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August 13, 2009 
 

The City of Santa Monica: 

Zoning Ordinance Standards for the Installation of Solar 

Energy Systems 

On July 14, 2009, the City Council approved Ordinance No. 2291(CCS), which amends the Zoning 
Ordinance to establish non-discretionary approval of solar energy systems.  Santa Monica is a leader in 
encouraging and supporting alternative energy sources, through the Solar Santa Monica Program. This 
ordinance was adopted along with recent changes to the Building Regulations (Fire Code) (SMMC 
8.40.030), in order to expedite solar installations through the Planning and Building permit processes. 
The Fire Department has prepared a Solar Photovoltaic Installation Guide, which is available at: 
 http://santamonicafire.org/prevention/prevention.htm, and Building & Safety guidelines for 
photovoltaic installations are available at: 
http://www01.smgov.net/planning/buildingsafety/PDF/PV%20Submittal%20Requirement.pdf.  
 
The following describes the revised Zoning provisions: 

SMMC 9.04.10.02.220: Solar Energy Design Standards 

 Allowed Height of Solar Energy Systems: 

o Single-family: Photovoltaic solar energy 
systems may extend up to five feet above 
the height limit in the zoning district.  
Solar water or swimming pool heating 
systems may extend up to seven feet 
above the height limit in the zoning 
district; 

o All other properties: Photovoltaic solar 
energy systems may extend up to five feet 
above the roof surface on which they are 
installed, even if this exceeds the 
maximum height limit in the district in 
which it is located. Solar water or 
swimming pool heating systems may 
extend up to seven feet above the roof 
surface on which they are installed even if 
this exceeds the maximum height limit in 
the district in which it is located. 

 Side & Rear Yard Setbacks 

o Excluding solar collector panels, solar 
energy system equipment may be installed 
within the required side and rear yard but 
shall not be closer than two feet to any 
property line. 

 Visibility of Solar Energy Systems 
o Excluding solar collector panels, their 

necessary support structure, and conduit, 

Solar  Energy System: Definition 

(1)  Any solar collector or other 
solar energy device, certified 
pursuant to State law, along with 
its ancillary equipment, whose 
primary purpose is to provide for 
the collection, storage, and 
distribution of solar energy for 
space heating, space cooling, 
electric generation, or water 
heating. 

(2) Any structural design 
feature of a building, whose 
primary purpose is to provide for 
the collection, storage, and 
distribution of solar energy for 
electricity generation, space 
heating or cooling, or for water 
heating. 

 

http://www.qcode.us/codes/santamonica/
http://www.qcode.us/codes/santamonica/
http://santamonicafire.org/prevention/prevention.htm
http://www01.smgov.net/planning/buildingsafety/PDF/PV%20Submittal%20Requirement.pdf


Planning & Community Development Department 
1685 Main Street, Santa Monica, CA 90407-2200 
(310) 458-8341 

 

2 

 
 

solar energy systems shall not be visible from the public right-of-way 
adjacent to the front property line. 

o Solar collector panels, their necessary support structure, and conduit, 
shall be installed in the location that is the least visible from abutting 
streets directly facing the subject property so long as installation in that 
location does not significantly decrease the energy performance or 
significantly increase the cost of the solar energy system as compared to 
a more visible location.  [NOTE: This section does not apply to single 
family homes] 

Significantly decrease energy performance: defined as decreasing the 
expected annual energy production by more than 10 percent.   

Significantly increase the cost of solar energy systems: increasing the 
cost of a photovoltaic solar energy system by more than $2000 or the 
cost of a solar water or swimming pool heating system by more than 20 
percent.   

Who evaluates and verifies cost and visibility?  

Cost or energy efficiency of 
installation alternatives:   

(OSE) Energy and Green 
Building Programs staff. 

Least visible alternative: 
  

(PCD) Architectural 
Review Board liaison. 

 
Solar Energy Installations may still be proposed even if they do not meet the Zoning Code’s height and 

location standards. These reviewing bodies may make the necessary findings to authorize installations 

that exceed the height limit in the applicable zoning district by a maximum of 14 feet:  

 Architectural Review Board: For any property that is not a designated Landmark or contributing 

structure to a designated Historic District, OR 

 Landmarks Commission: For any property containing a designated Landmark or contributing 

structure to a designated Historic District (certificate of appropriateness)  

The changes to the Zoning Code to facilitate solar installations also clarify that: 

 Solar panels are not restricted as “reflective roofing materials.” 

