
Our research and experience challenge many assumptions about 
the energy transition. Decades of solar R&D, market innovations, 
and economic progress may be winning support in national polls, 
but not so much in county commission chambers or in local media 
where large projects are proposed. 

Remedies that federal and state programs are now testing 
emphasize finding trusted organizations that can provide fact-
based information and facilitation, in line with established 
decarbonization goals. We suggest that a powerful partnership 
between citizen advocates and respected technical, policy and 
social-science expertise is already embodied in the American 
Solar Energy Society (ASES). Rooted in communities nationwide, 
ASES members feel the pain of accepting changes, such as large-
scale solar development, in order to combat the greater and 
largely irreversible impacts of climate change. They are primed to 
support strong community-benefit strategies, while rejecting 
outright disinformation and injustice. As independent volunteers, 
many have experience in related campaigns.

The proposal outlined in Figure 1 is hypothetical, envisioning a fit 
between the permitting challenge, ASES resources and member 
strengths. It recognizes that even within the ASES community, 
dialog about hard energy choices is ongoing, but it also 
recognizes the wealth of relevant tools and expertise that ASES 
has at hand. This strategy could attract funding and inspire 
members to find community in helping fulfill the ASES Mission. We 
present it, unsolicited, to spark discussion and action toward more 
equitable and timely climate solutions.

We reviewed a growing body of literature on solar siting 
controversies, especially focused on use of private ranchland, 
farmland and community-adjacent land zoned as rural residential. 
We also studied controversies surrounding battery energy storage. 
Lithium-ion batteries have become a literal flash-point, where 
scientific research and risk management strategies are often mis-
represented as proof of looming disasters. Progress on resolving 
opposition to battery storage is notably lagging.

The fossil fuel industry has supported some opposition campaigns, 
but other drivers play a role. Opposition thrives in an atmosphere of 
ignorance regarding both the electric grid and the scale of 
investment needed to transform the energy system. Many 
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Nearly one year since the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) 
supercharged the transformation to clean energy for U.S. energy 
supply and use, progress in one sector has notably lagged: large-
scale renewable generation and storage. Interest rates and 
transmission access are partly to blame, but so is the surprising 
intensity of public opposition to many large wind or solar generation 
and battery projects. A recent national survey of project developers 
confirmed that opposition to large-scale solar is “more frequent and 
more expensive to address than it was five years ago.” 1

Our research on causes and remedies to this problem has included 
frontline work to understand and address opposition to conditional-
use zoning for a 100-MW solar project with a 48-MW (4-hour) 
lithium-ion battery system, proposed by AES Corp. for part of an 
8,000-acre private site near Santa Fe, NM. In 2023, we assessed 
public comments on that proposal, including use of artificial 
intelligence (AI) to thoroughly and quickly spot themes, strategies 
and likely sources of factual as well as false statements. 

We have continued to document that case study, increasingly 
motivated to quell viral disinformation and encourage resolution of 
issues. We broadened our scope to include a broad literature 
review and interviews with local and state agency staff, social 
science researchers and citizen-advocates nationwide who suggest 
paths forward. That work is summarized in the Spring 2024 issue of 
Solar Today, “It’s Time to Stand Up for Solar.” 2 The article and a 
forthcoming paper are useful references.

Our conclusion is that while new research from sources such as 
Berkeley Labs, universities, state energy agencies and associations 
of planning officials has improved academic understanding of the 
problem, most remedies require support from citizen-advocates. 
Prevailing distrust in experts, misrepresentation of risks and “click-
bait” opposition media are hard to overcome. Conventional 
expertise cannot win public support for a far-reaching clean energy 
buildout–unless it is supported by a mobilization of local envoys. 

Figure 1. Hypothetical Mobilization of ASES Membership. The program outlined could be applied to any organization with a pool of 
members aiming to help achieve climate goals in their state, region or nation.

people who oppose large-scale solar say they support solar 
energy—conditionally. Distrust of utilities, big tech, science and 
government or corporate power is a common theme that drives 
solar and storage disinformation. Calls for alternative solutions, 
from rooftop-integrated PV to use of emerging battery 
chemistries to modular nuclear reactors, are also common. 

The challenge is to move ahead in an imperfect world. Local 
officials, even where opposition seems low, need to be informed 
and savvy in dealing with developers. They also need to prepare 
for the possibility of criticism or lawsuits from all sides. 

