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Consumer watchdog helps solar
roof shoppers cut through the
confusion

Jaime Zambrano, right, and Octavio Garcia install solar panels on top of the Plenge
family home in EImhurst on Aug. 13, 2024. (Stacey Wescott/Chicago Tribune)
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Dawn Stockmo wanted solar panels for her Oak Park Victorian, but a funny
thing happened when she and her husband started calling installers.

“When we talked to one, all of a sudden we started getting lots and lots of
calls from other installers,” said the retired affordable housing director. “It just
got to be absolutely overwhelming.”

At a time when customers complain about aggressive sales practices,
confusing offers and lack of transparency, going solar can be daunting, but
there are government-backed programs that smooth the way.

For Stockmo, help arrived in the form of an e-newsletter from her village.

Oak Park was spreading the word about Solar Switch Chicagoland, a group-
buy program offered by a partnership that includes the nonprofit consumer
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The program — formerly known as Grow Solar Chicagoland — has helped
more than 600 customers get solar roofs from vetted contractors in the past
five years. For those signing up now, the group discount for an average solar
roof is expected to be about $4,600.

Solar Switch customers interviewed by the Tribune said that the program
simplified the purchase process, saved them money and offered the chance
to work with entities they knew and trusted.

“The best thing was honestly the peace of mind,” said Dan Portincaso, an
English professor who lives in Oak Park. “Because it was through this group
that was affiliated with the government, because everything was vetted, I was
like, It's all good. I'm not going to get scammed."”

Chicagoan George Witchek said he and his wife were planning to get a solar
roof for the 1910 stucco home in Old Irving Park where they live with their
two young daughters, but Solar Switch probably accelerated the purchase by
four or five years.

“The biggest reason was probably the savings,” he said. Solar Switch offered a
discount of about $4,000 at the time, and sure enough, when he had a big-
name installer bid on the job, the Solar Switch offer “was almost spot-on
$4,000 cheaper.”

Witchek said he got about $28,000 worth of solar panels for $24,000, with an
out-of-pocket cost of only about $8,000, after federal and state incentives.
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“I'm going to pay (my investment) back and then for 20-plus years I'm going
to have free energy, essentially, which is exciting,” he said.

Filling a need

Jaime Zambrano, right, and Octavio Garcia install solar panels on top of the Plenge
family home in EImhurst on Aug. 13, 2024. (Stacey Wescott/Chicago Tribune)

With federal and state solar tax credits and rebates reducing the price of
rooftop panels for Illinois residents by up to about 60%, some customers are
making the leap because they believe the financial incentives will never be
better.

In fact, one incentive is already set to decline: Starting in 2025, the state’s
investor-owned utilities, including ComEd, will offer smaller bill credits for
households exporting solar energy to the grid, leaving new solar roof owners
with potentially smaller electric bill savings than those who got their solar
roofs by the end of 2024.

When the change goes into effect, the estimated electric-bill savings over the
lifetime of a solar roof will decrease by up to 35%, depending on the size of a
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At a time of record global temperatures, customers also cite climate change
as a reason for going solar.

“It's something that’s upon us and I can’t control what others do, but I can
control what I do, and I want to, you know, ‘Be the change you want to see,”
Witchek said.

But if there are incentives and motivations, there are also barriers.

Customers such as Tania Kadakia of the west Logan Square neighborhood
have told the Tribune that getting a solar roof can be challenging and time-
consuming.

“There’s lots of people who want to do this,” she said in December. “My gut
tells me that part of the reason there aren’t more solar panels on peoples’
houses is people start to get into it and they're like, T don't even know what
this is. I don’t know what I'm signing. I don't know how to approach this. I
don't even know if these are the right panels.”

CUB has been flooded by questions from people who are interested in solar
but overwhelmed by all the information that they are getting, according to

Executive Director Sarah Moskowitz.

—

Barbara Rykaczewski and her husband, Dan Portincaso, at their Oak Park home on
Aua. 13, 2024. The couple got solar panels installed on their roof for only $3,000
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“It's tough out there,” Moskowitz said.

The Solar Switch program is unusual in that it does some of the work for
consumers by vetting installers and securing a volume discount, via an
auction in which approved candidates submit bids.