 Solar panels are not limited in the Zoning Code to any specific percentage of roof coverage. (See 

also SMMC 8.40.030 for applicable limitations.) 

 Solar panels are not required to be screened.   
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Is the solar system to be installed on a single family dwelling?

Does the proposed system meet the established height requirements, 

rear and side yard setbacks?

System requires ARB review and approval

Counter Approval Procedure

Are there elements of the system excluding solar panels, conduit, and 

necessary support structures that are visible from the street adjacent 

to the front property line?

Are the solar panels, conduit, and necessary support structures 

placed in the least visible location from adjacent streets feasible?

Is there a feasible, less visible location that would not increase cost or 

decrease energy performance beyond the established thresholds?*

Revise Design

OR

NO

NO

NO

NO

YES

NO

If the property has a Landmark/Historic District Designation, apply for staff-approved Certificate of Appropriateness.

YES

YES

YES

APPROVE

*Note: Determination is made by the ARB Liaison and Green Building Programs advisor if necessary.

YES

For solar energy installations in conjunction with new construction requiring ARB approval: 
  

 If a solar energy installation is integrated into the building design and details are included 
on an ARB submittal, the ARB can approve it as part of its design review.  ARB will review 
the design in accordance with the standards set forth in SMMC 9.04.10.02.220; the 
regular ARB findings must be made for proposed systems that do not comply. 

 For solar energy installations requested after ARB building design approval, staff will 
review and approve as part of the plan check process.   

 
 
The Planning Permit Process 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Approval Process is a Team Effort. Solar energy systems must be installed within the 
restrictions of the Building Code as well as the Zoning Code.  The City is committed to working as a 
team to resolve issues that may arise from multiple requirements. The newly adopted ordinance 
has been designed to allow City Planning and Building & Safety staff, along with the City’s solar 
energy experts in the Office of Sustainability & the Environment, to help applicants meet all 
building requirements, zoning and design standards and contribute toward the community’s 
sustainability goals.   
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Solar Panels on Designated Landmarks and Historic District Properties 

Before solar energy installations may be placed on a property with a designated Landmark or on a 
contributing property within a designated historic district, a Certificate of Appropriateness (CofA) must 
be obtained.  The CofA will be reviewed by the Landmarks Liaison. No public hearing is required. 
 
The California State Office of Historic Preservation discusses the application of the Solar Rights Act to 
protected historic properties at its website: http://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=25664.  
 
The following guidelines have been developed based on on-line postings by other local jurisdictions and 
the State, and are provided to help owners of designated properties think about appropriate locations 
and methods for installing a solar energy system: 

 

Recommended 

 Add solar panels on roof surface not visible from a public way. 
However, solar shingles may be added to a roof surface visible 
from a public way if low or non-reflective shingles are used. 

 Place solar panels or other solar devices on a non-character-
defining roofline of a non-primary elevation (not readily visible 
from public streets). Run solar panels and devices parallel to the 
original roofline. 

 Set solar panels and solar devices back from the edge of a flat 
roof to minimize visibility. Panels and devices may be set at a 
pitch and elevated, if not highly visible from public streets. 

 Select solar panels, solar devices, mechanical equipment and 
mounting structures with non-reflective finishes such as an 
anodized finish. 

 Where permitted, paint mechanical equipment attached to the 
building fascia the same color as the fascia in order to blend into 
the building. 

 Locate detached arrays of solar panels and solar devices at a 
historic site in the rear or side yard if the arrays are not highly 
visible from the public streets and do not detract from other major 
character defining aspects of the site. The location of detached 
solar arrays should also consider visibility from adjacent 
properties, which shall be reduced to the extent possible while 
still maintaining solar access. 

 Use solar devices in non-historic windows, walls, siding or 
shutters that do not face public streets. 

 For new structures within a Historic District, include building-
integrated solar panels and other solar devices into the initial 
design. 

 Use solar panels and solar devices that are similar in color to roof 
materials, if available. 

 

Not Recommended 
 

 Removing historic roofing 
materials in order to add 
solar panels. 

 Disturbing the original roof 
line, dormers, chimneys or 
other original features to 
add solar panels. 

 Altering character-defining 
elements such as historic 
windows, walls, siding or 
shutters that face public 
streets or contribute to the 
character of the building. 

 

http://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_id=25664