Some trends in effective permitting processes include:

• Introduction of policies that give states primary authority over 
large-project permitting. As of early 2024, 13 states exerted 
some authority over such permitting. 3  State-led permitting 
greatly increases siting success, but it may increase process 
costs and diminish some community-specific benefits.

• Collaboration of planning agencies with local fire officials and 
infrastructure providers that could apply and enforce 
standards and raise public confidence. Best practice requires 
that these relationships are formed early, as part of a plan to 
stay ahead of public disinformation.

• Outreach to improve community-wide understanding of 
relative risks, energy equity and how the electric grid works, 
including how solar and storage complement local distributed 
solar, load management and energy efficiency. A community 
dialog is preferred, but this may require finding reasonably 
neutral cosponsors, outside the official permitting processes.

• Engaging organizations and individuals that have or can earn 
public trust as a source of information about large-scale solar 
and storage and the widespread energy transition. State 
sponsored collaboratives funded through the U.S. DOE R-
STEP program are working with long-trusted partners, from 
County Extension Offices to the Farm Bureau to the Nature 
Conservancy. 4 Yet there is room for more local trust-building.

• Media strategies that are informal, personal and proactive, 
using e-mail and social media, such as Facebook, YouTube 
and Instagram, are emerging. They meet the opposition where 
it thrives, and they challenge disinformation. United Solar 
Energy Supporters (USES) in New York, is one pro-solar 
group that has demonstrated this strategy. 5

Hypothetical Mobilization of ASES* Membership
Resources
ASES Technical Divisions: Expertise with 
an archive of papers and presentations. 
Willing participants may assist in Solar 
Envoy training and technical support.

ASES communications resources: Solar 
Today magazine, solar@work social 
media, National Solar Conference

ASES National Solar Tour: Might be 
expanded with industry support to include 
community and large-scale solar, storage

A manageable set of curated resources 
and links to active campaigns could be 
available on the ASES website. 

Links to resources provided by program 
partners, increasing use of their tools, 
research and experience.

  

Partnerships
Solar Envoys: Volunteers from among 
40+ state and student chapters and 
20K+ at-large members. Semi-
autonomous in-state groups bring their 
partners. Participation ranges from 
engagement in public processes to solar 
and battery tours or social media.

DOE: Renewable Energy Siting Through 
Technical Engagement in Planning     
(R-STEP) Program.

Labs: Formal or informal relationships 
with NREL, Sandia, Berkley and other 
national labs, universities and broad-
based research centers. 

Professional planning associations, 
associations of local zoning authorities.

Funding partners may include solar and 
storage industry and foundations. 

Networking & Evaluation
Volunteers may attend a series of 
webinars for training on topics that range 
from grid basics to media literacy, 
understanding risk perception, busting 
solar myths, and reviewing community 
benefit agreements or other tested ways 
to improve local permitting processes. 
Those who complete the series would 
receive Solar Envoy certificates.

ASES networking tools could be applied 
to encourage wide-ranging participation 
and sharing of success stories, which 
could be further told and replicated.

A “wiki” (do-it-yourself) database could 
track successes and setbacks; this could 
be shared with program sponsors and 
partners, who may do further analysis.
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How often are each of the following concerns raised by opposition?

Solar (n=75)

Wind (n=35)

Rarely Sometimes Often

This survey, released in 2024, focused on 
developer experiences with large-scale wind 
and solar. The frequency of a reported 
concern does not indicate its veracity, but 
the repetition of concerns can have an 
impact on public acceptance.

Figure 2. LBL-Sponsored Survey of Developers Documents Common Concerns. These concerns were reported by 123 
survey respondents from about 60 companies engaged in large-scale U.S. solar or wind development.

Source: Berkeley Lab 2024 (1) 

See more references and links  
from Cliburn and Associates on 
their Solar Value Project 
website, solarvalueproject.com

Noted Sources
1) tinyurl.com/5brd6b4b
2) ases.org/stand-up-for-solar
3) tinyurl.com/ysv2hyem
4) tinyurl.com/a97bryj3
5) Cited in (2), usesusa.org/

* As of April 2024, the  American Solar Energy Society (www.ases.org) has 
not endorsed this proposal, but it is submitted for possible consideration. 

http://www.solarvalueproject.com/

