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Subject:  Solar energy system improvements:  consumer protection 

 

 
SUMMARY:  Adds the installation of solar energy systems to the definition of “home 

improvement”; adds additional regulations to the laws pertaining to home improvement 

sales persons related to solar energy systems; requires the Contractors State License 
Board (CSLB), the Public Utilities Commission (PUC), and the Department of Financial 

Protection and Innovation (DFPI) to establish a solar energy system interconnection 
surcharge on customers initiating net energy metering (NEM); establishes the Solar 
Energy System Consumer Protection Fund (Solar Fund); authorizes the Registrar of the 

CSLB to include an order of reimbursement from the Solar Fund, as specified; and, 
makes findings and declarations about consumer fraud related to the sale and 
installation of solar energy systems.  

 
Existing law: 

 
1) Establishes the Contractors State License Board (CSLB) within the Department of 

Consumer Affairs (DCA) to license and regulate contractors and home improvement 

salespersons.  (Business and Professions Code (BPC) § 7000 et seq.) 
 

2) Requires the CSLB in consultation with the Director of DCA to appoint a registrar of 
contractors (Registrar) and sunsets the CSLB and its authority to appoint a registrar 
on January 1, 2024, as specified.  (BPC § 7011) 

 
3) Requires the registrar to investigate, classify, and qualify applicants for contractors’ 

licenses by written examination and the examination must include questions 
designed to show that the applicant has the necessary degree of knowledge, as 
specified, to include pertinent questions relating to the laws of California and the 

contracting business and trade.  (BPC § 7065(a)) 
 

4) States that the contracting businesses include: (a) general engineering contracting; 
(b) General Building contracting (General B); and, (c) specialty contracting.  (BPC § 
7056) 

 
5) Defines a “home improvement contractor” including a swimming pool contractor as a 

licensed contractor who is engaged in the business of home improvement either full 
time or part time, as specified.  (BPC § 7150.1) 
 

6) Defines a “home improvement salesperson” as a person who is registered with the 
CSLB and engaged in the business of soliciting, selling, negotiating, or executing 
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contracts for improvements, for the sale, installation or furnishing of home 
improvement goods or services or of swimming pools, spas, or hot tubs on behalf of 

a licensed home improvement contractor.  (BPC § 7152(a))  
 

7) Defines “home improvement” to mean the repairing, remodeling, altering, converting, 

or modernizing of or adding to, residential property, as well the reconstruction, 
restoration, or rebuilding of a residential property that is damaged by a natural 

disaster, as specified, which includes the construction, erection, replacement, or 
improvement of driveways, swimming pools, terraces, patios, awnings, storm 
shelters, basements and other improvements of the house, as specified.  (BPC § 

7151) 
 

8) Specifies that home improvement goods or services, which are bought in connection 
with the improvement of real property, can include, but are not limited to carpeting, 
texture coating, fencing, air conditioning or heating equipment, and termite 

extermination.  (BPC § 7151) 
 

9) States that it is a misdemeanor for any person to engage in the occupation of 
salesperson for one or more home improvement contractors within California without 
having, at the time of the sales transaction, a current and valid home improvement 

sales person registration, as specified.  (BPC § 7153(a)) 
 

10) States that it is a misdemeanor and a cause for disciplinary action to commit any of 
the following acts: 
 

a) For any home improvement salesperson to fail to account for or to remit to their 
employing contractor any payment received in connection with any home 

improvement transaction or any other transaction involving a work improvement; 
and,  
 

b) For any person to use a contract form in connection with any home improvement 
transaction involving a work of improvement if the form fails to disclose the name 

of principal contractor who employs the home improvement salesperson.  (BPC § 
7156) 
 

11) Requires specified information to be included in a home improvement contract, 
including payment prohibitions, and subjects licensees to discipline for failure to 

comply with contract requirements, as specified.  (BPC § 7159.5) 
 

12) Requires the CSLB to receive and review complaints and consumer questions 

regarding solar energy systems companies and solar contractors, as specified.  
(BPC § 7170(a)) 

 
13) Requires the CSLB to annually compile a report documenting consumer complaints 

related to solar contractors, which must be available on the CSLB and the PUC’s 

internet websites.  (BPC § 7170(b)) 
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This bill: 

 

1) Adds the installation of a solar energy system to the definition of “home 
improvement”. 
 

