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PROJECT SUMMARY 
The General Services Administration (GSA) proposes to install rooftop photovoltaic solar arrays 
on eight federal buildings located along the National Mall and other areas within central 
Washington, DC. The proposal responds to the White House’s Capital Solar Challenge, which was 
launched in April of 2014. The Capital Solar Challenge requires agencies to identify opportunities 
to utilize solar renewable energy at federal agencies and military installations in the National 
Capital Region. The Challenge resulted in the identification of 18 federal buildings in central 
Washington that could utilize rooftop photovoltaic arrays to generate over 3.5 million kilowatt 
hours of energy per year, which is a reduction of approximately 1.36 percent of the buildings’ 
annual electricity usage. The use of photovoltaic arrays to generate this electricity leads to the 
avoidance of more than 2,400 metric tons of carbon dioxide emissions annually. This current 
proposal is for the approval of rooftop photovoltaic arrays on eight of the 18 federal buildings and 
is the first package to be submitted. 
 
The project to install solar energy is structured as a Power Purchase Agreement (PPA) between 
GSA, where GSA will purchase the power produced by the systems and WGL Energy Systems, 
the primary contractor, will own and operate the system. WGL Energy has partnered with Inman 
Solar to develop, engineer, and construct the rooftop photovoltaic arrays for the 18 federal 
buildings. As such, there is zero upfront investment by the federal government. WGL will bill 
GSA for the power produced at an agreed upon price that is below market price for a 10-year term. 
At the end of the 10-year term, GSA will have the option to purchase the systems, extend the PPA 
for 10 years, or pay to have the systems removed.  
 
The recent evolution in the use of rooftops in Washington includes the allowance of habitable 
space in penthouses, the installation of new greenery and green roofs, and the installation of 
electricity generating elements such as the new solar panels in the subject project. In addition to 
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environmental performance, a key planning issue is the visual quality of rooftops. Many parties 
are working at the local and federal level to address the use and aesthetics of rooftops for 
residences, commercial, and public properties, including the Zoning Commission, Office of 
Planning, and a number of federal agencies.  
 
With respect to solar panels, NCPC has reviewed a number of new proposals over the last year, 
and in general has analyzed each submission on a project-by-project basis, with a focus on ensuring 
that panels are minimally visible from the street and do not affect historic properties.   Given the 
location, character and historic significance of the buildings within GSA’s current proposal, NCPC 
staff recommends a visual study of the cumulative impacts, in addition to its usual review of each 
site. As such, a post-installation analysis of the positive and negative impacts, if any, of installing 
the proposed solar panels as a whole should be conducted to identify where mitigation measures 
may be needed to reduce any unwanted visibility and to help guide the placement of future 
installations. 

KEY INFORMATION 
• The General Services Administration is the lead agency for implementing the subject 

project within central Washington. As such, and in cooperation with the Department of 
Energy and the other agencies affected, 18 federal buildings were identified as appropriate 
sites to meet the requirements of the Capital Solar Challenge. This evaluation was based, 
in part, on the buildings’ ability to provide sufficient and feasible opportunities to utilize 
solar energy, and that the structure of each building can hold the additional weight of the 
photovoltaic systems. 
 

• Package 1, the first of three packages of individual projects, includes rooftop photovoltaic 
arrays at the below listed federal buildings. These buildings are either along the National 
Mall or are close to the Mall and in prominent locations in central Washington: 
 

• Hubert H. Humphrey Building  
• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of American History 
• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of Natural History  
• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of the American Indian 
• National Archives 
• Ronald Reagan Building 
• Wilbur J. Cohen Building 
• General Services Administration Central Office Building 

 
• Each of the eight Package 1 buildings will have an independent photovoltaic system 

generating power for that specific building; however, the system to be used is consistent 
across all buildings, varying only in number of solar panels and power generated. The 
system design at each building will be reviewed by the applicable agency and the General 
Services Administration prior to installation. The designs will conform to applicable 
national electrical codes and the NFPA (National Fire Protection Association) fire safety 
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guidelines for photovoltaic installations, which include a minimum six-foot perimeter at 
the edge of roofs and aisle ways every 150 feet of solar array. The system modules will be 
mounted at a fixed tilt of approximately 10 degrees and will be oriented with an azimuth 
of 180 degrees (facing due south); the top edge of the solar panels will be the highest point 
of the system at 14 inches above the surface of the roof. 
 

