakeholders to make smart siting decisions that minimize impacts and maximize public acceptance. 

Through implementation of these five recommended policies, New York can achieve its nation-leading renew-

able energy goals in a way that is compatible with community values and protects irreplaceable natural and 

agricultural resources. It also can build broad support for well-sited renewable energy facilities. Without imple-

menting the actions in this roadmap, New York will likely fail to achieve the vital overhaul of the electricity sector 

envisioned in the CLCPA. 

The Hudson Valley is poised to be a regional model for how renewable energy projects can be sited in a way 

that minimizes environmental and community impacts. Scenic Hudson is prepared to play a leading role in help-

ing to implement these five actions in the Hudson Valley as a pilot for statewide rollout.  Working together, New 

York State, local governments, non-governmental organizations and community stakeholders can translate the 

vision of the CLCPA into on-the-ground reality, leading us forward to a sustainable, low-carbon future.

Univ. of Massachusetts Fall Array courtesy of Hyperion Systems 
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