2) Permits a home improvement salesperson to be employed by one, or more than 
one, home improvement contractor; however; prior to engaging in any specified 

activity, a home improvement sales person must identify to the owner or tenant, the 
business name and license number of the contractor they are representing for the 
purpose of that transaction, and failure to do so is a cause for disciplinary action, as 

specified. 
 

3) Adds any home improvement salesperson who assists, recommends, selects or 
otherwise guides an owner or tenant in the selection of a contractor for the 
performance or sale of home improvement goods or services if notification of 

employment by the home improvement contractor, as required, has not been 
received by the CSLB to the list of items that are considered a misdemeanor and a 

cause for disciplinary action by the CSLB. 
 

4) Adds to the prohibition of a contractor requesting or accepting payment that 

exceeds the value of work performed or material delivered, except for the down 
payment, the advance payment in whole or part from any lender or financier for the 

performance or sale of home improvement goods or services. 
 

5) Authorizes the Registrar of the CSLB, regarding a complaint related to a solar 

energy system, to include an order that the CSLB shall not renew or reinstate the 
license of a licensee who failed to reimburse any recovery or restitution fund 

established for net NEM solar consumers under the rulemaking of the PUC, as 
specified.  
 

6) Makes the following findings and declarations: 
 

a) The PUC regulates electrical corporations and is charged with ensuring that 
consumers have safe, reliable electrical service at just and reasonable rates and 
are protected against fraud, and with promoting the health of California’s 

economy; 
 

b) Distributed generation from eligible renewable energy resources, including solar 
energy system generation, provides ratepayer benefits, supports the state’s 
clean energy and climate change goals, and contributes to economic growth. 

 
c) Existing law requires the PUC to ensure that distributed generation from eligible 

renewable energy resources continues to grow sustainably, particularly in 
disadvantaged communities. 

 

d) Instances of fraud, misrepresentation, poor workmanship, and other harmful and 
illegal business practices in the distributed solar energy industry have been 

increasing in recent years and have been particularly pervasive in low-income, 
moderate-income, and disadvantaged communities and communities of color. 
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e) In many instances of consumer fraud, vulnerable consumers suffer substantial 
financial harm and are left with inadequate solar energy systems that do not 

provide benefits to participants or the environment, contravening the purpose of 
the state’s net energy metering program. 

 

f) The CSLB is charged with regulating licensed contractors, and has existing 
processes to adjudicate claims that contractors have violated the law, but in 

many cases cannot ensure that a defrauded consumer receives financial 
recompense. 

 

g) The Department of Financial Protection and Innovation provides protection to 
consumers and services to businesses engaged in financial transactions, and 

regulates a variety of financial services, products, and professionals, including 
Property Assessed Clean Energy Programs administrators and solicitors. 

 

h) Vulnerable consumers, whose complaints have been investigated by the 
Contractors State License Board and resulted in legal action against the 

contractor, are often left with an outstanding unpaid order to correct and lack any 
administrative recourse. 

 

i) The PUC regulates all requirements regarding eligibility for the net energy 
metering programs offered by electrical corporations and any eventual successor 

tariff. 
 
j) The PUC regulates all aspects of interconnection with the electrical grids 

maintained by the electrical corporations, including those interconnection 
applications submitted by solar energy system contractors for residential 

participants in the net energy metering programs of electrical corporations. 
 
k) To ensure equitable and sustainable distributed generation from solar energy 

systems, it is the intent of the Legislature to require the PUC to establish a solar 
consumer protection surcharge, to be applied at the time of interconnection of a 

solar energy system to the electrical grid of an electrical corporation in order to 
establish a fund to provide assistance to solar energy system consumers who 
have been victims of fraud. 

 
7) Requires the PUC, in consultation with the CSLB and the DFPI to establish a solar 

energy system interconnection surcharge on customers initiating net energy 
metering pursuant to a contract or tariff beginning February 1, 2022, to provide 
funding to remedy consumer harm, for which no other administrative remedy is 

available, and requires moneys collected through the surcharge to be deposited into 
the Solar Energy System Consumer Protection Fund (Fund). 

 
8) Establishes the Fund in the General Fund, and requires by January 21, 2022, the 

PUC, in consultation with the CSLB and the DFPI, to develop and implement a 

program, utilizing moneys appropriated from the fund, to provide funding to remedy 
consumer harm, related to solar systems for which no other administrative remedy 

is available. 
 