• The General Services Administration has researched the history and the physical 
characteristics of each site. Through a viewshed analysis of each site, GSA determined that 
the solar panels and associated system components will not be visible when viewed from 
the ground level. Although an associated conduit at the National Museum of Natural 
History may be visible on the parapet walls of the building, following installation GSA 
may paint the conduit to match the stone of the walls. NCPC staff has not conducted 
independent field research to verify the findings in GSA’s viewshed analyses.  
 

• The District of Columbia State Historic Preservation Office has required, as a condition of 
its concurrence that the project will have no adverse effect on historic properties, that GSA 
conduct a post-installation inspection to confirm that the solar panels are not, or are 
minimally, visible. This inspection is intended to identify where adjustments should be 
made to minimize visibility and to guide GSA on future solar panel installations. 
 

• The increase in photovoltaic arrays across the nation’s capital highlights the evolving use 
of rooftops in the area. Green spaces, habitable penthouses, and power generating systems 
all now occupy a roof-scape that at one time was reserved primarily for mechanical 
systems. Given this evolution, the design and placement of these new elements is 
increasingly important, and should consider functionality and performance, as well as 
urban design principles such as appropriate set-backs, scale or symmetry, based on a 
building’s architecture and use.  

RECOMMENDATION 
The Commission: 
 
Supports the installation of rooftop photovoltaic arrays at federal buildings within the National 
Capital Region, which can reduce costs and improve the sustainability of operations at these 
buildings, and cut harmful greenhouse gas emissions.  
 
Approves the proposed rooftop photovoltaic arrays on the eight federal buildings identified in 
Package 1, which includes: 
 

• Hubert H. Humphrey Building  
• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of American History 
• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of Natural History  
• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of the American Indian 
• National Archives 
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• Ronald Reagan Building 
• Wilbur J. Cohen Building 
• General Services Administration Central Office Building 

 
Notes that the District of Columbia State Historic Preservation Office conditioned its finding of 
no adverse effect on post-installation inspections and adjustments, if necessary, to reduce the 
visibility of the solar panels and associated elements; and: 
 

Requests that the General Services Administration include in the post-installation 
inspections an analysis of the photovoltaic solar arrays and their impact, if any, on the 
views from the Washington Monument.  
 
Approves flexibility for minor adjustments that might be necessary following post-
installation inspections. 
 
Requests that the General Services Administration report back to NCPC staff on any 
adjustments, which will provide information that may aid in future reviews of similar solar 
panel installations. 

 
Encourages the General Services Administration to share data points and lessons-learned with 
other agencies, as appropriate, on environmental benefits; maintenance and operational benefits 
and constraints; and the design and placement of solar arrays at federal buildings including issues 
evaluated, such as appropriate setback, scale or symmetry of the solar arrays based on a building’s 
architecture and use.  
 

PROJECT REVIEW TIMELINE 

Previous actions 
 

None 

Remaining actions 
(anticipated) 

– None anticipated for Package 1 
– Two reviews for the remaining 10 sites identified by GSA for 

