
Brownfields Reuse
Planning for an
Affordable Energy Future 

August 13, 2026

In partnership with

This is a recorded
webinar!

WATCH NOW

https://youtu.be/z5C699BlGN4?si=F_tV9uUUP5cBa1UU


Matthew Popkin
Brightfields Accelerator
Founder & Director

Tansy Massey-Green
Brightfields Accelerator

Jacob Becker
Brightfields Accelerator

Claire Weston
Program Director

Jean Hamerman
Executive Director

This project has been funded wholly or in part by the United States Environmental Protection Agency under assistance agreement (TR84066401) to The Center for Creative Land Recycling. The contents of this document do not 
necessarily reflect the views and policies of the Environmental Protection Agency, nor does the EPA endorse trade names or recommend the use of commercial products mentioned in this document.

Lola Castorina
Brightfields Accelerator



Rocky Mountain Institute (RMI) is an independent, non-
partisan, nonprofit organization dedicated to accelerating a 
prosperous, clean energy future for all

• Founded in 1982, RMI now 
works across the United 
States and in 60 countries

• We combine research, 
whole-systems thinking, 
and unconventional 
partnerships to help 
communities advance 
sustainable, reliable, and 
affordable energy systems

What We Do: 



The Center for Creative Land 
Recycling (CCLR) is part of a 
broader network of technical 
assistance for brownfields 
(TAB) to help communities 
address brownfields challenges

TAB Guidance & Services:

• Inclusive community visioning

• Acquiring, assessing, cleaning up 
and redeveloping brownfield 
properties;

• Health impacts of brownfield sites

• How to comply with voluntary 
cleanup requirements

• Funding and financing strategies, 
including EPA brownfields grant 
application support

• And more…



RMI is partnered with 
CCLR TAB to provide 
free and tailored 
technical assistance 
to help communities 
across Regions 9 and 
10 responsibly plan 
for and deploy clean 
energy on brownfields 
and closed landfills.

Our goals are…

To educate communities and site owners 
about brownfields reuse options that 
include clean energy

To provide pre-development site evaluation 
and analysis to communities considering 
“brightfields”

To provide other technical assistance and 
tools to help with reuse planning, funding, 
financing, and clean energy procurement



This series is intended to help site owners and municipalities more 
deeply understand how brightfield projects can contribute to a more 
affordable energy future and support long-term budget planning

Today's Objectives:

1. Unpack the basics of 
electricity market prices 
and regional trends that 
may inform brownfields 

reuse planning

2. Establish a foundation 
on clean energy project 
economics and how to 
quantify the costs and 

benefits over time



“Brightfields” reuse previously disturbed, often-contaminated land to 
reactivate sites and support a local energy transition

• A property where the expansion, 
redevelopment, or reuse may be complicated 
by the presence or potential presence of a 
hazardous substance, pollutant, or contaminant

• Common brownfields include former industrial 
sites, inactive landfills/dumps, old factories, 
abandoned mines, and closed power plants

Brownfield:

• A type of redevelopment where renewable 
energy (typically solar) is built on a former 
brownfield or Superfund site

Brightfield:

Photos courtesy of Matthew Popkin, RMI



Brightfields come in 
all shapes and sizes



Today’s Agenda  

Brightfields Economics

Dive into energy project 
economics, including 
energy markets and 
financial modeling 

strategies with state- 
specific examples

1

Panel/Q&A

Understand how the City 
of Cincinnati recently 

worked through its own 
landfill solar project by 

understanding its energy 
market (+ other Q&A)

2

Office Hours

Stick around to ask your 
site-specific question or 
discuss your site/needs 

in more detail

(optional)

3



Brightfields & Clean Energy 
Economics 101



Despite additional site preparation and design-related costs, 
key brightfield benefits can help reduce overall project costs

Reactivating a site that lacks other viable reuse options can stimulate new tax revenue 

Co-locating with existing operational costs (ex. vegetation and wildlife management)

When located near existing infrastructure, redevelopment costs can be lower compared to 
undeveloped land

Siting on closed landfills, former mine lands, or brownfields prompts less community opposition

These types of sites typically do not compete for the same market as other available land



Fixed-cost energy 
projects hedge against 
rising electricity and 
volatile fuel prices —
this is what to examine 
when understanding 
the longer-term return 
on investment

Electricity prices in the US 
increased by over 26% in last 5 

years

Because solar offers fixed-cost 
energy prices, savings increase as 

prices increase

Imagine if your community added 
solar in 2010 at a price of 12 cents 

per kWh. Where are you now?



