
Early architects at the University 
of  California, San Diego dreamed of  
a monumental campus. A grandiose 
amphitheater and bell tower were to 
dominate the center of  campus and each 
of  the six colleges would feature expansive 
plazas connected by grand promenades. 
After the construction of  Revelle College, 
public spaces evolved into more intimate 
campus neighborhoods with organic 
corridors that invited interaction. Today, 
campus architects are careful stewards 
of  the land, incorporating sustainable 

topped by 28 office condominiums. Although it has 
been leased by Walmart, the ground floor, which 
was built around 1933, has been vacant since 2008. 
Kulpa saw the location as a landmark opportunity 
for the tech industry in San Diego.

“We were mesmerized by the absolute beauty 
of  this building,” Kulpa said. “You look at the old 
bricks and rafters and metal beams. We said, ‘How 
do we incorporate the history of  this building into 
what we’re doing?’”

The ground floor will be a large, collaborative 

The rules of  solar are changing for 
California property owners, and property 
owners that wait for the future will not 
receive the favorable conditions of  today. 
The billing arrangement that provides solar 
owners full retail credit for the energy they 
put on the grid, called net energy metering, 
is ending. Industry experts suggest that 
homes and businesses that wait until the 
peak summer months to install a solar 
power system, will likely miss their chance.

“The upcoming changes for solar 
producers will undoubtedly create an 
unprecedented demand,” said Daniel 
Sullivan, founder and president of  
locally-based Sullivan Solar Power, whose 
clientele includes UC San Diego, the 
Port of  San Diego and San Diego State 
University. “Property owners that wait 

Optimizing the Use of Solar 
Power with Energy Storage
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While California continues exponential growth 
in solar energy with rooftop system installations 
more than doubling in the past two years, solar 
really isn’t reaching its full potential among small 
to medium-sized businesses. Two major drawbacks 
hindering commercial solar adoption are its 
intermittent production and an inability to meet 

■ By Erica Lynn Johnson

Jon Fortune of Sunverge Energy displays a small-
scale commercial energy storage system at the 
Carlton Country Club Villas in Santee.
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When the Underground 
Elephant digital marketing 
firm decided to move to larger 
headquarters in downtown 
San Diego’s East Village, 
founder and CEO Jason Kulpa 
set out to make sustainability a 
key component of  the design.

The company identified the 
historic TR Produce building in the East Village 
neighborhood as the right location. The original 
brick ground floor at 8th Avenue and J Street is 

Solar Gold Rush in 
San Diego: Rules for 
Solar Changing
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the instantaneous needs for increased electricity 
that businesses often require.

Coming to the rescue are a variety of  companies 
offering turnkey systems that store excess solar 
energy on-site rather than releasing it onto the 
utility grid. This ability to capture energy locally 
for later use – during periods of  increased demand 
or when the sun isn’t shining – greatly improves 
solar’s value proposition.

Energy storage is particularly advantageous 
for business because in addition to paying for 
kilowatt-hours (kWh) consumed, commercial 
utility customers pay monthly electricity demand 
charges based on their highest usage, or “peak 
demand,” within the billing cycle. Peak demand can 
account for as much as 60 percent of  a business’s 
monthly utility bill. 

In San Diego, peak demand drives energy costs 
from about $20 per kilowatt (kW) at low demand 
periods to $42 per kW during high demand periods. 
Energy storage can shave off  the expensive 
demand spikes by discharging electricity as needed 
and provide reliable backup power during grid 
disruptions and blackouts.

California Takes Charge
“Energy storage and solar power have a 

synergistic relationship that is just beginning to 
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UC San Diego 
Introduces New 
Green Building Tours

■ By Emmet Pierce

Battery Systems are Becoming a Crucial 
Component of Expanding Solar’s Growth

■ By Erika Johnson

Monumental Changes in 
Solar Market Spur the 
Largest Demand in History

Jason Kulpa
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The historic TR Produce building, constructed in 1933, today has 28 office condominiums topping the 
original ground structure.

