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NORTH CAROLINA
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Chatham County Planning Board Agenda Notes

Date: July 10, 2012

Agenda Item: VIII. 1. Attachment: #3

[ ] Subdivision

[ ] Conditional Use Permit [ ] Rezoning Request

[X] Other: Text Amendment

Subject:

Request by Strata Solar for a text amendment to the Chatham County
Zoning Ordinance, Section 7.2 Definitions, Section 10.13 Table of
Permitted Uses, and Section 14.1 Off-street Parking Requirements to
allow various provisions for solar energy.

Action Requested:

See Recommendations

Attachments:

1. Application packet was provided at the May 1, 2012 Planning Board
meeting.

2. Email from Beth Trahos with written comments from the public
hearing on May 21, 2012.

3. Proposed amendments by Planning staff to Section 7 Definitions,
Section 10.13 Table of Permitted Uses, and Section 17.5 Specific
Conditions for Conditional Uses Listed in Residential Districts
(Attachment A).

Introduction & Background
A legislative public hearing was held on this request May 21, 2012. Planning staff presented the

request with no initial concerns addressed. Planning staff stated research and review of various
ordinances was being performed and a recommendation would be forwarded to the Planning
Board. No one spoke on the issues but written comments were provided by Beth Trahos,
representing the applicant.

Chatham County approved its first small scale solar farm in January 2012 on an existing parcel
where a conditional use district and conditional use permit already existed. During the CUP revision
process, interest for locating more solar farms of various sizes in the county was being discussed.
Planning staff advised the solar company that research had begun but was not yet complete and
didn’t know when the use may be added to the Zoning Ordinance. During discussions, planning
staff and the applicant decided a request to amend the zoning ordinance would be in order to

Page1of4




speed up the process.

Discussion & Analysis
The applicant provided language to amend various sections as indicated in the application

materials. Planning staff reviewed several other jurisdictions’ regulations and have compiled an
expanded set of guidelines and standards as seen in Attachment No. 3. Staff also reviewed
information compiled by the American Planning Association in a Planning Advisory Service report.
Solar panels and farms are unique because they generate power, but have a limited impact. Once
the panels are installed there is relatively little traffic other than for maintenance and no noise.
However, there is a visual impact for solar farms that staff thinks should be considered. It is staff
opinion that the ordinance needs clarification for solar farms. Currently, solar farms are considered
“public utility facilities serving regional areas”, which are only permitted in light and heavy industrial
districts; however staff thinks they may be appropriate in residentially zoned areas under certain
conditions. The proposed amendments provided by staff in Attachment A establish an acreage
threshold for solar farms that are permitted by right and those requiring a conditional use permit.
Since residentially zoned districts are intended primarily for residential purposes, it would be
appropriate to require a conditional use permit for larger facilities to address any concerns that
neighbors might have regarding those facilities. Staff would evaluate these standards once several
of these facilities are installed to determine if the acreage threshold can be increased. It should also
be noted that the Environmental Quality Director has determined that solar panels are not subject
to impervious surface limits, so the acreage limits listed in Attachment A would allow for complete
coverage with solar panels based on research performed over the last 2 months.

Planning staff did not address any parking requirements for a solar farm in the recommended text
changes, Section 14.1. However, there are recommendations for Section 17 to add sub-section 17.6
General Standards for Solar Farms as outlined in attachment A.

Recommendation
It is Planning staff recommendation to approve the amendments as outlined in “Attachment A”.

The Planning Board has up to three (3) meetings in which to make a recommendation to the Board
of Commissioners.
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ATTACHMENT A

Sections of the Chatham County Zoning Ordinance to be amended for the use of “solar” within the
county.

Section 7.2 Definitions
Photovoltaic System — An active solar energy system that converts solar energy directly into
electricity.

Solar Collector — A device, structure or a part of a device or structure (i.e. array, panel, etc.)
installed for the sole purpose of the collection, inversion, storage, and distribution of solar energy.
This device may be roof-mounted or ground-mounted as an accessory use (Refer to Section 17.6 for
general standards).

Solar Energy — Radiant energy received from the sun that can be collected in the form of heat or
light by a solar collector.

Solar Farm — A use where a series of solar collectors are placed in an area for the purpose of
generating photovoltaic power for an area greater than the principle use on the site or as the
principle use on the site for off-site energy consumption. The use of solar collectors for personal or
business consumption that occurs on-site is not considered a solar farm.

Section 10.13 Table of Permitted Uses
R5 R2 R1 o&l B1 NC CB RB IL | IH

Solar Farm <less than 2 P P P P P | P
acres follow Section 17.6
Solar Farm >greaterthan2 | CU| CU CU CU P |P

acres follow Section 17.6

Section 17.6 Standards for Solar Energy Uses

This section is intended to provide the opportunity for solar energy to serve as a viable form of
energy generation while protecting public health, safety, and general welfare. All regulations in the
zoning ordinance shall apply unless expressly allowed or modified in the below standards.

A. Solar collectors shall be permitted as an accessory use to existing structures or facilities in
any zoning district under the following standards:
1. Roof mounted solar systems shall not extend beyond the exterior perimeter of the
building on which the system is mounted or built.
2. Ground mounted solar systems shall meet the minimum zoning setbacks from
property lines for the zoning district in which it is located.
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3. The maximum height for a ground mounted solar system under this standard is 15

feet as measured from the grade of the base of the collector to its highest point.
B. Solar farms on <less than two (2) acres in size shall meet the following standards:

1. Collectors and all their components shall not exceed 25 feet in height as measured
from the grade of the base of the collector to its highest point.

2. All structures and collectors shall meet a 50 foot minimum perimeter setback from
all property lines.

3. Screening of the solar farm area shall comply with a screen type B of Section 12
Landscaping and Buffering Standards of the zoning ordinance.

C. Solar farms on >greater than two (2) acres in size shall meet the following standards:

1. A conditional use permit shall be applied for and approved before any activity may
proceed on the proposed solar farm site and must comply with Section 17.1
Procedures for Conditional Use Permits.

2. Collectors and all their components shall not exceed 25 feet in height as measured
from the grade of the base of the collector to its highest point.

3. All structures and collectors shall meet a 100 foot setback minimum perimeter
setback from all property lines.

4. Screening of the solar farm area shall comply with a screen type B of Section 12
Landscaping and Buffering Standards of the zoning ordinance.

D. All solar farms shall comply with the following:

e Shall comply with all Building and Electrical codes.

® Shall not create a visual safety hazard for passing motorist or aircraft.

e Shall be removed, at the owner’s expense, within one hundred and eighty (180) days
of determination by the Planning Department the facility is no longer being
maintained in an operable state of good repair or no longer supplying solar power.
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