“CUB does not lend its name to a program or to a company or companies
very often, and when we do, we need to be sure that the offer can live up to
its promise,” Moskowitz said. “We've done a lot of work to ensure that this is
worth us putting our name to.”

The group-buy program now known as Solar Switch Chicagoland traces its
origins to 2018, when a state legislator invited CUB to talk to a group of
senior citizens in the suburbs who were interested in going solar. At the end
of the presentation, a man in the back of the room raised his hand.

“Well, we've got a whole bunch of neighbors here,” he said. “What if we all
decided to go solar? Is there an installer that might give us a discount?”

The group-buy program, which began in 2019, has always included CUB, the
nonprofit Midwest Renewable Energy Association in Custer, Wisconsin, and
some local counties. Cook, DuPage, Kane, Lake and Will counties are currently
partners, and last year the group brought in the Dutch company iChoosr, a
solar group-buying specialist.

Chicagoland residents can fill out a questionnaire to see if their roofs are
good candidates for solar. Those who register for Solar Switch get access to
educational webinars.

CUB offers solar education sessions as well.

“I really recommend that someone, if they can, come to one of CUB's events
in person or in real time, if it's a virtual event, and ask your questions. We're
there. We're ready to help,” Moskowitz said. “If you send us an email through
our website, someone will get back to you.”

For those who meet income requirements, there's also Illinois Solar for All, a

government program that helps you get residential rooftop solar, often with
no upfront costs. The program guarantees savings on your electric bills.

“That is a areat nroaram.” said Moskowitz. “If vour're eliaible for Tllinois Solar
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The deadline to sign up for the current round of Solar Switch is Sept. 10. The
next round will start in February or March.

Jealous neighbors

Dan Portincaso displays an app on his phone on Aug. 13, 2024, that allows him to
monitor the energy production of the solar panels at his Oak Park home. He got
solar panels installed on his roof for only $3,000 after rebates. (Terrence Antonio
James/Chicago Tribune)

Stockmo was so pleased with the solar company that did her installation that
she continues to display their sign in her yard, 10 months after she got her
solar panels.

“The whole process was really seamless and quite pleasant,” she said.
“Everybody we interacted with — they were just great.”

For her, the process started with an online power-point presentation. When
Solar Switch selected a solar installer for her, the installer gave another
presentation. Stockmo and her husband, Perry Johnson, decided to move
forward, so the installer did an inspection of her roof and electrical panel.

Installation on her steep Victorian roof was completed in one day.
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Portincaso said that he and his wife, Barbara Rykaczewski, haven't paid for
electricity since their panels went up, and the neighbors had lots of questions
at a recent block party.

“Everybody on the block was jealous,” he said.

Sign up for Daywatch: Start each day with Chicago Tribune editors'
top story picks, delivered to your inbox.
erikjacobsen1@yahoo.com

By signing up, you agree to our Terms of Use, Privacy Policy, and to receive emails
from Chicago Tribune.

One of Witchek’s friends went solar, partly due to his encouragement: “When I
believe in something, I'm a pusher,” said the 35-year-old project manager for
an industrial supply distributor.

Now he and his friend “nerd out” with apps that allow them to compare how
much energy their solar panels are producing, and neighbors and co-workers
rib Witchek about his enthusiasm.

“The joke is, I talk about my solar panels more than my kids,” he said.

nschoenberg@chicagotribune.com

Around the Web REVCONTENT

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/

8/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Power Biz: Manage Business
Electricity

Search Ads| Business Elec.

Diabetes is Not from Sweets! Meet the
#1 Enemy of Diabetes

Health-Review24

Caitlin Clark Steps out With Her New

Partner And stun fans
Sunday Digest

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 9/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

License Ready: Secure Your Business
License

Search Ads| Business License

Cloud Mastery: Advanced Cloud

Computing Courses
Search Ads| Cloud Computing

Boat Protect: Comprehensive Boat
Insurance

Search Ads| Boat Insurance

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 10/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

A 70-year-old Engineer Designed This
Nail Clipper for Seniors All Over the
World

Sherum

Oak Park: Senior Apartments From
$250/month - Simply Stunning!

senior living

First Bipolar Warning Sign Most
Peonle Miss! (Onick Test)!