9) Makes other technical and clarifying changes.  
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FISCAL EFFECT:  Unknown.  This bill is keyed fiscal by Legislative Counsel.  

 
COMMENTS: 
 

1. Purpose.  This bill does two main things, provides increased oversight over home 

improvement sales and personnel related to solar energy system installation, and 

establishes a restitution fund, administered by the CSLB, the DFPI and the PUC to 
provide a remedy for consumer harm for solar energy systems where no 
administrative remedy exists.  Monies in the restitution fund come from a surcharge 

on consumers. The sponsor of this bill is the Dolores Huerta Foundation.  According 
to the author, “This bill seeks to address issues around fraud in residential home 

solar installation.  Specifically, the bill assists defrauded customers in paying for 
repairs or harms that were caused by solar contractor fraud.  In 2019-20, the 
Contractors State License Board (CSLB) received an average of 90 new solar-

related complaints per month, and from January 2018 to July 2020 CSLB referred 
over 251 solar related complaints to legal action.  CSLB can order a contractor to 

pay for the financial injury, but if the contractor refuses to pay or declares 
bankruptcy there is no administrative recourse for the consumer. There is currently 
no administrative remedy to provide any financial recovery for victims of fraud under 

these circumstances.” 
 
2. Background.   

 
CSLB and Contractors.  The CSLB is responsible for implementation and 

enforcement of the laws and regulations related to the licensure, practice and 
discipline of the construction industry in California.  All businesses and individuals 

who construct or alter, or offer to construct or alter, any building, highway, road, 
parking facility, railroad, excavation, or other structure in California must be licensed 
by the CSLB if the total cost (labor and materials) of one or more contracts on the 

project is $500 or more.  The Board licenses approximately 280,000 contractors in 
44 license classifications and two certifications.  In addition, the CSLB registers 

some 19,000 home improvement salespersons who are engaged in the sale of 
home improvement goods and services.  Only those contractors with specified 
license classifications are authorized to perform solar construction or installation. 

Those without the proper license classifications are not authorized to perform solar 
installation work.  

 
Home Improvement. Individuals who sell solar systems as part of a home 
improvement contract must register with the CSLB as a home improvement 

salesperson.  Any individual who solicits door-to-door or negotiates the terms of a 
contract is required to be a registered home improvement salesperson.  In theory, a 

registered salesperson is less likely to mislead or misinform potential customers 
about the benefits of installing a solar system.  This bill aims to strengthen the 
definition of “home improvement” to specifically include the installation of a solar 

energy system, which would ensure that only appropriately registered individuals 
are permitted to sell home improvement services, and specifically require that sales 

and installation of solar energy systems be subject to the requirements governing 
home improvement.   
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The current definition of “home improvement” means the repairing, remodeling, 
altering, converting, or modernizing of, or adding to, residential property, as well as 

the reconstruction, restoration, or rebuilding of a residential property that is 
damaged or destroyed by a natural disaster, as specified, and include, but not be 
limited to, the construction, erection, replacement, or improvement of driveways, 

swimming pools, including spas and hot tubs, terraces, patios, awnings, storm 
windows, landscaping, fences, porches, garages, fallout shelters, basements, and 

other improvements of the structures or land which is adjacent to a dwelling house.  
“Home improvement also means the installation of home improvement goods or the 
furnishing of home improvement services.  However, currently, it does not include 

the installation of solar energy systems, which this bill would add.  
 

Under current law, individuals who sell contracting services for the home 
improvement construction of real property in California must register with the CSLB 
as a “home improvement salesperson”.  While these individuals may work for 

multiple contractor businesses, they must abide by the laws pertaining to home 
improvement sales as specified in BPC § 7150 et sec.  As part of the home 

improvement laws, these sales are subject to specified laws in California, which 
govern the written contract, which is required for all home improvement projects 
over $500.  A home improvement contract and any changes made to that contract 

must be in writing, legible, easy to understand, and inform the consumer of his/her 
rights to cancel or rescind the contract.  Home improvement salespersons may sell 

those services as defined under the definition of “home improvement”. 
 
There are several specified requirements that must be contained in the home 

improvement contract, many of which are intended to help protect consumers from 
unscrupulous actors including contract cancellation rights, down payment security, 

or the prohibition on payment in advance of completed work and undelivered 
materials.  By adding installation of a solar energy system to the definition of home 
improvement, this bill ensures that sale of a solar energy system is subject to the 

current requirements governing a home improvement contract.  
 