A state-licensed electrician installs solar 
panels on carport structure.

Photo Erika Johnson//UC San Diego University 
Communications

Boone Hellmann is the retired architect for 
UC San Diego and its current Green Building 
tour guide.
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Storage:

A 24-hour electrical load profile for Carlton Country Club Villas shows how energy storage combined with rooftop solar generation greatly 
reduces power drawn from the utility grid during peak pricing periods.

be fully realized,” said Rebecca Feuerlicht, 
a project manager at the San Diego-based 
Center for Sustainable Energy. “Recent 
state legislation setting specific goals 
for energy storage deployment and the 
extension of  generous state rebates are 

giving a boost to the solar and energy 
storage industries.”

California is the first state to mandate 
energy storage as part of  the major 
utilities’ energy portfolios. Legislation 
passed in 2014 directs the state’s investor-
owned utilities to procure 1,325 megawatts 
(MW) of  energy storage by 2020, largely 
to support utility-scale integration of  
additional solar and wind energy. However, 
residential and commercial consumers also 
benefit as 200 MW of  the storage mandate 
is required to be installed “behind the 
meter” at customer sites.

The state’s energy storage market 
received another boost in June 2014 
when Governor Jerry Brown authorized 
renewal of  the state’s Self-Generation 
Incentive Program (SGIP) through 2020. 
The extension authorizes $83 million 
per year for behind-the-meter generation 

technologies, including rebates for stand-
alone storage systems and those paired 
with solar or other distributed generation 
systems. SGIP rebates generously pay up 
to 60 percent of  the total cost of  energy 
storage systems.

Energy Storage Systems
While a variety of  energy storage 

systems are available from several 
companies in differing configurations, 
they are typically about the size of  a 
refrigerator and use lithium-ion battery 
packs charged from on-site solar power 
or power purchased at nonpeak hours 
from the grid. By incorporating advanced 
computers, proprietary software and 
cloud-based technology, systems allow 
the supplier to seamlessly monitor and 
automatically manage a site’s overall 
power use with minimal effort required by 
the customer or utility.

Costs for on-site energy storage 
systems start at tens of  thousands of  
dollars and go up, but can achieve payback 
in as few as three to five years through 
California rebates, federal tax credits and 

utility savings achieved by time-shifting 
energy consumption and avoiding high 
peak demand charges. 

Most suppliers also offer leases or 
power purchase agreements that avoid or 
lower up-front costs and provide monthly 
payments businesses can cover with utility 
bill savings. Recently, some companies 
have started offering to install, operate and 
maintain systems with a revenue-sharing 
agreement based on utility bill savings.

Integrated Solutions
According to Jon Fortune, director of  

regulatory and energy services at Sunverge 
Energy, Inc. of  Stockton, Calif., solar 
integrated storage is much more than a 
back-up battery in a box. Beyond supplying 
reliable electricity and keeping utility costs 
low for customers, individual solar-storage 
systems can be linked into networks of  
utility-scale resources by forming a virtual 
power plant capable of  storing, shifting 
and balancing power to reduce electricity 
costs for all utility customers. Sunverge’s 
interests are not simply about local energy 
storage, Fortune says, but extend to 
aggregating resources to provide value to 
consumers, utilities and society “without 
leaving anyone in the dark.”

“Integrated solar-storage systems 
aggregated in the cloud can support grid 
needs by dispatching power when and 
where it is needed. This helps reduce the 
costs and complexity of  managing the 
distribution grid and in doing so accelerates 
wider adoption of  solar and other renewable 
energy sources,” Fortune said.

Sunverge’s first major test of  how well 
its system works to assist with utility-scale 
energy management started last August 
in Sacramento at a small urban housing 
development called 2500 R Midtown. They 
outfitted 34 energy-efficient homes with 
individual 2-kilowatt solar photovoltaic 
(PV) systems connected to energy storage. 
Developer Pacific Housing and Sunverge 
have joined with the Sacramento Municipal 
Utility District to evaluate the benefits of  

solar-storage systems. 