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 11/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

The Truth About Costco's Kirkland
Meat Almost No One Knows

learnitwise

Lasting Neuropathy Relief: Doctor-

recommended Device
Neuropathy Guide

=
Sharpen Your Chainsaw in 10 Seconds
Without Removing the Chain

Dotmalls

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 12/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

People Over 45 With Neuropathy Are
in for a Big Surprise (It's Genius)

Wellness Gaze Nuero

Greta Thunberg's House Shocks the
Whole World, the Proof in pics

Foodie Friend

Air Conditioners Without Outdoor
Unit 2024 (See the Prices)

Air Conditioners

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 13/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Pregnant Waitress Reads Note That
Makes Her Cry

gloriousa

New! Three Banks in Oak Park
Offering 12% Interest on Savings
Accounts!

SavingAccounts

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 14/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Never Put Mustard in Your Fridge,
Here's Why

Life Hacks Garden

Puppy Refuses to Leave Railway
Police Bursts Into Tears When They
Discover Why

learnitwise

Microphone Robot Lamp: the Coolest
Gift for Mugic T.avers in 2024

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/

15/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Mix Toothpaste With Beer and You
Won't Believe What You Get

Life Hack Guru

Do You Know What Crohn's Disease
Is? Click Here to Take a Look!

Crohn's Disease | Search Ads

Many Elderly Might Not Know:

Seniors Pay Half Price on Oil Change
Oil Change

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/

16/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Psoriatic Arthritis is Silent but Deadly
- See What It Looks Like

Psoriatic Arthritis

Don't Be Fooled, These Are the Most
Dangerous Creatures on Earth

popcornews.com

One Teaspoon Every Night Burns
Body Fat Like Never Before!

Fast Lean Pro

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/

17/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

What Causes Myelodysplasia

Syndrome Will Surprise You!
Myeloma Symptoms I Search Ads

Oak Park: Unsold Storage Units Up for
Grabs (Take a Look)

Storage Units | Search Ads

Timeless Treasures: Explore Antiques
Search Ads| Antiques

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/

18/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Just Mix Coca Cola With Vaseline and
You Will Be Amazed

Life Hack Guru

Top Us Pulmonologist: if You Have
Trouble Breathing - Try This Tonight

WellnessGaze Lung Health

Hair Will Grow Back! at Any Stage of
Baldness

BioGrow

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 19/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

What Are the Causes of Primary
Immunodeficiency - You Will Be
Shocked!

Immunodeficiency | Search Ads

Unsold Lab Diamonds on Clearance
Sale: See the List!

Lab Grown Diamonds

Anyone With Diabetes Should Watch
Thic (What Thev Daon't Tell Yo

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/

20/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Neuropathy Breakthrough: Nerve Pain
Experts Speechless

WellnessGaze Neuro

Always Place a Ziplock Bag on Your
Car Mirror When Traveling Alone,

Here's Why
Sogoodly

Wrinkles? Forget Botox, Do This at

Home

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 21/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Gut Health: Bloating, Gas &
Constipation is Not From Low Fiber
(Watch)

WellnessGaze News

1 Simple Trick to Cut Your Electric Bill
by 90% (Try Tonight)

GadgetVanguard

Girl Felt She Saved "bunnies”. the Vet
Fainte When He Realizes

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 22/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Let This Soft Mineral Melt in Your
Mouth to Rebuild Teeth and Gums

WellnessGaze Dental

Enlarged Prostate? Try This Today -
It's Genius

WellnessGaze Prostate

TRENDING NATIONALLY

Two years after 83-year-old Colorado
migrants began to fisherman is back,
arrive, many have defiant, seeking arrest
settled in Chicago even and support in fight for
as some continue to freedom to wade in
struggle state’s rivers

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/ 23/24



9/3/24, 2:58 PM Consumer watchdog helps solar roof shoppers cut through confusion

Horse in ‘significant
distress’ reportedly
saved by Massachusetts
firefighters, equine
rescue personnel

2024 > September > 3

https://www.chicagotribune.com/2024/09/03/illinois-solar-roofs/

Federal judge rules
section of Illinois’
concealed carry law
unconstitutional

Lara Trump releases
new single, gets internet
drubbing

24/24