the Capital Solar Challenge 
 

PROJECT ANALYSIS 
 
Executive Summary 
 
NCPC supports the installation of rooftop photovoltaic arrays at federal buildings throughout the 
National Capital Region. These installations can reduce costs and improve the sustainability of 
operations at these buildings, and cut harmful greenhouse gas emissions, all important 
considerations in environmental stewardship and important goals of both the Capital Solar 
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Challenge and Executive Order 13693. The subject project proposes to install rooftop photovoltaic 
arrays at the first eight of 18 sites identified by the General Services Administration (GSA) as 
suitable to efficiently meet these goals. However, as the use of rooftops in Washington has recently 
evolved to include habitable space in penthouses, and rooftops now serve as places for new 
greenery and other elements as well as new solar panels, the visual quality or aesthetics of rooftops 
could be a consideration as these elements are placed on existing structures as well as designed on 
new buildings. This may be especially important for the many prominent federal facilities along 
the National Mall and elsewhere within central Washington that when viewed from above, help to 
form that well-known and iconic image of the Nation’s Capital. As the first package of 
consolidated projects to install solar panels at prominent federal facilities in central Washington, 
a post-installation analysis of their positive and negative impacts as a whole, if any, should be 
conducted to identify where mitigation measures may be needed to reduce any unwanted visibility 
and to help guide the placement of future installations.  
 
Analysis 
 
In 2014, the Obama Administration launched the Capital Solar Challenge, directing federal 
agencies and military installations to identify opportunities to deploy solar renewable energy at 
federal locations across the National Capital Region. GSA, acting as the lead agency of the 
Challenge for a number federal facilities in central Washington, has entered into a contract, or 
Power Purchase Agreement, with WGL Energy Systems, for an aggregated procurement project 
that will bring about 3 megawatts (MW) of solar energy across 18 Federal buildings in 
Washington. This effort was designed, in part, to be in coordination with the requirements of 
Executive Order 13693, Planning for Federal Sustainability in the Next Decade, which was issued 
by President Obama in 2015. EO 13693 sets targets to cut the federal government’s greenhouse 
gas emissions by 40 percent over the next ten years from 2008 and increase the share of electricity 
the federal government consumes from renewable sources to 30 percent, all while concurrently 
avoiding energy costs for the taxpayers. 
 
Package 1, the subject of this review, contains eight of the 18 federal buildings in Washington that 
GSA has identified as appropriate for the installation of rooftop photovoltaic solar arrays and that 
are capable of contributing to the goals of the Capital Solar Challenge and Executive Order 13693. 
These eight federal buildings are: 
 

• Hubert H. Humphrey Building 
Headquarters for the Department of Health and Human Services 
(200 Independence Avenue, SW.) 
 

• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of American History 
(12th Street & Constitution Avenue, NW.) 
 

• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of Natural History  
(10th Street & Constitution Avenue, NW.) 
 

• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of the American Indian 
(Fourth Street & Independence Avenue, SW.) 
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• National Archives  
  Headquarters for the National Archives and Records Administration 

  (700 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW.) 
 

• Ronald Reagan Building and International Trade Center 
Offices for various federal agencies, international organizations, and private sector interests 
(1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW.) 

 
• Wilbur J. Cohen Building 
  Headquarters to the Voice of America, with other federal tenants  

(330 Independence Avenue, SW.) 
 

• General Services Administration Central Office Building 
(1800 F Street, NW.) 

 
Packages 2 and 3, the remaining two packages of ten buildings with proposed photovoltaic array 
installations under the Capital Solar Challenge, include:  

• Package 2: Department of State’s Harry S Truman Building, Columbia Plaza, the Bureau 
of Engraving and Printing, and the Treasury Building.  

• Package 3: six Department of the Navy buildings.  
 
NCPC has a long history of providing planning guidance and supporting the federal government’s 
role in sustainable development within the National Capital Region. Within the Federal 
Environmental Element of the Comprehensive Plan, NCPC highlights this GSA effort under the 
Capital Solar Challenge to install solar panels on the rooftops of the 18 federal buildings identified. 
As such, and in consistency with the Comprehensive Plan, NCPC staff recommends that the 
Commission support the installation of rooftop photovoltaic solar arrays at federal buildings 
within the National Capital Region, where reductions in energy costs and improvements in 
the sustainability of operations at these buildings can be possible, and harmful greenhouse 
gas emissions can be cut; NCPC staff also recommend that that the Commission approve the 
proposed rooftop photovoltaic solar arrays on the eight federal buildings identified in 
Package 1. 
 
