
UC Merced Sets a 
New Standard for 
Campus Sustainability
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Quick Facts

22.5 tons of CO2   
30-Year Emissions Offset

$5 million 
Projected 20-Year Savings

SunPower T20 Trackers
Installation Type 

1.1 MW on 8.5 acres
Total System Size

Challenge
Even in the earliest planning stages for the University of California Merced, 
officials knew they had a once-in-a-generation opportunity to set a new 
standard among college campuses for the sustainable use of energy and other 
scarce resources. UC Merced’s “Triple Zero Commitment” pledges to reduce 
energy use as much as possible, power the campus with renewable energy 
and offset greenhouse gas emissions by 2020.    

SunPower’s Solution
Campus officials envisioned solar as a key piece of the University’s net zero 
energy strategy. SunPower was selected as the ideal partner to design, build 
and maintain the 1.1 MW solar installation at the research-oriented campus.

Customer Benefit
The solar array takes advantage of the abundant sunshine in the San Joaquin 
Valley and provides 20 percent of the campus’ annual electricity needs. 
During the summer months the system generates two-thirds of the campus’ 
electricity. Combined with energy efficiency efforts, the campus is well on its 
way to achieving net zero energy use by 2020.



Building a New Legacy from Day One

When UC Merced opened its doors to students in 2005 as the 10th campus 
in the University of California system, campus officials were already well on 
their way to creating a lasting legacy. From the earliest planning stages, the 
campus sought to embody the word “sustainability.”

Every building project on UC Merced’s campus has already or is expected 
to attain LEED certification. The campus has indeed been built green from 
the ground up, with a deep commitment to sustainability in all forms, from 
landscaping and water to recycling and energy efficiency. 

Early on, decision-makers envisioned solar as an integral part of the campus’ 
net zero energy strategy. 

“Solar power will be a large part of our renewable energy portfolio, as it 
will match loads – especially during peak usage – and it’s cost-effective, safe 
and reliable,” said John Elliott, UC Merced’s Assistant Director of Energy 
and Sustainability.

Clean Energy With No Upfront Capital Investment 

Campus officials put out an RFP seeking a solar partner that could help with 
financing, was experienced and reliable, and could work well within the large 
UC system. SunPower was selected as the ideal partner, offering a complete 
package of cost savings, innovative and reliable solar technologies, and a 
successful track record of developing large, campus-based solar installations. 

Through SunPower’s power purchase agreement (PPA), UC Merced had no 
capital outlay upfront. The University buys the electricity from SunPower 
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at prices that are competitive with retail rates, providing a long-term 
hedge against rising power prices and the ability to take advantage of the 
environmental and financial benefits of solar power.

“For us to be able to undertake this project without any upfront capital, save 
money and have renewable, clean power – it’s a win-win,” said Elliott.

SunPower handled the design and build and now operates and maintains the 
system. The 4,880 solar panels sit on an 8.5-acre site southeast of the Science 
& Engineering building. The system uses SunPower high-efficiency solar panels, 
with the SunPower T20 Tracker® system. The Tracker follows the sun’s movement 
during the day, capturing up to 30 percent more sunlight than conventional 
fixed-tilt systems, while significantly reducing land use requirements.

Saving Money, Cutting Emissions, and Inspiring Students. 

The UC Merced solar installation produces nearly two-thirds of the campus’ 
electricity during the summer and 20 percent of the total electricity consumed 
annually. From the system’s commissioning in 2009 through mid-2016, more 
than 13.75 GWh have been produced – the energy equivalent of powering 
1,149 homes for a year. Students can easily track the energy generated 
through the solar array in real time by following the online SunPower 
Performance Monitoring System. 

UC Merced is expected to save $5 million over the life of the  20-year PPA. 
Additional cost savings come through the university’s ownership of the 
renewable energy credits.

Along with cost savings, the solar system benefits the environment by removing 
22.5 tons of carbon dioxide emissions from the air within 30 years. This is the 
equivalent of taking more than 3,600 cars off California roadways.  

The campus is also home to the University of California Advanced Solar 
Technologies Institute which is training the next generation of solar energy 
scientists and researchers. Students are actively using SunPower’s solar array 
to research energy production and to help them explore and create energy 
solutions for the benefit of California and beyond. 
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