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When pursuing LEED certification, building owners face a wide variety of options in how they can garner the point total needed to attain the LEED level they seek. One of the more tempting options is to add on-site (defined as tied directly to the building’s electric meter) photovoltaic power. LEED awards 1 point for each 3% of the building’s annual energy that can be generated in this manner, up to a total of 4 points (for 12% on-site PV power). The LEED PV option may or may not be worth considering, but in either case the LEED rules make the PV decision matrix slightly different than in a straight-up, non-LEED project.
On the down side, although 3% may not sound like much, recall that PV efficiencies are about 15% and that energy yields are limited by annual insolation. Add to that the fact that most commercial buildings (in Colorado) have severe cooling loads in the summer in addition to normal operational use, and the square footage needed to attain even the modest level of 3% can be substantial. This becomes particularly so when the building in question is a high-rise. Tall buildings have a large ratio of electric load/footprint – obviously that ratio is directly proportional to the number of stories in the building. That means that unless the building has a large area of open space on its southern side (the building shadow will shade arrays on the northern side) that can be used for ground mount or parking garage PV, buildings more than just a few stories high likely cannot consider using PV to get LEED credits. A roof-mount system can only hope to attain the 3% threshold if the building is a low-rise or if it has an unusually low specific power profile. Thus while roof-mount PV on skyscrapers is a viable design in general, where LEED accreditation is the goal, it’s not an option. 
In addition to the high-rise show-stopper for LEED, there is the additional barrier imposed by Xcel Energy’s method of supporting PV. Xcel has two programs in place for its customers who want to install PV. For large installs (over 10 kW/meter) an RFP must be submitted to Xcel and accepted within certain announced RFP solicitation periods. This means that very long-range planning for the system has to happen. Alternatively, clients may install no more than 10 kw/meter under the “Solar Rewards” program. What this means for those seeking LEED is that they will likely need to have numerous attachable meters in order to split there load in to 10 kW chunks and still attain the 3% level (note: LEED points are awarded only in 3% increments, so installing 4% or 5% would still only net 1 LEED point). So while a non-LEED client might be happy with a 10 or 20 kW system, as limited by the on-site meters, this might be useless for a LEED client. 
Now for the good news: it happens that pursuing LEED certification actually reduces the apparent cost of PV. This is so because whatever the absolute cost of a PV system (including rebates, RECs, and tax treatments), in a LEED project this cost must be compared to the cost of alternative methods of scoring the desired points. To illustrate, suppose two buildings install identical PV systems net priced at $100,000. For a non-LEED case, this cost is weighed against the benefits, both tangible (e.g. electric bill reduction) and intangible (e.g. corporate image enhancement) and the resulting cost/benefit analysis dictates a buy or not. 
The identical LEED building has the same metrics as its non-LEED twin, but it has one additional consideration. If it chooses not to do PV, it must then come up with another way earn the points. That alternative way will have its own associated cost. That cost need not exceed the absolute cost ($100,000 in this example) of the PV in order to make PV the winning strategy. If for example the building could install a green roof for $60,000, that would mean that the marginal cost of going with PV would fall from $100,000 (as in the non-LEED building) to $40,000 (= $100,000-$60,000). Or, conceivably PV could even have a negative marginal cost depending on the expense of alternative approaches. In either case, in a LEED situation the marginal cost hurdle of installing PV should always be less than it is in a non-LEED project. Keeping these tradeoffs and constraints in mind can save assessment time when evaluating PV as part of a LEED certification campaign. 

