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Government incentive design to address barriers to the uptake of solar PV on apartment
buildings: early insights from Victoria’s Solar for Apartments program
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Introduction

Energy use in Victorian homes is responsible for more than one fifth of Victoria’s net carbon
emissions (Sustainability Victoria, 2024). To achieve the Victorian Government's ambitious
emissions reduction targets — 75-80 per cent reduction by 2035 and net-zero emissions by 2045 — it
is critical that Victorian homes become more energy-efficient and use renewable electricity (Victorian
Government, 2023).

The Victorian Government’s Solar Homes program has helped increase solar penetration to 30 per
cent of Victorian homes in 2024, up from 14 per cent when the program started in 2018 (Solar
Victoria, 2024). However, there is unequal uptake of rooftop solar by dwelling type, with multi-lot
strata developments (such as flats and apartments) significantly underrepresented. In 2016, 20 per
cent of detached houses in Australia had rooftop solar compared to 1 per cent of apartments
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017). More recent data is lacking, however industry feedback
provided to Solar Victoria indicates the proportion of apartments with solar is unlikely to have
increased signifcantly since that time.

This slow rate of uptake puts the 12.1 per cent of Victorians living in flats or apartments at risk of
being left behind in the energy transition, with few options to access the financial benefits of solar
energy or to lower their household emissions (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022). Renters (who
comprise 63 per cent of apartment households and have limited ability to advocate for solar
installation) and low income residents (who are vulnerable to experiencing energy poverty) are most
affected (ABS, 2022) (Chandrashekeran et al., 2024). The growing trend towards more Victorians
living in apartments and the decreasing rates of home ownership highlights the importance of
addressing the challenges to installing solar on apartments (ABS, 2022).

Victoria’s Solar for Apartments program

Victoria’s $32 million Solar for Apartments program (delivered over 2023-24 and 2024-25) is the first
of its kind in Australia and incentivises the installation of solar PV on apartments by providing rebates
to owners corporations (OCs) of up to $2,800 per apartment, to a maximum of $140,000 per OC
(Solar Victoria, 2024). The program aims to address barriers to uptake and empower up to 10,000
Victorian apartment households, including renters, to save on the upfront cost of installation, reduce
energy bills, improve the value of their apartments, and lower household emissions. The program is
delivered in rounds of funding, with the first round delivered from February to May 2024. A second
round is now open from late August to December 2024.

The program is co-funded by the Victorian and Commonwealth Governments and delivered by Solar
Victoria. Victoria’s funding contribution is made available through the $1.3 billion flagship Solar
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Homes program. The Commonwealth’s contribution is part of its Community Solar Banks initiative
(Australian Government, 2024).

The intent of the program is to deliver short-term government support to promote the benefit and
demonstrate the viability of solar on apartments. It will also build the capability of Victoria’s solar
retailers to act as the primary driver of uptake at scale over the longer term. Solar Victoria aims to
achieve this by:

e Providing a strong financial incentive to improve the business case for installation and
overcome the higher upfront cost of apartment installations resulting from the complexity of
installation, the use of solar sharing technologies, and in some cases the need to upgrade
aging switchboards and wiring.

e Delivering marketing and communications activities to promote solar uptake that
leverages new and existing resources (such as the Yarra Energy Foundation’s Guide to
Solar for Apartments). The availability of the financial incentive is expected to drive greater
interest and engagement with these resources by apartment residents.

e Activating solar retailers and strata management groups as key delivery partners for
the program, who will use the incentive as a selling point for solar projects as part of their
business development activities. Solar retailers and strata managers have a key role in
disseminating information to OCs and enabling the decision-making process required to
initiate and deliver solar projects.

Insights from program design and delivery

The program was designed in collaboration with industry, local government and strata community
representatives to ensure it addressed the critical barriers to solar uptake in apartment buildings
while achieving the program’s objectives. Key program design elements informed by this process
include:

Alignment of the application assessment to OC decision-making processes

The roof space of most apartment buildings is commonly owned and, in Victoria, governed by an
OC. Victoria’'s Owners Corporation Act 2006 requires at least 75 per cent of OC members to vote on
a special resolution to approve alterations to common property. The OC approvals process is
complex and can become protracted (from a few months to over a year) due to the need to manage
the diverse interests of owners to both initiate a vote and reach the voting threshold. Solar Victoria
received feedback that OCs would be reluctant to commence the voting process until they had
assurance they were eligible for government funding.

For Round 1, a two-step application process was implemented to align program administration with
the OC'’s voting process and facilitate OC decision making. Residents or strata managers could apply
for conditional approval to confirm the OC'’s eligibility and be temporarily allocated funding. To
achieve final approval and receive funding, OCs were required to obtain a final quote and pass a
special resolution within 90 days, beyond which the application would be cancelled. This facilitated
the voting process by assuring the OC it would receive funding and provided an incentive to expedite
the voting process. Solar Victoria has learned that residents driving the solar project used the
conditional approval to champion support from other OC members.

The conditional approval was no longer required and removed for Round 2 following changes to the
rebate payment model (see below). Instead, an informal online eligibility check was implemented to
assure the OC of their eligibility for funding.

Owners corporations as the funding recipient

Constraining eligibility to owners corporations has provided program efficiencies through bulk rebate
delivery and supported Solar Victoria to reach its target customer cohort.