Summary of Program and Installation Approach 
 
GSA, in coordination with WGL Energy Systems, the prime contractor for the Power Purchase 
Agreement, has determined that the eight federal buildings in Package 1 provide sufficient 
opportunities to utilize solar renewable energy and meet the requirements of the Capital Solar 
Challenge. GSA has verified with a licensed professional engineer that the structure of each 
building can hold the additional weight of the photovoltaic systems and the system design for each 
individual building will be reviewed by the applicable agency in coordination with GSA prior to 
installation. As such, this analysis does not focus on the feasibility of utilizing rooftop photovoltaic 
arrays at the eight buildings. 
 
Further, while each of these buildings will have an independent photovoltaic system generating 
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power for that specific building, the system used is consistent across buildings, varying only in 
number of solar panels and power generated. The photovoltaic systems are comprised of roof 
mounted solar panels and inverters. The solar panels generate direct current (DC) power when 
exposed to sunlight. DC power must be converted to alternating current (AC) power in order to be 
consumed by most building equipment. A piece of equipment called an inverter is used to convert 
the DC power to AC power. The AC power output by the inverter can then be interconnected with 
a building to provide usable power. The interconnection will be made such that power will be 
consumed by the building first with any excess power being returned to the grid and credited to 
the building electrical bills. The power generated by the solar array will offset the power that is 
typically consumed from the utility provider. Due to the amount of electricity consumed by the 
buildings and the size of the photovoltaic system, the likelihood of excess power being produced 
is low. The environment attributes of the system, including the Renewable Energy Credits, will be 
retained by WGL, allowing for the power to be purchased by GSA at below market prices. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Percent of Annual Building Usage of Solar Power Following Installation of Photovoltaic Arrays 
(Includes all 18 federal buildings identified by GSA for the Capital Solar Challenge) 
 

Project Site Percentage of Annual 
Building Usage 

Percentage of Total 
Project Generation 

National Archives (Package 1) 1.5% 6.3% 
GSA Central Office (Package 1) 0.8% 2.7% 
Reagan Building (Package 1) 1.3% 14.5% 
Wilbur J. Cohen (Package 1) 1.9% 16.7% 
Hubert H. Humphrey Building (Package 1) 1.9% 7.0% 
Navy Yard 166  10.2% 2.5% 
Navy Yard 169  40.7% 2.9% 
Navy Yard 175  14.1% 3.9% 
Navy Yard 196  2.7% 6.4% 
Navy Yard 200  3.9% 5.5% 
Navy Yard 201  12.7% 6.2% 
Museum of American History (Package 1) 0.6% 2.7% 
Museum of American Indian (Package 1) 4.1% 2.7% 
Museum of Natural History (Package 1) 0.6% 5.1% 
Columbia Plaza  1.0% 2.8% 
Harry S. Truman  1.1% 7.8% 
Bureau of Engraving and Printing Main  (5) 0.2% 1.9% 
Treasury Main  0.7% 2.3% 
   
Total Building Annual Consumption  258,428,579  kWh 
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Total Building Annual Generation  3,500,000  kWh 
Generation Percentage 1.35%  
 
(Table source: Inman Solar via GSA) 
The design is in conformance with applicable national electrical codes and the NFPA fire safety 
guidelines for photovoltaic installations. These design guidelines include maintaining a minimum 
six-foot perimeter at the edge of the roof and aisle ways every 150 feet of solar array. The system 
modules will be mounted at a fixed tilt of approximately 10 degrees and will be oriented with an 
azimuth of 180 degrees (facing due south). The system will utilize ballast weight and may utilize 
some structural attachments to connect the solar array to the building. Any attachments necessary 
to the exterior of stone buildings will be made utilizing existing mortar joints, will be fully 
reversible, and will not damage the historic fabric of the buildings. 
 
Construction of the photovoltaic systems at the eight buildings in Package 1 is scheduled to begin 
and end between July and October of 2016. 
 
