Permit Process Simplification

Simplification of permitting process for solar panel and EV charger
installation accelerate adoption of these green technologies

(Photo courtesy of City of Albuquerque)

The Impact

Permit process simplification, also referred to as permit streamlining, has successfully increased
adoption of solar and EV chargers by offering targeted solutions to a problem that is faced by many
across the state. In the solar sector, this impact is evident in the increased number of applications
following the implementation of process simplification measures. For example, San Jose experienced a
more than 600% increase in residential rooftop solar permits in the year after process simplification was
introduced. While the city continued to offer an in-person option, recent data show a rise in both the
number of solar permits and the percentage of applicants opting for online processing.

Description

As cities strive to meet their climate goals, enabling homeowners and property managers to adopt
clean energy technology is becoming increasingly essential. However, the adoption of solar panels, EV
charging stations, and other green technologies can be hindered by confusing steps and lengthy
protocols. Permit process simplification offers a solution by enabling efficient and expedited permitting for
clean energy projects.

Where It's Been Implemented

As the demand for solar and EVs grew, making adoption easier for general consumers became
essential to drive further growth. Through policies, California aimed to streamline solar and EV permitting
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to solve this issue. In California, solar photovoltaic (PV) permitting has been standardized across all
counties and cities through AB 2188. This legislation mandates that local governments implement a
streamlined permitting process. Cities present their information differently, but the “Instant Residential
Solar and Energy Storage System Permits” page on the San Mateo County Planning and Building
website consolidates all permitting information for the unincorporated areas of the county.

Statewide, permit streamlining for EV charging stations was mandated in July 2022. However,
according to the CAGoBiz dashboard, only 324 jurisdictions have fully implemented this process, with an
additional 86 jurisdictions in progress, and 130 yet to adopt it. In San Mateo County, most cities have
implemented or are in the process of implementing permit process simplification, except for Hillsborough
and East Palo Alto. An example of a successful case, Redwood City has simplified the permit process,
resulting in an increase in permit requests. With its one-stop shop, permits can now be applied for online,
all in one place. In previous years, permitting required conversations with different in-person
departments, slowing down the process for many applicants. With its new permitting processes,
Redwood City now utilizes the online space and SolarAPP+ alongside an increased staff to assist in the
expedited process.

Key Drivers

One key driver that assists in making permit process simplification widely adopted is legislation.
The Permit Streamlining Act of 1977, a broader California law, was designed to expedite the permitting
process for development projects. It sets deadlines for public agencies to review and decide on permit
applications, aiming to reduce unnecessary delays and ensure that projects are processed in a timely
manner. Later, the targeted legislation AB2188, passed in 2015, mandates that local governments adopt
a solar ordinance with a streamlined permitting process that follows best practices for “expeditious and
efficient permitting” of residential rooftop solar systems. The requirement for cities to accept online
signatures of applicants enhances accessibility in the permitting process. Similarly, AB 970 amended AB
1236, a bill that mandated cities to adopt EV process simplification ordinances in 2015, to establish
binding timelines for the expedited review of EV charging station (EVCS) permit applications across
California. Effective January 1, 2022, for cities and counties with populations over 200,000, and on
January 1, 2023, for those below 200,000, this legislation enforces stricter timelines for approving or
denying EV charging applications.

Key Factors for Success

Outreach efforts from the Governor’s Office of Business and Economic Development (GO-Biz),
including a dedicated staff member addressing local challenges, have significantly contributed to the
success of permit process simplification for EVs across California.

Utilizing apps or online platforms has further streamlined the permitting process, making it more
accessible. For example, Redwood City has integrated most of its PV permit process into the SolarAPP+
app, which automates solar permitting with just a few questions, and uses an automated online
permitting system for EV chargers. SolarAPP+ was developed in collaboration with the National
Renewable Energy Laboratory and local code officials and has been successfully adopted by over 160
communities to automate permitting. Additionally, increasing staff dedicated to permitting has proven
effective. Senior Building Inspector Jonah Glen highlights the importance of Redwood City’s permitting
staff — six in-house permit technicians, two consultants, and himself — in quickly reviewing solar
applications that don't qualify for the automated process.
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Key Obstacles

In Redwood City, the main challenge with process simplification was helping the public

understand the program. The automated online permitting system was not as straightforward as initially
expected, so the city addressed this by providing public training. After the first few months of
implementation, the number of questions and complaints about the new system dropped significantly.
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