Local Solar Storage 
A public benefit corporation, Pacific 

Housing develops low-income housing 
throughout California. In San Diego, 
they contracted with Sunverge to install 
a solar-storage system at the affordable 
apartment community Carlton Country 
Club Villas in Santee. A 3.2-kilowatt solar 
PV system combined with 4.5 kilowatts of  

storage serves the property’s office and 
outdoor common area lighting to help 
lower management costs. 

The system maximizes bill savings by 
leveraging SDG&E’s small commercial 
time-of-use tariff  to offset site demand 
during peak pricing periods with excess 
solar generation. Carlton Country Club 
Villas is saving about 20 percent annually 
on their common area utility bill after 
paying the lease for the system, which 
would have cost about $40,000 to 
purchase. Sunverge utilizes third-party 
lease financing, which allowed the project 
owner to receive a $10,800 rebate from the 
SGIP for the battery storage equipment 
and, because it is integrated directly with 
solar, leverage the federal solar investment 
tax credit.

Submitted by the Center for Sustainable 
Energy. 

Chuck Colgan is a writer at the Center 
for Sustainable Energy. 

The Carlton Country Club Villas solar-
storage installation is toward the smaller 
end for commercial use, but serves as a 
good example of  how systems are scalable 
down to a single enterprise or household.

Energy Storage Rebates
According to Rebecca Feuerlicht, 

SGIP manager in San Diego, some $415 
million of  rebate funds are available from 
the program through 2020. For energy 
storage systems less than 30 kilowatts, 
incentives are paid up front, while those 
over 30 kilowatts are paid half  up front 
and half  based on performance over five 
years. Currently rebates are $1.46 per watt 
based on a two-hour rating for batteries. A 
20-kilowatt-hour battery discharged over 
two hours would yield a 10-kilowatt rating 
times $1.46 for a $14,600 rebate.

Janice Lin, co-founder and executive 
director of  the California Energy Storage 
Alliance, sees the SGIP as a catalyst for 
energy storage, playing a key role in its 
adoption much like it did for solar PV 
during the early 2000s.

“Solar in California would not be as 
successful as it is without the SGIP and 
now the program is set to do the same 
for energy storage,” Lin said at an energy 
storage workshop sponsored by the Center 
for Sustainable Energy in November. 
“Solar-storage systems are a way to 
manage and operate the state’s electric 
power system more efficiently – that’s good 
for everybody.”

Business owners interested in learning 
more about solar-storage solutions and 
other clean energy options can take 
an online energy assessment at www.
energycenter.org/assessment or call the 
Center for Sustainable Energy at 858-244-
1177 for more information.

Energy storage is particularly 

advantageous for business because 

in addition to paying for kilo-

watt-hours (kWh) consumed, 

commercial utility customers 

pay monthly electricity demand 

charges based on their highest 

usage, or “peak demand,”  within 

the billing cycle. Peak demand 

can account for as much as 60 

percent of  a business’s monthly 

utility bill.

“Integrated solar-storage systems 

aggregated in the cloud can support 

grid needs by dispatching power 

when and where it is needed. This 

helps reduce the costs and complex-

ity of  managing the distribution 

grid and in doing so accelerates 

wider adoption of  solar and other 

renewable energy sources.”

-Jon Fortune

California is the first state to 

mandate energy storage as part 

of  the major utilities’  energy 

portfolios.
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TR Produce:
work environment for more than 100 
people in the fast-growing tech company. 
Remodeling an older commercial building 
to make it attractive to tenants is called 
repositioning. Kulpa said his goal was 
to have an environmentally sustainable 
headquarters that created the smallest 
carbon footprint possible. He also set out 
to create a workspace that enhanced the 
wellbeing of  workers. 