Following installation of the photovoltaic arrays at the 18 federal buildings identified in all three 
packages, the arrays should generate over 3.5 million kilowatt hours of energy per year, which is 
a reduction of approximately 1.36 percent of the buildings’ annual electricity usage (see the chart 
above). The use of photovoltaic arrays to generate this electricity leads to the avoidance of more 
than 2,400 metric tons of carbon dioxide emissions annually. The power estimated to be generated 
and the number of solar panels at each site can be found in the project narrative provided by GSA 
titled “Capital Solar Challenge, Section 106 Submission, Package B.”  
 
Overall Impact of the Project at the Eight Federal Buildings Comprising Package 1  
 
As part of its project development, GSA analyzed a number of factors at each building to ensure 
that the proposed solar panels and other project components, including inverters and conduit, 
would not be visible, or would be minimally visible, from street-level. The projects were also 
designed to not negatively impact the architecture and setting of each building. The specifics of 
GSA’s findings of visibility for each building can be found in the project narrative provided by 
GSA titled “Capital Solar Challenge, Section 106 Submission, Package B.”  
 
With the determination that the installation of the photovoltaic arrays at the eight federal buildings 
constitute no adverse effect on historic properties1, GSA sought and received a concurrence of this 
determination from the District of Columbia State Historic Preservation Office (DC SHPO). The 
DC SHPO did concur with GSA’s determination, noting it believes that “the majority of the solar 
panels will not be visible, and that only a few may be minimally visible…from certain limited 
vantage points.” The DC SHPO noted that its concurrence was dependent on a conduit proposed 
for the roof of the Museum of Natural History to painted to match the surrounding stone. Further, 
and more importantly, the DC SHPO conditioned its finding of no adverse effect to requiring GSA 
to conduct a post-installation inspection to confirm that the solar panels are not visible, or are only 

                                                 
1 Per GSA, the eight federal buildings in Package 1 are either individually listed in the National Register or eligible 
for listing, and/or are within or adjacent to historic districts.   
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minimally visible, so that adjustments to minimize visibility can be made if necessary. As part of 
this condition, the SHPO also requested to be provided with a summary of the post-installation 
inspection information noting that it can be used to help better plan for future solar panels 
installations.   
 
As NCPC staff did not conduct an independent review of GSA’s analysis of potential impacts of 
the photovoltaic arrays proposed at the eight federal buildings in Package 1, NCPC staff 
recommends that the Commission note that the DC SHPO conditioned its finding of no 
adverse effect on post-installation inspections and adjustments, if necessary, to reduce the 
visibility of the solar panels and associated elements; approve flexibility for minor 
adjustments that might be necessary following post-installation inspections; and require that 
GSA report back to NCPC staff on any adjustments, which will provide information that 
may aid in future reviews of similar solar panel installations. 
 
The project also brings into focus the recent evolution in the use of rooftops within Washington. 
The District of Columbia government has recently begun a similar program to the Capital Solar 
Challenge and has entered into a power purchase agreement similar to GSA’s to install solar panels 
at District government owned buildings including schools, recreation centers, and department 
offices throughout the city. In addition, recent modifications to the District’s zoning code include 
protections for certain installations of solar panels to ensure they continue to receive sunshine. The 
District is also researching the compatibility of its zoning regulations with other types of rooftop 
power generating systems. Further, both the District zoning and environmental regulations, as well 
as federal actions, encourage the use of green roof structures to minimize building heating and 
cooling requirements, reduce the heat island effect, and reduce storm water runoff, among other 
things.  
 
Finally, a recent amendment to the Height Act2 allows habitable space in penthouse structures that 
are above the building height limits contained in the Act. As such, federal buildings within the 
District may now have new uses within their penthouse structures and the District has recently 
revised its zoning regulations to allow the same. With this revision of the Height Act, the 
expectation is that many new uses (including office, residential, restaurants and bars, educational 
and cultural, and entertainment and amusement uses) will take advantage of the views and vistas 
of the National Capital that are provided at the rooftop level.   
 
