Building an Ivy League Legacy with
a Commitment to Sustainability

Challenge
Princeton University, one of the oldest and most distinguished universities
in the United States, has an ambitious goal to reduce its carbon emissions
to 1990 levels by 2020 through a variety of means. As part of its
comprehensive Sustainability Plan, the University is transforming the way
the campus conserves and purchases energy.

Quick Facts
5.3 MW
Total System Size

Ground Mount, Tracking
and Fixed-Tilt
Installation Type

SunPower’s Solution
Working with SunPower, Princeton installed a 5.3 MW solar array on 27

16,500+
Total Number of Panels

acres of University-owned property in West Windsor Township, NJ. The
system is part of an overall effort to significantly reduce the University’s

8 million kWh

need for fossil-fuel based electricity sources.

Estimated Annual Output

Customer Benefit
The solar field is directly tied to the Princeton campus “behind the meter,”
providing enough electricity to power 7,800 laptops or 700 homes on any
given day. The system produces an average of 8 million kilowatt-hours
of electricity per year and provides myriad educational and research
opportunities for students.
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“The electricity produced by
the solar field greatly reduces
our need to buy power from
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fossil-fuel sources.”

history that dates back to before the Revolutionary War, the University also
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Princeton University, the fourth-oldest university in the United States, has a
longstanding tradition of exceptional teaching and research. With a prized
understands what it means to be on the front lines of change.

In 2008, Princeton developed its first Sustainability Plan, which set an
auspicious goal to return the University’s carbon dioxide emissions to
1990 levels by 2020—even as the campus planned to add several hundred
thousand square feet of building space that could significantly increase
energy consumption over the same time period.
Princeton’s energy systems were already working at full capacity—the
facilities team had built a central cogeneration plant in 1996 to provide
steam heat to buildings in the winter and chilled water for air conditioning
in the summer. About half of campus electricity needs were powered this
way for years, with the rest coming from area utilities.
But with new construction on the horizon and utility rates continuing to
rise, the team doubled down—improving the efficiency of the cogeneration
plant and reducing energy consumption across campus. Energy efficiency
efforts included tightening up building envelopes, changing 100,000
lightbulbs to LEDs and installing temperature controls in every building.
Then, in 2010, plans were formulated for an ambitious solar project.
“We had been watching the solar industry for years,” recalls Ted Borer,
Princeton University Energy Plant Manager. “But we finally got to the
point where we realized the costs had come down enough to make solar
attractive, and there were good incentives and financial options that made
it even more economically feasible.”
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Designed for Maximum Power and Minimal Environmental Impact
Working with SunPower, the team came up with a plan to lease the solar
system, paying for the lease through a combination of reduced electricity
expenses, a federal grant, and by selling the Solar Renewable Energy
Credits (SRECs) associated with the system during the term of the lease.1
The system would be owned by a third-party financier who would lease the
system back to Princeton.
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The 5.3 MW solar array sits on 27 acres owned by Princeton that are
contiguous to the main campus. To tie the system directly to the campus
energy infrastructure and minimize additional land use, construction crews
dug a tunnel 40 feet under Lake Carnegie and ran a 13 kV power cable to
transport the clean electrons from the solar field to the central power plant
through a campus substation. A native mix of meadow grasses was planted
under the array to enhance the site habitat and minimize the need for
weed control.
With more than 16,500 SunPower panels, the system is 80 percent
“tracked” using SunPower® T0 Trackers that maximize energy production
by tracking the sun throughout the day. Twenty percent of the system is
fixed at a 25-degree tilt to the sun. This design maximizes the amount of
power generated and accommodates the layout of Princeton’s land.
“SunPower’s maintenance of the system has been quite good,” Borer says.
“I’ve grown to appreciate that there’s some finesse in operating a solar
system, especially one that tracks the sun.”

A Living Lab and Teaching Tool
In the five years since it was installed, the system has produced nearly 24
GWh of electricity. Princeton currently sells the SRECs associated with the
system, but by 2020 expects to convert the lease to a purchase

3

“I’ve grown to appreciate
that there’s some finesse
in operating a solar system,
especially one that tracks
the sun.”

and retain all carbon benefits. This should help the University achieve the
goal of returning to 1990 emissions levels, or below. In the meantime,
students in various disciplines use the system as a real-world “energy lab”
and can study its real-time energy production online via the SunPower®
monitoring system.
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Princeton’s solar field represents the University’s commitment to
sustainability -- leaving a lasting legacy for years to come.

SunPower Corporation
1.800.786.7693
sunpower.com/commercial-solar

1 Many states, including New Jersey, require utilities to provide a percentage of their electricity from solar.
Through the SREC program, managers of solar energy installations sell “certificates” for the renewable energy they
generate to electricity providers seeking to achieve compliance with a state’s renewable portfolio targets.
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