
Solar power benefits for apartments and condos 
 
If you think powering a multiunit residential building with solar energy is only for those 
living in sunny West Coast towns, think again. Apartments and condominiums worldwide 
are beginning to reap the benefits of solar power technology. 
 

 

While installing the technology does present an up-front expense, the long-term savings on electricity 
can be substantial. For those who offer solar power as an amenity, they say it is a selling point for a 
new generation of tenants who are looking for ways to have a “softer” footprint on the earth. 
  
Photovoltaic cells can be installed on rooftops or on the ground, and systems built for apartment and 
condominium complexes are designed to provide part, or in some cases even all, of the energy needed 
by a community. For days of ultra-high use, as well as nighttime use in many locales, units are fed by 
the local electrical utility company’s carbon-based output. Electric utilities will usually partner with the 
multiunit owner on a solar power project and may divert some of the unneeded solar power generated 
during the day at your facility to other users.  If they do divert excess power they normally apply that 
transfer as a credit against your account for nighttime or inclement weather carbon fuel-based 
electrical use by your complex, thereby reducing your traditional electricity bill. 
  
In one San Diego project, residents can monitor their residents’ usage of electricity by smartphone. If 
the units are also equipped with other “smart home” technology, such as remotely operated drapes or 
blinds or remotely controlled thermostats, residents can make internal unit changes as needed to 
improve variable conditions that reduce energy consumption. In that San Diego complex, units are 
individually monitored by the complex for energy use. Any units that register a yearly consumption 
total below the standard allotment receive a rebate check for their billed electricity, which is included 
in their rent fees. 
  
Some utility companies offer incentives to install solar, such as complimentary thermostats or other 
unit-based technology that helps residents be more cognizant of their power use. 
  
Solar power can be used throughout a complex for both high-rises and garden-style or townhome 
communities, or it can be applied to certain sections of the community. Those who just want to dip 
their toes into the field might consider starting just with parking lot and communal use area lighting. 
  
Retrofitting and Historic Properties 
 
While new construction is typically the easiest place to install solar technology, retrofitting older 
buildings isn’t necessarily cost prohibitive. Optimally, the time to install would be during re-roofing, so 
if you are about to undertake a roofing update, include solar considerations in your planning 
discussions. If you’ve just had a new roof done, you are also an excellent candidate for rooftop 
photovoltaic cells since they are designed to last around the same length of time as a roof. The idea is 
not to install the cells knowing that you’ll need a new roof in three or four years. 
  
In one New Jersey project, the owner was dealing with a historic building that wasn’t a candidate for a 
retrofit, so instead of using rooftop cells, the apartment owner built a “solar farm” on adjacent 
property. The ground-level cells are set up in rows in a lot that is now fenced off and landscaped 
specifically to allow sun-energy collection. 
  
In Belgium, one apartment building took an alternative solar energy method—not photovoltaic cells 
but, rather, heliostat panels. These mirrors pivot with the earth’s rotation to provide sustained 
reflection of the sun’s light into targeted locations, such as apartment windows, to reduce the need for 
heating and electric lights. They can be attached to existing structures or mounted to their own posts 
that are aesthetically embedded in the landscape. They are particularly helpful for north-facing units in 
colder climates that are deprived of natural light and warmth. 
  
If you are ready to move into the next generation of power supply for your apartment or condominium 
building, you will need to work with a team of professionals, including solar design-build firms, your 
electric utility company and your insurance agent. There are special insurance issues to consider when 



you branch out into high-technology property that might not be taken into account on your current 
commercial insurance apartment building policy or master policy for condos, so your policy might need 
to be amended. Some insurance companies already have policies that accommodate solar technology 
use, so don’t let concerns over property losses deter you from stepping into the 21st century of 
power. 
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