The architecture and function of national museums and federal offices – and the kinds of 
penthouses that may be located there – is different when compared to many private office buildings 
within central Washington. It is useful to note that local zoning provides guidance regarding 
penthouses and solar panels for private and some public buildings. NCPC staff should prepare a 
policy analysis that looks at whether the requirements under local zoning would be one useful 
analytical framework for evaluating future federal installations. 
 

                                                 
2 Pub.L. 113–103 (H.R. 4192), May 16, 2014, officially titled: To amend the Act entitled An Act to regulate the height 
of buildings in the District of Columbia to clarify the rules of the District of Columbia regarding human occupancy 
of penthouses above the top story of the building upon which the penthouse is placed. 
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Below is a summary of the proposed placement of the photovoltaic arrays for each building; for 
visual reference, the submission package is available online or a summary PowerPoint presentation 
is attached.  
 

• Hubert H. Humphrey Building 
 
The proposed solar panels are located only at the roof level and set back a 
minimum of 14’-0” from a 5” parapet at roof edge. 

 
• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of American History 

 
The rooftop contains three levels and rises in a symmetrical wedding cake pattern. 
• No solar panels are proposed on the lowest level roof. 
• Solar panels are proposed on the roof of the office penthouse; these are placed 

in a pseudo-symmetrical pattern on the south side with additional panels on 
the west side; panels are placed a minimum 10’-5” behind the existing 6’-0” 
parapet. 

• Solar panels are proposed on the roof of the mechanical penthouse; these are 
placed in a pseudo-symmetrical pattern on the west and east ends of the 
mechanical penthouse and are set back a minimum 6’-9” from the 4” parapet. 

 
• Smithsonian Institution National Museum of Natural History 

 
Solar panels are proposed on three levels of rooftops on the east and west wings 
of the museum; no solar panels are proposed for the main central structure of the 
museum.  
• On the lowest level roof on the south side, solar panels are proposed in a 

symmetrical pattern with a minimum 6’-6” setback from a 2’-10” parapet. 
• On the office penthouse, solar panels are proposed in differing patterns at each 

wing; these are set back a minimum of 6’-6” and are below a 3’-4” parapet. 
• On the roof of the mechanical penthouse, solar panels are proposed in a 

pseudo-symmetrical pattern with a minimum 6’-6” setback with no parapet. 
 

• National Archives 
 
Solar panels are proposed on two of three levels: the top roof and the lower roof; a 
roof area between the two will not have solar panels. The panels on the top roof 
are set back a minimum of 6’-0” from a 9.5” parapet. The panels on the lower 
roof are only on the south side and embrace the building’s central portico; they 
are set back a minimum 6’-0” from a 2’-1” parapet. 
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• Ronald Reagan Building 
 
Solar panels are proposed on two rooftops; 3 separate arrays are proposed on the 
high roof and two separate arrays are proposed on the lower roof. All are setback 
a minimum 6’-0” from a 6” parapet. 

 
• Wilbur J. Cohen Building 

 
Solar panels are proposed on two rooftops in various locations. On the high roof 
the solar panels are set back a minimum of 6’-0” from the 1’-6” parapet. On the 
lower roof the solar panels are set back a minimum of 6’-0” from the 3’-8” 
parapet. 

 
• General Services Administration Central Office Building 

 
Portions of the building were renovated and included solar panels on the rooftops. 
This proposal is to add additional solar panels to two other areas of the building 
that have not been renovated. All proposed solar panels are on the primary roof 
elevation, and will have a minimum 6’-0” setback from the 1’-8” parapet. 