As a common property fixture, the solar PV system must be insured and maintained by the OC with
all residents provided the opportunity to equitably access its benefits. While not a requirement for
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funding, 85 per cent of conditionally approved applications have involved full resident participation.
This is promoted by the time-limited availability of funding and limiting each OC to only receive
funding under the program once. This encouraged strong participation by rental providers with an
estimated 46 per cent of approved rebates flowing to rental households exceeding participation rates
for stand-alone homes under the Solar Homes program where less than two per cent of rebates
reach rental households.

Solar Victoria was advised that the split incentive would deter rental provider participation and
potentially block solar projects from obtaining OC approval. To address this, OCs are permitted to
connect their common area meter to the solar PV system and access a portion of solar energy up to
an amount equal available to each residential lot. This has incentivised rental providers to participate
by lowering strata energy costs while protecting residential supply as the primary use.

To minimise the application burden for OCs, Solar Victoria leveraged data from the Victorian Valuer
General to provide a proxy means test for targeting low and middle-income Victorians. To be eligible,
OCs must have a median capital improved apartment value of no more than $950,000. The suitability
of this approach was confirmed through ABS data and has proved simpler to administer for bulk
rebate delivery than collecting evidence of income from each participating household.

Rebates applied as a point-of-sale discount by the retailer

In Round 1, OCs were required to pay the retailer the full upfront cost of installation and receive the
rebate post-installation. OCs could receive part of the rebate as an upfront payment, however the
need to raise significant levies or obtain strata finance to cover the full upfront cost posed a barrier
to program participation, particularly by OCs with a higher proportion of lower income residents.

Rebates under Round 2 are paid directly to the solar retailer following installation, with the retailer
applying the funding amount as a point-of-sale discount on the OCs invoice. This aligns with the
model used for the Solar Homes program and only requires the OC to cover is own out-of-pocket
costs. In some cases, it allows for zero up front cost projects (i.e. where the installation cost is less
than the rebate value of $2,800 per apartment). Receiving the payment direct from Solar Victoria
has provided retailers with confidence to participate in the program and drive solar projects.

Ensuring the safety and quality of systems and installations while supporting industry growth and
innovation

OCs must use Solar Victoria authorised solar retailers and Solar Victora’s eligible product lists.
Authorised retailers and accredited installers have met mandatory requirements set out in the Solar
Victoria Notice to Market and program terms and conditions, which includes minimum training
requirements and being signatories to the New Energy Tech Consumer Code. These requirements
ensure the continuous improvement of safety and quality standards, ensure products and systems
are fit-for-purpose and future-ready, and protect retailers, installers and customers in the Solar for
Apartments Program.

Solar Victoria also approves on a case-by-case basis the use of innovative solar sharing
technologies, including those supplied by the Victoria-based companies Allume and Zeco Energy.
These technologies improve the viability of solar on apartment buildings by allowing electricity
generated through a single solar array to be equitably and safely distributed to participating
apartments. In addition to meeting the program’s system eligibility criteria, solar sharing systems
must include a minimum 5-year warranty and the installation of an interface protection device where
the system is greater than 30Kva. The funding of solar sharing technologies presents significant
opportunities for new entrants to deliver innovative solutions to the market to accelerate the uptake
of solar PV in apartments.

Program demand

Round 1 of the program had strong interest with 342 applications receiving conditional approval,
representing 5,897 households. As of 30 September 2024, 93 applications (1,780 households) have

OFFICIAL



#& ASIA-PACIFIC
N @ SOLAR RESEARCH CONFERENCE 3-5 Dec 2024, Sydney

applied for final approval. Not all conditionally approved applications will proceed to final approval
and installation as various factors, including unforeseen installation costs or loss of OC support, will
result in applications being withdrawn or cancelled.

Some Round 1 applications have been withdrawn by OCs and resubmitted in Round 2, validating
the change to a point-of-sale rebate delivery model as beneficial to supporting OC participation in
the program.

Program demand data is not yet available for Round 2.

Almost all applications received in Round 1 were from metropolitan Melbourne, with more than 50
per cent from apartment buildings located in the City of Port Phillip, City of Yarra, City Stonnington
and Darebin City Council.

Insights from Solar for Apartments customers and future program design

The program is early in its delivery phase and Solar Victoria will collect insights through a program
monitoring, learning and evaluation framework to inform changes to current program design and the
future delivery of solar and energy efficiency initiatives for apartments. This will consider the needs
of both apartment residents and solar retailers to drive future solar uptake at scale.

Contributing to this framework is Solar Victoria’s customer survey that considers the impact and
effectiveness of its programs. The survey for the Solar for Apartments program commenced in
September 2024 and is yet to receive sufficient responses to provide statistically meaningful results.
However, early insights indicate that the program is having a positive impact, with 76 per cent of the
22 customers that have responded indicating their OC would not have sought to install solar PV
without the availability of the rebate.

Conclusion

Apartment buildings present unique challenges to installing solar PV that must be overcome to
ensure apartment residents, including renters, can participate in the energy transition and equitably
access affordable and clean renewable energy.

Victoria’s Solar for Apartments program has been designed to address these challenges, mature the
market and build momentum for future uptake. The strong financial incentive will overcome upfront
cost barriers and drive greater engagement and interest in solar as a viable option for apartment
residents and owners corporations. Solar retailers are a key delivery partner in driving this change.
Through the program, Solar Victoria can ensure the continuous improvement of safety and quality
for apartment installations, support innovation and provide protections for retailers and customers.

Solar Victoria will collect and share the learnings and insights from this nation leading program to
inform future solar and energy efficiency initiatives for apartment residents.
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