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The Gap Between Policy and Done: How Seattle Is Financing
Clean Energy for Small Businesses

Building a Clean Energy Investment Pipeline in Seattle, Washington

AT A GLANCE

Investment Priorities

Commercial Building Decarbonization & Electrification, Affordable Rooftop Solar, Healthy
Kitchens Upgrades, Heat Pump HVAC & Water Heating, District Energy System Conversions

Pipeline Value

$170 million+ in identified unmet demand across hundreds of sites — from neighborhood
restaurants, small shops and community childcare providers to colleges and district heating
systems and small-scale and advanced manufacturing.

Key Partners

City of Seattle Office of Economic Development (OED); City of Seattle Office of Sustainability
& Environment (OSE); Grow America; Washington Builds (formerly Washington State Green
Bank); Business Impact Northwest; Cascadia Consulting; McKinstry; and others. The coalition
is actively expanding to include utilities, workforce development, labor groups, and other
Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs).

Community Impacts

Pipeline targets overburdened communities and WMBE-owned businesses (Women's and

Minority-Owned Business Enterprise). Projects reduce utility bills, eliminate or reduce natural
gas use to reduce pollution, support improved indoor air quality, and create local green jobs
with an explicit commitment to small local contractors.

Strategic Role

Market Builder | Capital Deployer | Concierge Navigator

The Path Forward

Scaling a live interest rate buydown facility beyond its initial $1 million deployment,
advancing the Seattle Colleges campus conversion through state approval this fall and early
2027, formalizing the Healthy Kitchens installer network, and expanding the CDFI lending
structure already in operation.
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THE BIG PICTURE

Seattle has some of the most ambitious building decarbonization policies in the country. The Building
Emissions Performance Standard (BEPS) requires existing larger commercial buildings to reduce
emissions over time and reach net-zero by 2050. The Seattle Energy Code, one of the country’s most
progressive codes, mandates electric space heating in new commercial construction. Seattle City Light,
the city's municipal electric utility, supplies carbon-neutral electricity citywide and provides a suite of
incentives for electric efficiency upgrades. The regulatory framework is in place. The incentive
programs exist. And still, hundreds of small businesses and building owners aren't moving.

The Challenge: One particularity of Washington State and thus Seattle is low gas and electricity rates.
Washington State's abundant hydropower keeps energy costs among the lowest in the country—
good for affordability, but it makes the financial case for efficiency investments and particularly
electrification upgrades, genuinely hard to close on numbers alone.

Additionally, Seattle's small and mid-sized commercial buildings — particularly older, gas-heated
properties under 20,000-25,000 square feet — account for a significant share of regulated building
emissions but have historically lacked access to affordable capital and coordinated project delivery.
There are limited rebates for switching from gas to electricity in part because Seattle City Light cannot
provide rebates using ratepayer funds, as it is prohibited by the state constitution. The few rebate
programs that exist are undersubscribed not because they aren't needed, but because navigating
incentives, tax credits, and financing programs is too complex for a small business owner running a
restaurant or shop.

The Solution: Grow America partnered with OED and OSE to design a financing fund that pairs flexible
capital with a hands-on concierge model to walk business and building owners through the full project
lifecycle, from intake to installation. When operational, the fund will provide critical gap financing and
remove financial barriers to adoption of high-quality, well-established clean energy technologies.

"This MIF Grant was setting the table and bringing more people to the table. Everyone.is.a
colleague but also a competitor— and this was an opportunity to.get past the competition

and collaborate on pipeline ideas."

: . — Chuck Depew, Manéging. Director, Grow America
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CREATING THE FOUNDATION: COALITION, CAPITAL, AND
CONCIERGE

A Coalition Built to Get Past Competition. One of the grant's clearest accomplishments was
organizational: it brought together partners — city departments, CDFIs, utilities, the state's green bank
— and created the structure to work on a shared pipeline rather than parallel programs. The City of
Seattle and Grow America anchored that effort. Cascadia Consulting and McKinstry led research and
development of the plan.

The Interest Rate Buydown Facility — Already Live. Alongside development of the Public Private
Partnership Plan funded by MIF, Washington Builds worked with OED to structure an interest rate
buydown facility using $200,000 in City of Seattle funds deployed through two local CDFIs. The program
projects approximately $1 million in facilitated capital in year one — with a clear path to expansion. This
facility enables near-zero financing costs for qualifying projects, in a market where privately priced
capital has historically been too expensive to deploy. This initial pilot was initiated outside of the MIF
process. Once initiated, OED and Grow America worked to expand their Capital Access Program to bring
clean energy interest rate buydowns to additional CDFIs.

