
Solar decommissioning and recycling

What is decommissioning?
Decommissioning is the process of removing solar arrays, 
including panels, foundation piles, mounting racks and other 
system components at the end of a solar project’s life. This 
process costs money, so many local governments require 
that the project developer propose a plan in advance to 
account for these future expenses. Certain regulations, like 
requiring a developer to post a prohibitively expensive bond, 
can hinder development of solar projects that are vital to the 
success of our clean energy goals and beneficial to our com-
munities. Decommissioning costs can be offset by incorpo-
rating the salvage value of project components, which zoning 
authorities should consider up front.
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Recycling
The International Renewable Energy Agency estimates that between 60 
and 78 million tons of material will be generated globally by 2050 from 
solar panels at the end of their serviceable life. Most of this material will 
be glass and most of it will be recyclable and reusable, helping to assure 
continuity of supply as solar energy deployment grows world-wide. 
These materials are valuable, and the solar waste stream is comprised of 
components valued upwards of $15 billion by 2050.  

Converting the land to its pre-existing use
Solar installations give soil time to rest and regenerate and prevent 
against soil erosion, so that crops can be planted after the fact, returning 
agricultural land to its pre-existing use.  Future crop yields can be

increased by planting pollinator-friendly native plants and flowers in and around the project footprint. Pollinators 
are vital to the success of food growth, so providing habitats for them on agricultural land allows crops to thrive.  
Further, pre-existing agricultural drain tiles remain in place during solar project operations. Repair of drain tiles 
potentially impacted during decommissioning is commonly required, assuring mitigation of run-off concerns.