In addition, BPC § 7154 requires a home improvement contractor licensed by the 
CSLB to notify the registrar, in writing, about a home improvement salesperson who 
is employed by that contractor.  It is a violation of the Contractor’s License Law for a 

licensed contractor to employ a home improvement sales person without registering 
with the CSLB, thereby subjecting the licensed contractor to discipline.  Additionally, 

a contractor is required to notify the CSLB when that contractor no longer employs a 
home improvement salesperson.  While existing law does not specifically prohibit or 
limit the number of contractors that a home improvement salesperson may be 

employed by, this bill would require the home improvement salesperson to identify 
to the owner or tenant, the business name and license number of the contractor 

they are representing for that specific transaction, and subjects the home 
improvement contractor to discipline for failing to do so.  
 

There has been considerable growth over the past decade in the installation of 
residential solar electricity generating systems.  That growth has also led to 

numerous complaints about solar systems sales and installations and solar 
financing.  To address some of those concerns, AB 1070 (Gonzalez Fletcher, 
Chapter 662, Statutes of 2017) required the CSLB, in consultation with the PUC to 
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create, a solar disclosure document, which must be printed on the front page of a 
solar energy contract.  Also, BPC § 7170 requires the CSLB to prepare and make 

public a report on consumer complaints related to solar energy system companies 
and solar contractors.  The report must contain information on the number and 
types of complaints, the Zip code where the complaint originated, and the 

disposition of all complaints received against a solar contractor.  The CSLB reports 
that between the dates of July 1, 2019 and June 30, 2020, it received 1,067 solar 

complaints.  In addition, both the CSLB and the PUC currently provides general 
information on their respective Internet websites regarding residential solar.  
References on the Web site include whether solar may be right for a consumer, 

descriptions of the financing options available, among others.   
 

Although the CSLB has jurisdiction over the registered home improvement sales 
persons and the contractors responsible for the installation of the solar equipment, 
not all aspects of a solar project are under the jurisdiction of the CSLB.  In addition 

to the sale and installation of the equipment, the other participants in solar include, 
the financing operators and the utility providers which collect and bill for the solar 

energy.  With respect to financing, homeowner may consider a multiple options, 
including purchase, lease, or financing.   
 

Financing regulation typically falls outside of the CLSB’s jurisdiction and is why 
collaboration amongst the regulating entities is vital.  As such, this bill proposes to 

establish the Solar Fund for restitution purposes through an interconnectivity 
surcharge on customers initiating a NEM agreement.  The Solar Energy System 
Consumer Protection Fund will be established in the General Fund, and the CSLB, 

along with the PUC and the DFPI will be responsible for determining how the 
funding will be distributed to remedy consumer harm when all other administrative 

remedies have expired.   
 
Public Utilities Commission.  The PUC regulates services and utilities, protects 

consumers, safeguards the environment, and assures Californians' access to safe 
and reliable utility infrastructure and services.  The essential services regulated at 

the PUC include electric, natural gas, telecommunications, water, railroad, rail 
transit, and passenger transportation companies.  Under the PUC’s jurisdiction are 
the electricity providers that connect solar systems to the grid.  The PUC initiated 

Rulemaking 14-07-002 in fall of 2020 to solicit feedback on establishing some form 
of restitution as proposed by this bill.  

 
3. Arguments in Support.  The California State Association of Electrical Workers 

writes in support, “Many unsuspecting Californians have been targeted by 

salespeople misrepresenting these improvements as free or low cost when they are 
significant investments in most cases.  Many consumers have been left with not 

only a large debt they are unable to pay, but also non-operational solar systems, 
and damages to their property.  A vast majority of these instances impact 
individuals who speak English as a second language and/or have lower annual 

incomes.  SB 757 will crack down on solar companies that offer unrealistic prices 
which they cannot fulfill and will instead skip town with the homeowners hard 

earned money.  To address the inequities described above, SB 757 will ask the 
CPUC, Contractor State Licensing Board (CSLB) and the Department of Financial 
Protection and Innovation (DFPI), to establish a one-time assessment on all new 
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residential solar installations in the Investor-Owned Utility territories to help provide 
financial assistance for defrauded consumers.” 