 
With the evolution in the use of rooftops discussed above, the design and placement of these new 
rooftop elements, such as the photovoltaic arrays within this subject proposal, becomes more 
important. The visual impact of these systems should not negatively affect the positive visual 
qualities or aesthetics of individual buildings and the nation’s capital as a whole. In particular, 
where popular views and aerial vistas open towards prominent federal structures and provide visual 
expressions of the city—such as the view from the Washington Monument towards the Capitol—
the design and placement of new rooftop elements should be evaluated to ensure that no negative 
effects on these views and vistas results. As such, mitigating factors such as placing photovoltaic 
array’s in a symmetrical pattern that matches the architecture and layout of the building, or using 
a limited number of arrays that respect the scale of the structure by not overpowering it, or placing 
arrays in areas that do not interfere with the expression a building’s architecture, could be factors 
to consider. However, as mockups and illustrations of the photovoltaic systems proposed in 
Package 1 have not been developed, it is difficult to determine their true impact on the individual 
buildings or those popular views and aerial vistas that are such important images of the Nation’s 
Capital. As such, NCPC staff recommends that the Commission request that GSA include in 
the post-installation inspections an analysis of the photovoltaic solar arrays and their impact, 
if any, on the views from the Washington Monument. And if possible, include in this analysis 
their impact, if any, on other aerial views around the National Mall to ensure that these iconic 
views of the National Capital are not negatively affected.  
 
This analysis will also provide what could be critical guidance in the placement of solar panels 
and other rooftop elements in future projects, both new construction or at existing federal facilities. 
In particular, NCPC staff notes that at the John Russel Pope designed National Archives building, 
solar panels are planned to be placed on the lower rooftop, bookending the pediment of the portico 
that fronts Constitution Avenue, NW. Behind the doors of this portico are some of the nation’s 
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most treasured documents including original copies of the three main formative documents of the 
United States and its government; the Declaration of Independence; the Constitution; and the Bill 
of Rights. While potentially not visible from the street, when viewed from above, the impact of 
the proposed solar panels is not clear. Currently, the building when viewed from a high vantage 
point maintains a symmetry with the two porticos that face both Pennsylvania Avenue and 
Independence Avenue, NW, embracing and perhaps expressing protection of the important 
contents within the structure. It is unclear, however, if this architectural expression of the 
importance of the building’s contents will be diminished by the placement of the solar panels on 
the lower rooftop, or even the upper level where symmetric placement across the entire rooftop is 
not achievable. In general, NCPC staff should conduct future policy analysis through the 
Comprehensive Plan to assess whether and to what extent views from above - in addition to 
pedestrian views - are priorities). 
 
Further, an analysis from the air can provide guidance on structures that may have other unique 
architectural conditions. For example, the National Museum of the American Indian has a free-
flowing building form intended to evoke natural rock formations. This free-flowing design of the 
exterior building walls of the museum is carried up and reflected in the architecture of the 
penthouse structures on the rooftop, allowing for the intended architectural expression to be further 
understood in aerial views of the museum. However, without further review it is unclear if the 
placement of the solar panels, in the primarily linear fashion proposed, will interrupt in a 
significant way the architectural intent of maintaining the free-flowing forms of the rooftop 
penthouses.  
 
The Urban Design Element of the Comprehensive Plan encourages the federal government to 
protect and enhance panoramic and street-level linear views of the U.S. Capitol, the White House, 
the Washington Monument, and other major skyline elements and to remove visual intrusions to 
increase visibility (UD.B.5.1). A post-installation analysis, that includes an analysis of aerial views 
of the photovoltaic arrays on the eight federal buildings identified in Package 1, will provide clarity 
on the conformance of this project to the Comprehensive Plan policy identified above.   
 
The Power Purchase Agreement entered into by GSA allows WGL Energy Systems to bill GSA 
for the power produced at an agreed upon price that is below market price for a 10-year term. After 
which time, GSA will have the option to purchase the systems, extend the PPA for 10 years, or 
pay to have the systems removed. As part of GSA’s considerations related to the continuation of 
the program, NCPC staff finds that a program evaluation will be helpful to inform future programs 
to improve energy consumption and reduce greenhouse gasses at federal and District facilities. As 
such, NCPC staff recommends that the Commission encourage the GSA to work with other 
federal and District agencies, as appropriate, to share data points and lessons-learned with 
other agencies, as appropriate, on environmental benefits; maintenance and operational 
benefits and constraints; and the design and placement of solar arrays at federal buildings 
including issues evaluated, such as appropriate location, scale or symmetry of the solar 
arrays based on a building’s architecture and use. 
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CONFORMANCE TO EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND RELATED GUIDANCE 
 
Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital 
 
This projects meets basic goals of the Federal Elements of the Comprehensive Plan, however 
further post-installation analyses that include aerial reviews of the installation of solar panels on 
the rooftops of federal buildings along the National Mall should be done to ensure conformance 
with all of the goals of the Comprehensive Plan.  
 
