
                     
 

  

SOLAR UPTOWN NOW SHINES LIGHT ON 
A JUST TRANSITION TO CLEAN ENERGY 

AND GREEN JOBS IN HARLEM 
  

Local Workers Trained to Install Rooftop Solar on Affordable Housing 
Help Combat Climate Change and Reduce Expenses 
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HARLEM, NY — Solar Uptown Now (S.U.N.) is demonstrating how low-income communities and 

communities of color can successfully make a just transition to clean, affordable energy while 

also creating good, green jobs for local residents. This community-initiated program is in the 

process of installing 270 kW-DC of rooftop solar capacity on nine Housing Development Fund 

Corporation (HDFC) affordable housing cooperatives in Harlem and Washington Heights, with 

two additional installations on market-rate buildings that will bring the total capacity to 415 

kW-DC. To date, four S.U.N. installations have been completed, three of which are HDFC co-ops 

in Harlem: 660 St. Nicholas Avenue, 128 West 138th Street, and 45-53 West 110th Street; the 

fourth is a market-rate brownstone on East 120th Street The other buildings are in various 

stages of the permitting and construction process. 

 

Once completed, the 11 rooftop solar installations will offset an estimated 4,117 tons of 

greenhouse gas emissions over their 25-year lifespan, which will reduce the local carbon 

footprint and help combat climate change. They will also reduce demand for electricity from 

local power plants, thereby helping reduce air pollution in the community. 

 

The S.U.N. installations produce power for building common areas (hallways and elevators), 

reducing operating expenses for the co-ops. In some cases, the solar power will be distributed 

to individual apartments via community shared solar, directly reducing electricity costs for 

residents. The 900 residents of the nine HDFCs will receive an estimated combined savings of 
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$62,000 during the first year after installation and more than $1.7 MM in savings over the solar 

installations’ 25-year life. These savings will enable the participating buildings to reallocate 

funds for building maintenance and reserves, providing the co-ops with financial security and 

helping them maintain long-term affordability for residents of the HDFCs. 

 

Affordable Housing 

S.U.N. distinguishes itself from other solar programs by targeting affordable housing. Solarize 

campaigns organize homeowners into purchasing groups to negotiate discounted transparent 

pricing from a solar company and install solar at the same time. Since 2009 there have been 

dozens of successful solarize campaigns across the country1, most typically in suburban areas 

with single-family homes, but S.U.N. is the first successful solar purchasing group specifically for 

multi-family affordable housing, where the barriers to solar adoption are greatest and the cost 

savings are most needed. WE ACT for Environmental Justice and its partners are focusing on 

HDFC cooperatives because they are a unique form of affordable housing in New York City that 

provides homeownership opportunities to low and moderate income families, and there is a 

high density of HDFCs in Northern Manhattan. 

 

“The S.U.N. campaign is the first successful implementation of the solarize model on multi-

family buildings in a high-density urban area. Replicating this innovative model in similar 

neighborhoods is crucial to expanding access to solar energy to urban communities, particularly 

low and moderate income communities of color who face disproportionately higher energy cost 

burden and are more likely to be exposed to environmental issues. Solar energy is a solution 

that not only provides energy savings, but also addresses environmental and equity issues in 

urban communities,” said Juan Parra, Program Manager at Solar One. 

 

“The reason we decided to pursue HDFCs is because these low-income co-ops are 

predominantly owned by people of color, who are often overlooked by mainstream efforts to 

address climate change even though they shoulder a disproportionate burden of global 

warming,” added Cecil Corbin-Mark, Deputy Director and Director of Policy Initiatives at WE 

ACT for Environmental Justice. “The program was born out Northern Manhattan residents’ 

desire to combat climate change, and the fact that the costs savings bolster the long-term 

affordability of these HDFCs – which also helps stave off displacement and gentrification in 

these communities – makes it even more attractive for all involved.” 

 

“Energy efficiency and sustainability in buildings is important first and foremost because it 

saves co-ops money in their operating budgets that can be reinvested towards the comfort and 

safety of residents, and to keeping the buildings affordable,” said Sasha Hill, Urban 

Homesteading Assistance Board Project Associate. “Our joint partnership through SUN has 

provided education, free technical assistance, and financing options for HDFC co-ops, 

empowering residents to make informed decisions about if and how to use renewable energy 

                                                 
1
 The Solarize Guidebook: a community guide to collective purchasing of residential PV systems. National Renewable Energy Laboratory. 2012. 

https://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy12osti/54738.pdf. 
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for themselves. When residents get power to make decisions, you can expect outcomes like 

this: a focus on continued affordability and sustainability for the future.” 

