
Solar Farms in Linn County - The Contentious Road to Project Approval and Lessons
Learned on the Journey

The shutdown of the Duane Arnold Energy Center nuclear plant that generated 690 MW left a
vacuum for new electric generation.

Proposals to develop utility scale solar farms soon followed. There was Clenera’s Cogon Solar,
a 100 MW solar project located near Coggon, Iowa, and Nextera’s Duane Arnold Solar I, a 50
MW solar project and Nextera’s Duane Arnold II, a 150 MW solar project that included a 75 MW
battery energy storage system located near Palo, Iowa.

Cogon Solar went through the IUB and Linn County approval processes first. Hearings were
well attended by highly emotional residents of both Coggon and Palo opposing the Clenera
project. While the Duane Arnold I & II projects near Palo were not yet submitted, potentially
affected Palo residents rushed to support the Coggon opposition to set a precedent for shutting
down utility scale solar projects. The online “Responsible Solar” assets were accessed by the
opposing residents who brought forward both accurate and inaccurate reasons the projects
should not be approved. Public meetings ran for 6 hours. There were hundreds in attendance.
Emotions ran so high that there were fears of possible violence. Security was present. The
vast majority of those speaking opposed the solar farms.

At this point, Linn Clean Energy District, working with Linn County Planning and Zoning staff,
proposed pulling together a solar farm fact finding task force composed of a diverse group of
supporting and opposing influential community members, community leaders and County
Supervisors and staff. The objective was to use direct personal observations that were then
documented, approved and published by group consensus to counter the inaccurate information
that was being presented to decision makers. Three solar farms, one in operation for 5 years,
one that was just built and one that was under construction were visited. The visits included
interviews with key stakeholders at each of the solar farms and were carefully documented.
The documentation was approved by the group and published on the Linn Clean Energy District
website. The task force, as a result of its experiences, developed a set of recommendations
that were also documented, approved and published on the Linn Clean Energy District website
and to the Iowa Utility Board. The recommendations document includes links to the
documentation of the visits to the three solar farms.

When Nextera also proposed a utility scale battery energy storage system for Duane Arnold II,
opposition focused on safety as such systems had experienced fires and, potentially, emitted
toxic fumes. A visit to a 5 MW battery energy storage system installed in Cedar Rapids was
arranged along with a meeting with Nextera’s battery energy storage system engineers and a
battery energy storage system industry consultant who assisted in the development of national
battery safety standards. The visit and meeting were carefully documented and the
documentation was approved and published.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZiL5oPZeP0xi6QE_45DHwnoAOOOOlEBi/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OS3XbiTE5jiGp8bK_QvTcUOa9MxkyMlp/view


The work of the Solar Farm Fact Finding Task Force was done while the public meetings to
review the Coggon Solar project took place.

When the Coggon Solar project went before the Linn County Planning and Zoning Commission,
members of the Commission asked the audience to remember that they were only volunteers,
so high were the emotions in the room. One speaker told the commissioners that they were
lucky this public meeting was happening in America where you didn’t have to worry so much
about being followed home. Forgetting to make and second a motion and record a vote, the
meeting was adjourned and then chaotically restarted. In response to a confusing motion, the
commissioners voted 6-1 to recommend to the County Supervisors that the project not be
approved.

It was at this point that a critical decision was made by Clenera. Local unions had observed that
the Wapello solar farm was built almost entirely by out-of-state workers, primarily from southern
states as far away as Texas. The unions were keen to get an agreement in place with Clenera
to use local union labor. The local unions had approached Clenera early on, encouraging them
to use local union labor for the project. Clenera was not receptive. When Clenera observed the
overwhelming opposition they faced and witnessed the commissioners voting 6-1 against their
project, they changed their position and signed an agreement to use local union labor. This
ensured the support of the unions who effectively balanced opposition in future public meetings.
It also provided a significant positive project element for the Supervisors to consider; that of a
large number of new construction jobs for community workers. The unions also emphasized
their apprenticeship training programs that would provide the County with the next generation of
workers.

During one of the Coggon Solar hearings, two Iowa state legislators attended, and the concept
of a 1250’ setback and a requirement to only use land with a corn suitability rating of less than
65 were presented. Either one of these requirements would kill the project. Two of the three
Supervisors opposed these requirements. 300’ was the final approved setback and there was
no requirement to take corn suitability rating into account. Additional screening was also
approved for adjacent residents.