Oregon’s electricity prices have increased steadily but gradually 

10.84 cents/kWh 
(May 2016) 

16.27 cents/kWh 
(May 2026) 



California’s electricity prices have nearly doubled since 2016

17.71 cents/kWh 
(May 2016) 

33.25 cents/kWh 
(May 2026) 



Hawai’i’s electricity prices reached a record high in the US 
this year, doubling from 2016

26.88 cents/kWh 
(May 2016) 

52.0 cents/kWh 
(May 2026) 



A Tale of 3 States

Most states are facing rising 
prices —some more steep and 

more volatile than others

Examining the long-term 
energy prices trends for your 
state, region, or utility market 

can help highlight the risks 
and opportunities of future 
energy project investments



Brightfields are 
growing across 
the country, yet 
60% of the 
progress has 
been in just 5 
states



And projects 
in these 5 
states are 
more likely to 
serve as a 
financial 
hedge against 
these rising 
price trends



Brightfields & Clean 
Energy Economics 201
✓ Capital vs. Operating Costs
✓ Accounting for Cost/Savings Over Time
✓ Current Status of Federal Tax Credits



Understanding how clean energy infrastructure investments are 
typically set up can help you better plan for future projects

Ultimately, your funding strategy does not have to cover 100% 
of project costs

When building and financing clean energy projects, a key goal 
is to achieve a reasonable market price for the energy buyer

But unlike other infrastructure projects, clean energy projects 
can displace operating expenses for electricity 

Fundamentally, clean energy projects are an upfront capital 
investment

Utility/Electricity 
Market

Energy Buyer

Energy Developer

$

$
$



Because clean energy projects have limited variable costs, 
they can hedge against long-term electricity price increases

• Fuel
• Transport Costs
• Operations & Maintenance

Common Variable Costs:

• Enhances budget predictability and planning
• Enables more creative financing/ownership approaches

Energy projects without fuel / fewer variable costs are much more stable

• Infrastructure investment is upfront
• Electricity is generated and sold over time (typically 20-30 years)
• Electricity savings increase over time as electricity market prices increase 

How do you calculate a project’s financial outcome when…



Net present value (NPV) is a 
financial metric that captures 
the current value of all future 
cash flows from a project. 

When thinking about long-term 
investments, NPV accounts for 
the time value of money.  



34

The overall NPV offers a 
comprehensive financial picture for 

a potential investment

▪ Accounts for the time value of 
money (a dollar today is more 
valuable than a dollar in a future 
year)

▪ Includes the estimated annual 
electricity savings from the project

▪ Includes incentives, rebates, and 
credits, where and when relevant

▪ Includes all upfront, monthly, 
and/or annual project costs



What Does Net Present Value Indicate?

Positive NPV 

• The project will likely 
make a profit or result in 
savings and add value 
over the expected 
lifetime of the project

Negative NPV 

• The project will likely 
lose money over the 
lifetime of the project

Zero NPV 

• The project breaks even 
with no net gain or loss



Why use net present value?

To consistently compare different 
proposed financial structures and 
differently-sized projects on an 
apples-to-apples basis

Allows you to assess the value of 
estimated project savings, if any, 
even if there are differences in project 
design, structure, capacity, or even 
number of sites

Helps you identify the best value 
project over time compared to 
business-as-usual (or other scenario) 
electricity expenses, not just the least 
cost project Note: These crisp, mouthwatering apples will slightly distract 

you from less appetizing financial concepts.



NPV Methodology

Step 1: estimate all 
future cash inflows and 

outflows associated 
with an investment

Step 2: discount all 
those future cash flows 

to the present day*

Step 3: add up all 
discounted cash flows 

to create the 
investment’s overall NPV

*Discount Rate: An interest rate that adjusts future cash earnings down to today's dollar value.



Cash inflows and outflows should be as comprehensive 
as possible to best inform the NPV analysis

Inflows: (benefits) 

• Solar generation proposed by 
respondent’s design (provided by 
respondent)

• Annual electricity savings (solar 
generation multiplied by projected 
electricity price if utility rate)

• Federal, state, and utility incentives 
specific to proposed plan, if 
applicable

Outflows: (costs)

• Upfront project cost, if any 
(provided by respondent)

• Monthly project cost, if any 
(provided by respondent)

• Annual O&M cost, if any (provided 
by respondent)

• Other fees/costs, if any (provided 
by respondent)



Ultimately, the inputs and assumptions impact multiple potential 
project scenarios — but net present value offers a direct comparison 
between different rate scenarios and project structures



The tax credits include “adders” that add up to 70% of 
project costs and support multiple local benefits

Up to

30%
Up to

10%
Up to

10%

20%

10%
Investment Tax 

Credit
w/ Prevailing Wages

Domestic Content
or US sourced material

Energy Communities Projects 
located in 
low-income or 
Tribal 
communities 

Projects 
financially 
benefitting 
low-income 
communities

OR

Source: 26 U.S. Code § 48 - Energy credit. Note: While the production tax credit is calculated differently, the incentive ratios stack in a similar fashion.