 
 
The Dolores Huerta Foundation writes in support, “This bill directs the California 

Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) in consultation with the Contractors State 
Licensing Board (CSLB) to establish a onetime assessment on all new solar 

installations to pay for restitution for defrauded customers. SB 757 would also clarify 
that installation of solar systems is considered a “home improvement” thereby 
extending established protections under state law and enforced by CSLB to solar 

panel homeowners.” 
 

The California Solar & Storage Association and the Solar Energy Industries 
Association write that they support this bill if it is amended and note, “The solar 
industry believes in the importance of strong consumer protections.  Simply put, no 

consumer should end up with a solar system because of promised benefits that 
never materialized.  We believe the vast majority of solar industry professionals, be 

they contractors or solar financiers, comply with all aspects of the law.  However, 
we are aware of accounts of consumers being misled, winning a judgment against a 
business, and being unable to collect through no fault of their own.  We believe a 

recovery fund can be a useful tool in those instances. It is for this very reason that 
states, including California, have passed recovery fund laws.  While we are aligned 

with the main objectives of your bill, we respectfully ask the author to make a few 
amendments consistent with best practices… 
 

4. Prior Related Legislation.  SB 1189 (McGuire, Chapter 364, Statutes of 2020) 

creates a B-2 Residential Remodeling Contractor license as a new classification of 

contracting business and revises the definition of home improvement. 
 

AB 1070 (Gonzalez Fletcher, Chapter 662, Statutes of 2017) requires the 

Contractors State License Board (CSLB) in collaboration with the Public Utilities 
Commission (PUC) to develop a “solar energy system disclosure” document, as 

specified, which a solar energy system company will provide to a consumer prior to 
the sale, financing or leasing of a solar energy system; requires the CSLB to review 
complaints and consumer questions regarding solar companies and contractors; 

requires the CSLB, beginning January 1, 2019, to annually compile a report 
documenting consumer complaints and make it available on the CSLB and the 

PUC’s Web Sites; and, further requires the PUC to develop standardized inputs and 
assumptions to be used in the calculation and presentation of electric utility bill 
savings, as specified. 

 
AB 2699 (Gonzalez, 2016) would have required the CSLB to develop a disclosure 

form related to solar panel purchase, including information about financing, terms, 
rebates, risks, fees, where to file complaints, and related information. Specifies a 
solar energy systems company must provide the form to a consumer prior to 

completion of a sale, financing, or lease of a solar energy system.  (Status:  This bill 
was held in the Assembly Committee on Appropriations.) 

 
AB 2693 (Dababneh, Chapter 618, Statutes of 2016) created the Property 
Assessed Clean Energy (PACE) Program Preservation and Consumer Protections 
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Act by adding consumer protections to California's PACE Program. 
 

5. Surcharge on Consumers to Fund Restitution – Is This the Best Approach?  

This bill establishes a new surcharge on solar energy consumers in order to fund 
remedy for consumers harmed by solar energy system installation or other fraud 

related to the system, if there is no recourse for them through the administrative 
process.  While aggrieved consumers certainly deserve options, the structure of the 

fund poses a number of challenges. It is unclear, for example, what types of solar 
energy installations, sales, or other related work by a CSLB licensee would be 
eligible for a remedy.  Are these solely for claims against contractors?  It is further 

unclear how the CSLB, the PUC and the DFPI would establish a review program to 
determine how to distribute funds – would these regulators each receive a portion of 

the Solar Fund for administrative costs associated with their review of each 
request?  In addition, questions of parity certainly are raised in terms of this new 
surcharge, a new fee on new customers, being utilized to remedy the experiences 

of customers who did not pay into the fund but could still file a claim and receive 
monies from it.  If consumer remedy for shoddy installation work and other 

challenges is the goal, and existing recourse provided by CSLB is not enough, it is 
further unclear why new remedies would be available only to solar customers for 
solar work.  The author should strike this provision from the bill and instead focus on 

ensuring that solar installation is a part of home improvement to further protect 
consumers from potential harm.   
 

On page 10, strike lines 15-24, and strike all of Section 6. 
 

 
NOTE:  This bill is double referred to the Senate Committee on Energy, Utilities, 

and Communications, second. 
 
SUPPORT AND OPPOSITION: 

 
Support:  

 
Dolores Huerta Foundation (Sponsor) 
California Solar & Storage Association 

California State Association of Electrical Workers 
Solar Energy Industries Association 

 
Opposition:  
 

None received. 
-- END -- 


