Photovoltaic Update and a Look at the Business Opportunity
There is no doubt that we are receiving starker natural warnings about the threat of climate change, with ‘freak’ weather conditions causing problems or even catastrophe the world over.  Combine this with concerns over the ongoing availability and rising costs of fossil fuels, and the generation of renewable energy becomes a real consideration for many consumers and businesses.  Solar photovoltaic (PV) energy is just one option available at the micro-generation level, but one which, whilst still relatively expensive, does offer a number of benefits.

It has been reported that “the UK PV market has been growing at 25% per year”,i and that “the integration of PV as part of a building's fabric is set for substantial expansion”. i  These factors themselves should lead to lower prices; high costs being one of the main barriers to the uptake of this form of renewable energy.  2007 has also seen a number of major developments in third generation PV technology with companies such as Nanosolar developing thin-film technology which does not require silicon.  This type of technology has the potential to be a much cheaper solution than current photovoltaic panels, but is not currently in widespread use.  With regards to the UK market in particular, Nanosolar was quoted as stating that “Britain [is] unlikely to benefit from the technology for some years because other countries paid better money for renewable electricity”.ii  Organic photovoltaic technology is also being developed, whereby sheets of PV film are made from a polymer base which can be applied to surfaces such as windows or roofs.  The Carbon Trust announced in October 2007 that they would be investing in research and development of this technology, but it is expected to be some years before it is readily available.  Tom Delay, Chief Executive at the Carbon Trust, stated that “we believe this exciting new organic PV technology is our best shot at dramatically reducing the cost of solar PV to the point that, in the next ten years, it could become as cheap as the power currently delivered to our homes”.iii
All of this bodes well for the future of solar photovoltaic technology, but what about the benefits of this form of renewable energy today?  Solar PV is undeniably an expensive energy solution in the short term, but whilst costly, there are benefits and potential cost savings to be made over time.  In the first instance, solar PV has the advantage over some forms of renewable energy in that it is suitable for most sites.  It can also be integrated easily into new buildings or existing premises either as cladding, roofing or as a framed energy station, offering a variety of options depending on a business’s requirements.  There have been some well-publicised examples of solar PV integration in recent years, with projects such as the CIS tower in Manchester and the Environment Agency building in Wallingford hitting the headlines.  
The CIS tower is the largest solar project in the UK to date and consists of a cladding solution with a forecasted electricity generation of 183,000 KWh a year and carbon emission savings of over 100 tonnes annually.  The Environment Agency project was somewhat smaller but the PV panels which form a canopy to shade the building were forecasted to produce 18,000 KWh of electricity each year and save 7 tonnes of carbon emissions.  
Whilst these are solutions on a somewhat grander scale than some businesses would require, there are still savings to be made on smaller sites both in terms of a reduction in the requirement for mains electricity and carbon emissions.  With energy prices rising as they are, it has never been more pertinent to look at other ways of producing energy.  Waiting for new, cheaper PV technologies to bring the initial costs down could be a false economy and will do nothing to reduce greenhouse gas emissions today.  As well as reducing fuel bills, there are also other financial benefits which can be reaped immediately.  Businesses installing solar PV panels can claim exemption from the Climate Change Levy and obtain Renewable Obligation Certificates for any electricity generated.  By registering as an electricity generator the certificates can be sold, usually to energy companies, for a forecasted value of £50-£85 each,iv in addition to the possibility of selling any excess electricity to the national grid.  These are all ways in which the initial cost of installing solar PV can be offset, but it is still the case that this technology should be considered as a long-term investment.  (Ongoing costs are minimal with little maintenance required and an expected life-span of 25-30 years).  The savings in carbon emissions can, of course, be seen from day one.  
Before even considering solar photovoltaic or any other form of renewable energy, however, it is imperative that businesses bring in energy efficiency measures.  These should then continue in conjunction with the use of renewable energy, thus reducing electricity requirements and carbon emissions further.  Simple measures such as turning off unnecessary lighting and switching off electronic equipment fully when not in use can make a real difference to the energy output of a business.  Solar PV can decrease or remove completely the dependence of a company on fossil fuel-generated electricity, offering businesses long-term financial and environmental rewards, but this does not negate the need to keep power consumption to a minimum.  
i UK Renewable Energy Trade Promotion Service, January 2008

ii The Guardian, December 2007

iii The Carbon Trust, October 2007
iv www.solarcentury.com 
Hayley Jones

www.uk-energy-saving.com