National Historic Preservation Act 
 
Pursuant to Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), on April 28, 2016, the 
District of Columbia State Historic Preservation Office (DC SHPO) concurred with the General 
Services Administration’s determination of no adverse effect on historic properties, noting that it 
believes that “the majority of the solar panels will not be visible, and that only a few may be 
minimally visible…from certain limited vantage points.” The DC SHPO noted that its concurrence 
was dependent on a conduit proposed for the roof of the Museum of Natural History to painted to 
match the surrounding stone. The DC SHPO also conditioned its finding of no adverse effect to 
requiring GSA to conduct a post-installation inspection to confirm that the solar panels are not 
visible, or are only minimally visible, so that adjustments to minimize visibility can be made if 
necessary. As part of this condition, the SHPO further requested to be provided with a summary 
of the post-installation inspection information noting that it can be used to help better plan for 
future solar panels installations.   
 
As these are federal projects located in the District of Columbia, NCPC has an independent 
responsibility to comply with NHPA. NCPC staff has elected to designate GSA as lead agency 
pursuant to the Section 106 regulations. 
 
National Environmental Policy Act 
  
Pursuant to its regulations implementing the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), GSA 
submitted a categorical exclusion determination for each of the eight projects in Package 1. The 
automatic categorical exclusion applied by GSA includes: “Outleases, licenses, and other 
arrangements for non-federal use of space in existing Federal office buildings, where such use is 
consistent with local planning and zoning, where Section 106 of the NHPA is complied with where 
applicable, and there is no evidence of community controversy or unresolved environmental 
issues.” 
 
As these are federal projects in the District of Columbia, NCPC has an independent NEPA 
responsibility for approval of the projects.  Staff has determined that this project qualifies for a 
categorical exclusion pursuant to NCPC’s Environmental and Historic Preservation Guidelines. 
The specific categorical exclusion that applies is located within Section 8(c)(2) of NCPC 
Environmental and Historic Preservation Guidelines. Categorical exclusion number 21 includes: 
“Review and approval of acquisition of occupiable space by lease acquisition, construction, or 
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expansion, or improvement of an existing facility where all of the following conditions are met: 
(a) The structure and proposed use are in compliance with local planning and zoning and any 
applicable District of Columbia, state, or federal requirements; (b) The proposed use will not 
substantially increase the number of motor vehicles at the facility; (c) The site and the scale of 
construction are consistent with those of existing adjacent or nearby buildings; and (d) There is no 
evidence of community controversy or other environmental issues.” 

CONSULTATION 
 
Coordinating Committee 
 
The Coordinating Committee reviewed the proposed preliminary and final site development and 
building plans on May 11, 2016, and forwarded the proposal to the Commission with the statement 
that the proposal has been coordinated with all participating agencies. The participating agencies 
are: NCPC; the District of Columbia Office of Planning; the District of Columbia Department of 
Transportation (DDOT); the National Park Service; the General Services Administration; and the 
Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority. 
 
U.S. Commission of Fine Arts 
 
At its meeting on May 19, 2016, the Commission of Fine Arts approved on its consent agenda all 
eight projects for the placement of the solar arrays on the subject federal buildings. 
 
 
ONLINE REFERENCE 
 
The following supporting documents for this project are available online: 
 

• Submission Package, including NEPA Catex and Section 106 determinations 
 

 
 

Prepared by Jeffrey Hinkle 
05/26/2016 
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