Includes brownfields, 
coal communities, and 

other communities 
that have relied 

economically on fossil 
fuels

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/26/48
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/26/48
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/26/48
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/26/48
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/26/48


So… where are “Energy Communities” 
exactly?

Data Source: US EPA; Chart Source: Resources.org

• Sites designated as “brownfields” that contribute 
to longer term community development legacies

Brownfields

• Census tracts where a coal-fired power plant has 
closed since 2010 or a coal mine has closed since 
2000, plus directly adjacent census tracts

Coal Communities

• Areas where direct employment or local tax 
revenues are substantially related to fossil fuels 
and where unemployment is at or above the 
national average in the previous year

Areas of Higher Fossil Fuel Economies



The 2025 Budget Reconciliation Act accelerates the phaseout of solar and wind 
tax credits and introduces new Foreign Entity of Concern (FEOC) restrictions —
other technologies, including battery storage, are still eligible through 2035

Commence Construction* Place in service FEOC restrictions**

Type 1 Before 12/31/2025 Within a four-year window No

Type 2 1/1/2026 – 7/4/2026 Within a four-year window Yes

Type 3 After 7/4/2026 No later than 12/31/2027 Yes

* Commence Construction guidelines require “physical work of significant nature” for projects larger than 1.5 MW
** FEOC relates to equipment sourcing and related federal requirements

From now on, solar and wind projects that have not yet started construction must place project 
in service no later than December 31, 2027 to claim the federal tax credits.



While solar and wind energy projects 
will no longer qualify for the federal 
clean electricity investment tax 
credits, other energy technologies 
still do through 2035. 

Battery storage may be the most 
logical technology after (or paired 
with) solar for brightfields. 



Pulse Check
✓ Capital vs. Operating Costs

✓ Accounting for Cost Savings Over Time

✓ Current Status of Federal Tax Credits



A Conversation with 
Cincinnati’s Energy Manager



Ohio’s electricity prices have increased steadily over 25 years 
and trended very similarly to the US residential average

Ohio’s residential 
electricity prices

Oregon’s residential 
electricity prices 

US residential 
electricity growth



Our Panel

Claire Weston

Program Director

Center for Creative 

Land Recycling

Rob McCracken

Energy Manager

City of Cincinnati

Matthew Popkin

Manager

RMI Brightfields 

Accelerator



In December 2025, Cincinnati approved a solar project to 
reactivate a closed landfill and advance the City’s clean energy, 
sustainability, and operational goals

Overview 

• Center Hill Landfill closed in 1976
• The site will soon host 9.8 MW 

solar installation on its surface —
equal to powering ~1,700 homes

• This project will deliver electricity 
for municipal operations 

• Once built, this will be the 2nd 
largest landfill solar project in 
Ohio and 13th largest in the 
country



The City pursued a 
hybrid ownership 
model to balance risk 
and financial return 
despite the loss of a 
sizable federal grant

• The $25.3M project is expected to generate more 
than $3.54 million in savings over the 25-year life of 
the project

• Expected to achieve a 15–17 year payback period
• Notably, the City lost $10M in previously awarded 

US EPA Solar for All funding in summer 2025 and 
had to pivot its approach 

Key Financial Details:

• Half the project will be owned by the City and paid 
for using municipal bonds; the other half will be 
owned by the developer, UPower Energy, and 
structured as a power purchase agreement (PPA) 
with the option for the City to buy out the project in 
year 6

• Ultimately, the hybrid approach enabled the City to 
balance risk and estimated financial return 

Key Ownership Structure Details: 



Moving Forward



Identifying Your Most 
Promising Brightfields 
Opportunities

Site pre-screening

Strategic reuse planning

Utility engagement

Funding & Financing Guidance

Unpacking brightfields-related incentives and funding 
strategy

Financial modeling support

Assistance with brownfields grant applications

Accelerating Brightfields 
Procurement

Procurement support 

Insights from the brightfields market

What technical assistance is available?



Reflections & 
Feedback



Next Steps

Slides, recording, and resources 
referenced will be shared by next week

Stick around for the next 30 minutes for office hours to 
ask site/community specific questions



RMI Contacts:
• Matthew Popkin mpopkin@rmi.org

• Jacob Becker jbecker@rmi.org

CCLR Contacts: 
• Claire Weston claire.weston@cclr.org

• Jean Hamerman jean.hamerman@cclr.org

Thanks for joining us!

In partnership with

mailto:mpopkin@rmi.org
mailto:jbecker@rmi.org
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