Three Program Types: In due time, the Seattle Clean Energy Investment Fund will emphasize three
program areas. The areas were determined based on engagement with business owners, project
partners, and building owners.
1.Affordable Clean Energy bundles heat pump HVAC and water heating, lighting, controls, and
cooling for small and mid-sized commercial buildings — with long-term financing tied to the
building, not the tenant, to avoid lease complications.
2.Affordable Rooftop Solar bridges the Investment Tax Credit (ITC) timing gap that kills solar deals
for small building owners, with the city now exploring solar oversizing paired with storage as net
metering rules evolve.
3.Healthy Kitchens finances the purchase of high-performance electric cooking equipment for food
businesses, undercutting the predatory short-term leasing arrangements that currently dominate
the market. Seattle is actively asking food businesses to convert to electric kitchens and is building
the installer network to make that affordable.

The Concierge Model. Awareness and ease of access are the primary barriers — not willingness. The
concierge, still in development with OED and partners, will walk alongside owners through intake, scope
confirmation, lender package assembly, rebate navigation, installation coordination, and closeout. The
model is designed to serve WMBE-owned businesses, underserved and overburdened communities
first.
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FEEDING THE PIPELINE

Seattle Colleges Campus Conversion | $60 million+ across five campuses. Five Seattle community
college campuses are converting from gas steam district heating to electric systems. Seattle Central
College and North Seattle College each carry ~$30 million in identified needs. The capital stack
combines state appropriation and tax-exempt bonds. Present value modeling is underway; state
approval is targeted for late 2026 or early 2027. If it clears, rooftop solar and battery storage is the
immediate next phase across all five campuses — and the model becomes a statewide template for
public facilities, with enabling legislation planned for next year.

Focus Group Business Portfolio | ~$755,000. Thirteen small businesses described specific upgrade
needs: The Kraken Bar & Lounge, Ahadu Ethiopian Restaurant, Shewa-Ber, Bebe Felices, Kezira Cafe, La
Union Studio, The Re-Sole 206, Uptown Hophouse, Lillie's Soulful Plate, Tabletop Village, and others —
majority women- and minority-owned, representing the neighborhood business fabric the fund is
designed to serve.

Centrio Downtown Steam Plant & Local Contractor Pipeline. The City is working with Centrio to
electrify one downtown gas boiler to a heat pump boiler (~25 MW) — a decarbonization project, not an
expansion. Separately, a single local commercial contractor estimates $6.5 million in boiler and
domestic hot water pipeline for 2026; the market-wide Seattle estimate is $110 million. These are
building owners replacing aging gas systems — the Fund's financing pathway supports the upgrade to
heat pumps.
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PROVEN IMPACT & NEXT STEPS

The MIF grant helped forge a path forward for clean energy financing in Seattle. It produced a public-
facing Seattle Clean Energy Investment Fund factsheet, a program design grounded in 125 survey
responses and 13 focus group participants, a coalition, and a shared roadmap that brought competing
voices in Seattle's energy efficiency ecosystem into alignment.

Capital Is Already Committed. The pilot interest rate buydown facility, developed outside the MIF
grant, is live and already testing elements of the financing strategy. $200,000 in city funds is being
deployed through two CDFIs. Loans are being originated with a path to expansion in sight. While still
emerging, the pilot is scalable with actions being made to support that expansion.

The Seattle Colleges Moment. The most important near-term milestone is the Seattle Colleges capital
stack decision, including state subsidies, associated emissions reductions, co-benefits, etc. This decision
is expected by late 2026 or early 2027 and will encompass five campuses, $60 million+ in conversion
needs, and could create a replicable statewide model. If the state process clears, Grow America and OED
are positioned to step in as financing partners for the solar and storage phase that follows.

The Strategic Opportunity. Seattle has the policy, the utility, and many regulatory elements in place.
The fund is poised to grow with an anticipated concierge model, a product rooted in community
engagement, an expanding coalition, and a pipeline documenting real, unfunded, ready-to-move
demand. For CDFIs, green banks, and mission-aligned capital partners, Seattle is not a market to watch.
It is a market to enter now.

This case study was funded through the Municipal Investment Fund, a partnership between ICLEI USA and CGC
to support local governments, tribes, and their partner not-for-profit organizations develop public-private
partnership plans that can accelerate the deployment of capital to clean energy projects.
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