Underground Elephant describes itself  
as one of  the nation’s premier providers 
of  customer acquisition solutions for 
leading brands. It leverages proprietary 
next-generation marketing technology to 
deliver direct response solutions. 

Construction on the remodeling project 
is expected to begin soon. The goal is to 
move into the building sometime in mid-
2015. The cost of  about $2 million in 
tenant improvements cost will be borne 
by Underground Elephant.

The designer of  the project is Paul 
Basile of  BASILE Studio and the general 
contractor is Turner Construction. 

“We have somewhere around 20,000 
usable square feet,” Kulpa said. “We got 
creative. We put these giant live trees 
inside. We want to bring a town within a 
town and make a community in an office. 
We were able to put work stations around 
the trees. We also were able to build up and 
down. We dug into the ground. We were 
able to get (more) space that way.”

The new workspace will feature 
platforms and catwalks that bring “a cool 
urban feel into the building,” Kulpa said. 

A Marriage of  Form and Function
To save energy, the plan is to vent 

warm air out of  the building in summer, 

and use the natural sunlight from large 
windows to help heat the space in winter. 
“This building was known as a story and 
a half,” he said. “We knew we could lower 
energy bills by having all this light (and) 
giant windows.” 

Part of  the commitment to sustainability 
will include on-site composting Kulpa said. 
“We wanted to have a garden and have 
compost as well,” he said. “We are very 
cognizant  of  even the type of  supplies we 
use and we try to run a paperless office space.” 

TR Produce had been permitted for retail 
and restaurant use, not for an innovative, 
ground-floor office space. Fortunately, the 
project won approval from the city over 
the summer. Transforming the space from 
retail to office will reduce the environmental 
impact on downtown, in terms of  traffic. 
There will be no need for trucks to deliver 
retail goods to the building. 

Under the Walmart plan, “this was 
going to be a high-traffic consumer goods 
type of  property,” Kulpa said.

Walking and Biking 
One of  the sustainable features of  the 

project will be to reduce air pollution by 
encouraging employees to walk, bike, or 
take public transit to work. The office 
space will include a locker room with 
showers for workers. “We made bike racks 
a significant part of  the office,” said Kulpa.

“Parking is really hard downtown,” said 
Jarrod Russell, the company’s director 
of  public affairs. “We are looking into a 
carpool incentive program.”

Brett Ward, a managing director at 
DTZ, a full service real estate brokerage 
and property management firm, said there 
is a demand in San Diego for sustainable 
office spaces, as well as repositioned older 

buildings. Businesses 
“want something 
original and creative, 
something different 
than everything else,” 
he said. “They want to 
be able to say they are 
in a sustainable facility. 
It is an added bonus.”

Gary London, president of  The London 
Group Realty Advisors, said companies 
gain status by being green and sustainable. 
Better working environments almost 
always translate into green working 
environments, he added.

A Leader in the Downtown Ecosystem
“Underground Elephant is a leader 

in the downtown tech ecosystem,” said 
Kris Michell, president of  the Downtown 
San Diego Partnership, a member-based, 
nonprofit organization that promotes the 

urban center.
“They will bring 

a vibrant, young and 
creative population 
of  professionals to a 
space that has long 
been vacant,” she said. 
“This makes other 
businesses in the area 

more viable, and attracts a broader category 
of  businesses due to the purchasing 
power of  this population and the type of  
experiences they will demand.”

The owner of  the TR Produce building 
is Cruzan. Steven Martini, president of  
QualityFirst Commercial, was the broker 
for the sublease between Walmart and 
Underground Elephant. He also helped 
guide the project through the city’s 
permitting process. “We wanted to do 
something good for the community,” he said. 
“So often in my line of  work I am being told 
‘no.’ In this case we came out victorious.” 

The TR Produce building’s ground � oor is the future site for Underground Elephant.

