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December 15, 2021

To:
Rep. Daryl Metcalfe, chair House Environmental Resources & Energy
Committee and Rep. Greg Vitali, Democratic Chair, House Environmental
Resources & Energy Committee
Dear Chairman Metcalfe and Chairman Vitali :

Thank you for inviting Pennsylvania Farm Bureau to participate in a hearing about
the need to offer protection to landowners involved in the leasing of farmland for
renewable energy projects.
Our organization’s energy policy, broadly speaking, aims to make our nation
energy independent, using a diverse energy portfolio that includes renewable
sources. We see the potential benefits that solar energy can provide to farmers,
whether it’s through using solar directly on their farms or leasing land for solar
energy development.
Utility-scale solar has the potential to impact a significant portion of Pennsylvania
farmland, especially considering the state’s current power-purchase agreement
with Lightsource bp. Our hope is that Pennsylvania can strike the appropriate
balance between protecting our most valuable farmland from any form of
development, while also preserving the ability of farmers to diversify their income
through leasing agreements.
In order to strike that balance, there will need to be statewide legislation that
protects landowners who lease their land for development and ensures that
farmland can one day be returned to productivity. That means the state will need to
develop legislation that requires responsible decommissioning of renewable energy
sites, such as what is called for in House Bill 2104.

Over the past three years, our organization has received significant outreach from
solar energy developers. Each developer highlighted the potential for continued
agriculture compatibility underneath solar panels such as through sheep
grazing and the ability to return farmland to productive use after the solar energy
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system has outlived its useful life. The one benefit to solar, as opposed to other
forms of land use development, is the ability to return farmland to its previous
condition and allow farmers to grow traditional commodities again on that ground.
Again, this speaks to the need for a robust decommissioning plan that not only
covers the cost of removing equipment, but also covers land reclamation.

Along with serving as my organization’s Harrisburg lobbyist, I also have the
privilege of serving on the board of directors for the Center for Rural
Pennsylvania. Earlier this year, the board took a tour of an existing utility scale
solar facility in Franklin County. I was struck by two things. First, is the scale of
development that results in a fundamental transformation of that farm property.
Thankfully, this solar facility is allowing sheep to graze underneath the panels. The
second point is the sheer complexity of the project, from underground conduit,
steel girders driven into the ground, energy converters and gravel driveways
housed on what was once a com field.

I think it is critical that lawmakers fully appreciate the size and scope of these
projects as we discuss the need for proper decommissioning. The last thing we
want to see is landowners forced to pay for the disposal of solar panels and
restoration of their land. First, most landowners lack the needed expertise to
remove this equipment if they have to do it on their own. Second, they would face
significant cost trying to restore their land to productive use.
As we look at renewable energy decommissioning, I think we need to work from a
“worst case scenario approach.” That worst case scenario is that a company who
executed a 30-year lease for a solar energy facility on a farm and at the end of that
lease, is no longer in business. It is far too difficult for us to predict today what
solar energy production will look like 30 years in the future, so the equipment
installed on land in 2021 could very well be obsolete in 2051. A properly funded
decommissioning plan will address that worst-case scenario.

We appreciate that House Bill 2104 calls for a decommissioning plan that requires
a developer to secure financial assurance from a financial institution that covers the
full cost of land restoration. Equally important is the provision that requires that a
plan be updated every five years from a licensed third-party engineer. We can also
support the concept of “stepping up” the amount of financial assurance over a 20-
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year period, as called for in HB 2104. What we want to avoid is seeing
decommissioning plans that rely heavily on the salvage value of the renewable
energy equipment. While much of the material clearly has a current value in terms
of recycling, decommissioning plans based only on salvage value likely don’t also
cover land restoration costs.
Lastly, I do want to acknowledge that the solar industry has been willing partners
on finding an agreement on legislation addressing decommissioning. Farm Bureau
and the industry had extensive discussions earlier this year on legislation that we
both could agree upon. The product of those discussions is largely covered in
House Bill 2104.

It is our hope that the General Assembly swiftly adopts legislation to require
decommissioning plans for solar facilities. Given the expected growth in
commercial solar in Pennsylvania in the near future, time is of the essence to have
legislation in place to protect landowners. Thank you for your consideration and I
look forward to answering your questions.

Regards,

Darrin Youker
Director, State Government Affairs

