
 

 

Establish a solar panel stewardship program  
for Minnesota 

Keep discarded solar panels out of landfills and recycle valuable materials  
 

Challenge 

As Minnesota’s clean energy economy grows to 
meet the demand for carbon-free power, we 
must be ready with an end-of-life disposal plan 
for energy-generating technologies such as 
solar panels. Minnesota currently has around 4 
million solar panels in operation and is expected 
to install millions more in the coming decades. 

While solar panels are expected to last 25 to 30 
years, damaged and defective panels are 
already coming out of service. In addition, 
owners sometimes choose to upgrade their panels before the end of their expected life. Retired panels 
become waste that needs to be managed. Managing other waste streams in Minnesota, such as 
electronic waste, has demonstrated that it is important to develop a comprehensive recycling program 
that keeps recoverable materials out of landfills.  

For local governments that must make decisions today to approve solar installations, it is critical to 
have confidence that the decommissioning of solar installations will be fully funded by the owner or 
through another program to ensure decommissioning costs do not fall on taxpayers. 

 

Proposal 

Governor Walz proposes establishing a manufacturer-led product stewardship program to implement a 
reuse and recycle process for retired solar panels. As part of this proposal, a new manufacturer-led 
stewardship organization would plan, finance, and implement the solar panel stewardship program.  

The stewardship organization would: 

• Develop and implement a plan to collect, transport, reuse and recycle discarded solar panels. 

• Provide a structure to fund program costs through the stewardship assessment with no end-of-
life fees to solar panel owners and other participants. 

• Report annually on program results. 
 

Costs associated with materials management and recycling would be addressed by a stewardship 



assessment added to the price of each solar panel when purchased for installation in Minnesota. The 
intended result is a free, convenient end-of-life collection and recycling program that will recover each 
solar panel for reuse or recycling and keep solar panels out of Minnesota landfills.  

 

Why it’s important 

Solar power is one of the most environmentally friendly methods of generating power. But the full 
benefits of solar power cannot be realized if panels are landfilled and the valuable, recoverable 
materials are lost. Furthermore, to meet its landfill diversion goals, Minnesota must find alternative 
end-of-life disposal options for the millions of panels currently installed and tens of millions projected 
for future installation. 

According to the International Renewable Energy Agency, by 2030, the cumulative value of recoverable 
raw materials from end-of-life panels will be about $450 million globally, which is equivalent to the 
cost of raw materials currently needed to produce about 60 million new panels. By weight, more than 
80 percent of a typical photovoltaic (PV) panel is glass and aluminum – both common and easy-to-
recycle materials. Recycling solar equipment is increasingly possible as more recyclers accept modules. 

 

For more information 

Tom Johnson 
Government Relations Director 
(651) 338-8955 
tom.e.johnson@state.mn.us 

Alexis Donath 
Legislative Coordinator  
(651) 373-9277 
alexis.donath@state.mn.us 
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