No-cost online technology assessment and follow-up  
engineering consultation tailored to your unique business needs

Find out at energycenter.org/assessment

Reduce emissions

Attract eco-conscious 
customers

Lower utility bills

Receive rebates 
and tax credit

Which clean energy solution 
is right for your business?

Gary London

Kris Michell
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Tours:

Photo Erik Jepsen/UC San Diego Publications
UC San Diego’s Charles David Keeling Apartments are LEED® Platinum certified.

building practices that channel the 
surrounding ocean bluffs, canyon valleys 
and eucalyptus groves. 

Blending architecture, campus history 
and sustainability, new Green Building 
Tours will be offered starting this 
winter, hosted by the UC San Diego 
Visitor’s Tour Program in collaboration 
with UC San Diego Facilities Design and 
Construction and Housing and Dining 
Services. The two-hour Sunday bus tour will 
educate participants from the campus and 
community about how the campus’s LEED-
certified buildings—Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design, a third-party 
certification program developed by the U.S. 
Green Building Council—creatively employ 
sustainable design techniques and energy-
efficient strategies. The tours, which are free 
and open to the public, will be held quarterly.

Boone Hellmann, who spent 28 years as 
campus architect at UC San Diego, will serve 
as one of  the tour guides, providing unique 
insight about how the campus’s LEED 
building certification boom has served 
to position UC San Diego as one of  the 
“greenest” colleges in the nation. “UC San 
Diego has always been an institution that 
embraces the opportunity to be a trailblazer, 
and that includes sustainable architecture—
it’s part of  the culture here,” said Hellmann.

Hellmann played a key role in the 1989 
Master Plan Study for UC San Diego, the 
first plan that incorporated sustainable 
building guidelines. Centered around five 
development themes—neighborhoods, 
university center, academic corridors, the 
park and connections—the plan prioritizes 
open space and defines ecologically 
sensitive areas to be preserved in perpetuity.

“This plan was the first to articulate 

environmental stewardship at UC San 
Diego,” said Hellmann. “LEED certification 
wasn’t around yet at this point, but this 
was the first step in creating a symbiotic 
relationship between the natural landscape 
and the structures that inhabit it.”

UC San Diego received its first LEED 
certification in 2009 for the Robert Paine 
Scripps Seaside Forum. Today, there are 
nearly two dozen LEED-certified buildings 
on campus, including two platinum—the 
Charles David Keeling Apartments and the 
Marine Ecosystem Sensing, Observation 
and Modeling (MESOM) Laboratory at 
Scripps Institution of  Oceanography. All 
major renovations and new construction 
on University of  California campuses must 
meet at least LEED silver certification 
(there are five levels possible—certification, 
bronze, silver, gold and platinum) and 
outperform the current state energy code 

by 20 percent. By 2020, the UC campuses 
have a goal to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions to 1990 levels and by year 2025, 
UC strives to be a consumer of  100 percent 
carbon neutral energy. 

The LEED program ranks all types of  
buildings in terms of  water efficiency, energy 
and atmosphere, materials and resources, 
indoor environmental quality and more. In 
the past five years, UC San Diego structures 
have consistently been awarded top 
certification by capitalizing on the elements 
that dominate the region—temperate 
sunny days and cool ocean breezes—while 
working to address challenges like drought. 
Strategies include providing exterior 
sunshades to block summer heat, channeling 
ocean breezes with operable windows or 
wind scoops, using reclaimed water to 
irrigate drought-resistant landscapes, solar 
thermal heating, and more.

“In the 1960-70s, it took massive amounts 
of  energy to make people comfortable, and 
buildings became a hermetically sealed 
space,” said Hellmann. “Now, we strive for 
equal indoor and outdoor balance—if  there 
is enough ambient light, you don’t need 
artificial light. It’s a mutually beneficial 
system; you get to enjoy the outdoor 
elements and use less energy.”

Photo Erik Jepsen/UC San Diego Publications
The new Biomed Research Facility at UC San Diego incorporates many innovative sustainable 
features.

