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Chapter 6. Finding a Solar Installer  

 

6.1 Selecting a Contractor 

As with any major renovation, selecting the right contractor is critical to the success of the pro-
ject. A number of resources are available to Boston building owners looking to find a qualified 
solar installer. The Solar Energy Business Association of New England (SEBANE) maintains a da-
tabase of solar installers on its website (sebane.org). The Massachusetts Clean Energy Center 
also compiles a list of all installers who have completed solar installations as part of their incen-
tive programs. This list is a useful guide for residents and business as it catalogs the installed 
costs of many of the PV systems in the state. Building owners can use the information on this 
site to gauge whether price quotes from installers are reasonable given the current solar mar-
ket. 
 
What to look for in a Solar Installer 

In order to install solar PV panels in Massachusetts, solar installers must be licensed electri-
cians. Many solar installers have received solar specific training and have completed significant 
coursework in PV system installation. The National Association of Board Certified Energy Practi-
tioners (NABCEP) is the leading solar installer credentialing organization in the country. NABCEP 
certified installers have had thorough training in solar system design, installation, and intercon-
nection as well as project economic analysis. Many qualified and capable solar installers work-
ing in Massachusetts are not NABCEP certified; however NABCEP certification is considered the 
industry gold standard for solar certification.  
 
It is recommended that prospective PV system owners receive estimates from multiple installa-
tion companies. Building owners should carefully research their solar contractor before signing 
a construction contract. Quality contractors will be eager to provide references for their previ-
ous solar work, and many solar system owners are happy to discuss their installation experi-
ence with other prospective PV system owners.  
 
Most PV contractors provide turn-key services for their customers. A typical PV contract will 
include design services, system installation, permitting and interconnection, engineering certifi-
cation and a long-term warranty. Photovoltaic installers will also work with property owners to 
obtain grants and rebates available from the state or federal government. Installers not offering 
turnkey services may leave homeowners with significant and time consuming paperwork.  
 
What to look for in PV System Warranties  

Solar PV systems are a significant investment and system owners should be sure to get industry 
standard warranties on all system components and workmanship. In order to qualify for the 
Massachusetts Commonwealth Solar Rebate Program, installers must provide a minimum five-
year project warranty that includes both parts and labor. Additionally, the state program re-
quires a minimum of a 10 year warranty for inverters, a 20 year production warranty for solar 
panels and a five year warranty or mounting hardware.  

http://www.sebane.org
http://masscec.com/index.cfm?cdid=11379&amp;pid=11163
http://masscec.com/index.cfm?cdid=11379&amp;pid=11163
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6.2 Information to Gather Before Contacting a Solar Installer 

Before selecting a qualified contractor, there are several pieces of information building owners 
should assemble before reaching out to solar installers. Having this information available will 
help building owners and installer determine if a solar PV system is feasible for a building and 
will aid installers in quickly develop price proposals and system designs.   
 

 Collect and organize the previous year's electricity bills. This information will be criti-
cal for determining the proper size of a PV system given a building’s electricity load.  

 
 Check the Solar Boston map layers to determine if the building is in either the NSTAR 

area network or a historical district. If in a historical district, check in with the Boston 
Landmarks Commission at 617-635-3850 to learn more about additional aesthetic 
guidelines for solar installations. 

 
 If there is easy access to the roof, take a few notes on it. How big is it? What is it 

made of? When was the last time the roof was replaced or resurfaced? Is it flat or 
pitched? If it is pitched, in which direction does it face (e.g. due south, southwest, 
etc.)? Is there anything on the roof, or is the roof cluttered with mechanical equip-
ment, chimneys, roof decks, etc. that could potentially shade solar systems? 

 
 Check the building’s southern exposure. Is there anything to the south of the build-

ing (e.g. trees or tall buildings) that would shade a system? Please note that the solar 
calculator provided as part of the Solar Boston map accounts for topography and the 
heights of nearby buildings, but it does not account for non-building shading, such as 
trees. 

 
 Some rebate programs, like Commonwealth Solar, require homeowners to have had 

an energy audit conducted on their property within the past six years. If the building 
has had a recent energy audit, make sure that the appropriate paperwork is availa-
ble in order to streamline the application process. 

 

Site Assessment Overview 

One of the first steps that must occur when considering a PV system for a property is a site as-
sessment. Most qualified contractors will offer free site assessments as part of the business de-
velopment services. A well-conducted site assessment will determine the viability of a solar PV 
installation for a particular property and can always be used to identify fatal flaws that may 
cause problems during project implementation. In addition to the steps listed below, a project 
developer should determine if there are any competing uses for the proposed or adjoining 
space that might hinder the implementation of the project. For example, it may be possible to 
determine if future nearby construction could shade the proposed site, or if a parcel might be 
better used for housing development, urban agriculture, or public open space. These issues 
should be explored as part of a site assessment. 
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The primary goals of a site assessment are to: 
 Determine whether the array would be shaded during critical times of the day 

 Determine the location of the array 
 Determine the mounting method for the array 

 Determine where the Balance-of-System (BOS) components will be located 
 Determine how the PV system will interface with the existing electrical system 

 Identify issues that could jeopardize the viability of a project or result in increased de-
sign and installation complexity and implementation cost such as insufficient electric 
service  or insufficient structural support requiring costly upgrades 

 Identify any concerns of the building owner that may impact the design such as aes-
thetic concerns or financing options 

 
A thorough site assessment should be completed by each installer bidding on a project before 
they provide price proposals. This ensures that each installer fully understands all the condi-
tions that may affect a building’s solar potential and also helps installers to develop more accu-
rate system price proposals.   
 

6.3 Additional Reading Material and Resources 

 
City of Boston (2010) Renew Boston website. Last accessed:  
www.RenewBoston.org 
 
MassSAVE (2010) MassSAVE program website: Last accessed:  
www.masssave.org 
 
Massachusetts Clean Energy Center (2010). List of Solar PV Projects in Massachusetts. Last ac-
cessed:  
http://masscec.com/index.cfm?cdid=11379&amp;pid=11163 
 
Massachusetts Clean Energy Center (2010) System Requirements for Solar PV Systems. Last 
accessed:http://masscec.com/masscec/file/Attachment%20D_CSII%20Minimum%20Technical%
20Requirements_V4_Final.pdf 
 
National Association of Board Certified Energy Professionals (2010). NABCEP Website. Last ac-
cessed: http://www.nabcep.org 
 
Solar Energy Business Association of New England (2010) SEBANE Yellow Pages. Last accessed: 
www.SEBANE.org 
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