A significant effort was simultaneously being made to engage the adjacent residents with the
project developers so that they could work out their issues directly. A meeting with the
developers that the adjacent residents were invited to attend was set-up following one of the
public hearings and none of the adjacent residents chose to attend. The adjacent residents
were firmly and fully opposed to the project and wanted to see it canceled.

The Supervisors voted 2-1 to approve the Coggon Solar project with new conditions that, in
many cases, took into account the findings of the Solar Farm Fact Finding Task Force. A suit
was immediately filed by the opposition that has delayed the start of the project for what will be
almost 2 years.



Nextera observed the Clenera approval process and started their project by signing an
agreement to use local labor. The Nextera hearings mirrored the Clenera hearings and the
Duane Arnold Solar I and II projects were also approved 2-1 with new conditions virtually
identical to those required of Clenera. Opposition immediately filed a suit. Nextera was more
aggressive than Clenera in successfully fighting the suit and was able to start construction in
late summer of 2023.

A presentation that summarized the work of Linn Clean Energy District to both form and
facilitate the Solar Farm Fact Finding Task Force was presented at the Dubuque Growing
Sustainable Communities Conference. The presentation contains considerable detail on the
solar projects and the process they went through prior to being approved.

Linn County, as a result of experiences with the Coggon and Duane Arnold projects, saw that
the County’s renewable energy overlay ordinance needed to be amended. A three month
moratorium on new solar projects starting 9/2023 was passed with options to extend the
moratorium up to three times, all of which were used.

Linn County setup four amendment committees composed of supporting and opposing
community members to provide “statements” to the Planning and Development Staff. The
“statements” had to have consensus support of the committee members and were used by
Planning and Development Staff to write the amendments to the renewable energy overlay
ordinance. The four committees were: Good Neighbor Practices, Battery Energy Storage
Systems, Balancing Agriculture and Solar, and Lifecycle Costs (primarily decommissioning). A
presentation that summarized the work of the Solar Farm Fact Finding Task Force kicked off the
work of all four of the committees. The presentation broke down the recommendations of the
Solar Farm Fact Finding Task Force into categories aligned with each of the four committees.

A scorecard to address primarily agricultural issues was also developed and approved
separately. As the Supervisors reviewed the scorecard in light of comments made by solar
opposers, solar supporters and union members, several modifications were made. They
include adding 15 points for using local labor, 10 points for payments to adjacent residents that
will run with the land, and 10 points for payments to tenant farmers who will be displaced by the
solar farms. Negative points were included on the scorecard for using land with high corn
suitability rating. The Supervisors reduced the original negative points for corn suitability rating
by half.

The Supervisors modified the amendments to improve the balance between the interests of the
developers, adjacent landowners, affected tenant farmers and the community at large. Once
again, the support of the unions was critical to passing balanced amendments instead of
amendments that essentially shutdown or discourage solar projects. Most of the amendments
were slightly modified versions of the new conditions that were included in the approvals for the
Coggon and Duane Arnold I and II projects. The Battery Energy Storage System amendments
were necessary because Linn County had no previous ordinance that governed Battery Energy
Storage Systems.

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1KXBWuXhSJk6qkqmBCqEkb6a4dhCtmH77/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=106406676823034895244&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1XceGt52eUytaHZ4hudO3DRCzoQYzcucI/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=106406676823034895244&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1yQ2OHV2s5BNraj55x_ORnt2TYpBQbysM/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=106406676823034895244&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1R2dnC_zKEQFhp2FaraGxHTzpYpMZTJMH/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=106406676823034895244&rtpof=true&sd=true


It is critical that counties that have substations that can be easily expanded or substations with
additional capacity or that have coal or gas plants that will be shutting down or have exceptional
wind energy, get ahead of the curve and work with their county supervisors to anticipate solar,
wind and transmission projects that will benefit their county. Counties that have no renewable
energy ordinances can implement them in advance using best practices from other counties.
Having renewable energy ordinances in place prior to a renewable energy project is
exceptionally helpful and makes getting approval much more straightforward.

Arming supervisors in advance with a full understanding of all the benefits of renewable energy
projects as well as an understanding of the opposition to renewable energy projects that can
develop in some communities will help them navigate the issues more effectively. Attempting to
work with the supervisors in a county once a project has been announced and opposition has
organized is many times more difficult. Creating relationships with union members in a county
in advance of renewable energy projects is exceptionally helpful so that union members can
support the projects and be supported by the community to be the laborers who will build out the
projects.