  

Green Jobs for Locals 

Another way in which the S.U.N. program distinguishes itself is by incorporating a pathway to 

green jobs for members of the local community. WE ACT has been providing free worker 

training since 2012, funded by the New York State Department of Labor, and started offering 

free solar installation training in 2018 in partnership with Solar One as part of the S.U.N. 

program. The request for job training and the requirement that the S.U.N. installer, Grid City 

Energy, hire some of these local trainees was mandated by the community. To date, the 

program has provided solar installation training to more than 100 unemployed and 

underemployed Northern Manhattan residents, with five of them landing solar jobs – including 

two who are working with Grid City Energy on the S.U.N. installations.  

 

“Climate change is a threat multiplier, in that it builds upon layers of existing challenges – 

including public health, economic, and racial injustices,” added Corbin-Mark. “To ensure a just 

transition from fossil fuels to clean energy, and help improve the overall health of the 

community, it is essential that programs such as Solar Uptown Now include worker training and 

job opportunities for local residents – which is something the community demanded, and we 

built in to the program.” 

 

# # # 

 
Background: 
 
In 2016, nonprofits WE ACT for Environmental Justice (WE ACT), Solar One and the Urban 
Homesteading Assistance Board (UHAB) partnered to launch the S.U.N. program. It is supported 
by the NYC Solar Partnership as part of the Solarize NYC program, the New York State Energy 
Research and Development Authority’s N.Y. Sun initiative as well as by generous funding for WE 
ACT from The Kresge Foundation and the Energy Foundation. The NYC Solar Partnership is led 
by Sustainable CUNY of the City University of New York, which works collaboratively with the 
New York City Mayor's Office of Sustainability and the New York City Economic Development 
Corporation to promote an equitable and self-sustaining solar market in pursuit of the Mayor's 
goal of increasing solar capacity around the city. 
  
The WE ACT program originated from a community based planning effort as part of WE ACT’s 
Northern Manhattan Climate Action plan. WE ACT manages the program, spearheading the 
work in the community, recruiting partners Solar One and UHAB to help evaluate potential 
sites, consult with the HDFC boards to determine financing strategies and gain approval, and 
solicit bids from qualified local solar companies. 
 
Solar One is an environmental nonprofit that empowers New Yorkers to help solve our most 

pressing environmental challenges through its diverse programs including K-12 environmental 

education, green workforce training, and the Here Comes Solar program, which provides 

technical assistance to building owners, affordable housing providers, and community groups to 



advance their solar projects. Since 2014, Solar One has facilitated more than 260 successful 

solar installations in NYC’s underserved markets. Learn more at www.solar1.org and 

http://HereComesSolar.nyc. 

  

Solarize NYC is a citywide program led by Sustainable CUNY and designed to further increase 

access to solar through community group purchasing campaigns through 2025, with a goal of 

lowering costs by 10 to 20 percent for participants and increasing solar capacity in communities 

that have historically had limited access to solar. Solarize NYC is a core component of New York 

City's OneNYC goal of expanding renewable energy for all New Yorkers as the City moves away 

from fossil fuels and toward renewables part of Mayor de Blasio's  commitment to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions 80 percent by 2050. Solarize NYC will increase solar capacity citywide 

and remove barriers for communities that have historically had limited access to clean energy. 

Communities that are interested in applying can find more information at Solarize NYC.  

  

WE ACT for Environmental Justice is a Northern Manhattan membership-based organization 

whose mission is to build healthy communities by ensuring that people of color and/or low 

income residents participate meaningfully in the creation of sound and fair environmental 

health and protection policies and practices. WE ACT has offices in New York and Washington, 

D.C. Visit us at weact.org and follow us on Facebook and Twitter. 

 
The Urban Homesteading Assistance Board (UHAB) is a New York City based nonprofit that 

provides support and services to low-income co-ops and renters across the city. Founded in 

1973, UHAB was instrumental in guiding distressed rental buildings to become thriving co-ops 

under the ownership and maintenance of their residents. Today, UHAB continues to sustain 

affordable HDFC co-ops through technical assistance, training, and services including energy 

efficiency programs. Learn more at http://uhab.coop/ and follow us on Instagram. 
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