Photo Erik Jepsen/UC San Diego Publications
UC San Diego’s Medical Education and Telemedicine Building has an LEED® Gold 
certification.

Green Building Tours—which are 
currently full—will be held quarterly 
and will feature the newest-awarded 
LEED buildings across campus. For more 
information and future tours, visit the 
UC San Diego Public Tours website at  
http://ucpa.ucsd.edu/resources/tours/. 

Provided by UC San Diego
Erika Johnson is with UC San Diego 

University Communications

SOLAR DOESN’T 
MAKE SENSE
If you don’t go solar before the rules change. 

GET GRANDFATHERED IN BEFORE
THE RULES CHANGE FOREVER.

 Quality Products.
Quality People.
Quality Systems.

SAN DIEGO’S MOST REPUTABLE
SOLAR COMPANY
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until June to sign up to go solar may miss 
their chance to receive the full retail credit 
that current solar producers receive.”
Net energy metering will end once a 
certain amount of  solar is installed in each 
utility territory, and San Diego Gas and 
Electric (SDG&E) will be the first utility 
to reach its cap. Anyone that installs solar 
before the cap is hit will receive full retail 
credit for energy they produce, and will 
be grandfathered in for 20 years. Once net 
metering ends, new homes and businesses 
that install solar will receive less credit for 
the energy they produce.

“The period for going solar under the 
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Solar:

current net metering rules could end for 
SDG&E customers by December or even 
earlier, depending on how many people install 
solar this year,” said Bernadette Del Chiaro, 
executive director of  the California Solar 
Energy Industries Association (CALSEIA).

In order for property owners to get 
grandfathered in to current rules, the projects 
must be installed. A signed contract will not 

reserve a property’s space in the queue. Under 
normal market conditions, it takes an average 
of  120 days for a project to be delivered from 
the time paperwork is signed to installation 
completion. The solar industry is anticipating 
a bottleneck for installations, city permitting, 
and utility inspections.

“We are informing all San Diego 
property owners that are interested in 
going solar that they need to sign up 
by May in order to receive the current 
favorable rules and grandfathering 
protections,” said Sullivan, who has been 
providing solar to the region for a decade, 
“September is when there’s the greatest 
demand for solar, but it is unlikely that 
people who wait until then will be installed 
before the rules change.”

In addition to the local changes, solar policy 

is going to become less favorable on a national 
level as well. The tax credit, which covers 
30 percent of  a solar project, is currently 
the largest incentive available for property 
owners that invest in solar. The federal tax 
credit for solar is ending in 2016 for residential 
properties, and will be reduced to 10 percent 
for commercial property owners. 

“Given changes that will be coming next 
year and favorable conditions right now, 
there has never been a better time to go 
solar,” said Del Chiaro.

Sullivan Solar Power installations at UC San Diego’s Marine Ecosystems Laboratory (left) 
and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association (NOAA) in La Jolla.

The billing arrangement that 

provides solar owners full retail 

credit for the energy they put 

on the grid, called net energy 

metering, is ending.

Submitted by Sullivan Solar Power
For additional information on solar 

for your home and business, call Sullivan 
Solar Power at 1.800.SULLIVAN or visit 
www.sullivansolarpower.com 

San Diego State University’s new Conrad Prebys Aztec Student Union features solar.
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Tapping the Energy of Innovation

Spotlight Your  
Innovations
Join us in this exciting venture. 

• Be a part of our groundbreaking efforts to highlight 
our region’s sustainable business practices and the 
economic opportunities that are being increasingly 
created.

•Opportunities are available for sponsorships. 

• Tell your story to potential clients and customers in the 
pages of this new supplement.

Monthly features explore San Diego’s cutting edge organizations 
that are leading the nation in this growing effort.

For information on how you can participate in this project and 
sponsorship availability. Contact us at: 858.277.6359 or email 
sdbj@sdbj.com.
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