Solar Panel Installation

Because the concept of solar panel installation on a home seems exotic and new to so many people, a lot of people have the idea that it is a very involved, high-tech process. But this really isn't the case. Solar power is remarkably simple, making it one of the best ways for individuals to reduce their dependency on the electric company.

What is a Solar Panel System?

A solar panel system for home electricity has two main components: the panels and the power inverter. There are four basic types of solar panels. Single crystal modules are the oldest, most efficient, and most expensive panels. This technology has been used long-term (30+ years) in varied settings. These modules are made with "polka dot" or octagon shaped cells. Poly- or multicrystalline panels are less expensive, but also less efficient. They appear as a sheet of blue with no gaps. Amorphous, or thin film cells are made by vaporizing and depositing silicon on steel, ceramic, or glass. These are inexpensive, but also inefficient, so you have to use them over a larger area to get the same power as crystal or multicrystalline panels. These are the kinds of solar panels you see in miniature form on calculators. String Ribbon solar panels are low efficiency, but inexpensive so, like amorphous cells, they must be used over a relatively large area to generate sufficient electricity.

Once you use the solar panel to convert sunlight to electricity, you have to get that electricity into your home. A power inverter is responsible for this task, particularly if you are integrating solar panels with regular home electricity. The inverter changes DC output of the panels into standard household AC power. It takes electricity from the panels and causes it to oscillate until it matches the grid frequency of 60 cycles per second. It is then "mixed in" with the household current provided by your electric company.

How is a Solar Panel System Installed?

Solar panel installation is not that hard, but to do it yourself, you have to be willing to work on your roof, unless you want to build free-standing panels or pole-mounted panels. If you plan to add free-standing or pole-mounted solar panels it is important that you check local building codes, neighborhood covenants, and homeowner association rules before proceeding.

If you are planning to re-roof in the near future, then waiting and installing solar cells at the same time as the new roof will produce better results. Solar panel installation kits come with special bolts and brackets that you use to attach the panels to the roof. You'll need basic tools like a drill and a selection of bits to install them.

Your city, county, or utility district may have additional requirements for solar panel inverters. Sometimes separate fusing is required, and a separate DC switch from the one on the inverter may be required too. It is possible that as a backup safety device, you may be required to install a separate switch that shuts off AC power between the inverter and grid. The reason utilities do this is to make absolutely sure that the inverter "drops out" during a power outage. Power line workers looking for the right circuit breaker switch during a power outage are safer if there is a switch or disconnect for the inverter so they can make doubly sure the inverter is off-line.

How can you Save Money when Going Solar?

While solar panel installation is relatively simple, it isn't cheap. But there are ways that homeowners with some DIY experience can save big on solar panel installation. There are solar panel kits you can buy to build your own solar panels, which you could either install yourself or have professionally installed. And for those who are very resourceful, there are numerous places on the internet that show you how to buy the components of a solar panel and make them yourself.

Solar panels are very much like picture frames that surround a sheet of activated solar cells with a clear Plexiglass window on top for weather resistance. The frames can be made from ordinary framing lumber, and the sheet of cells can be attached to pegboard. Before attaching the sheet of cells to pegboard (using caulk), you have to activate them using a soldering gun, but that isn't difficult.

Solar power is the cleanest, quietest, and among the least expensive forms of electrical power. The concept is spreading from homes and businesses to devices you use every day. Sharp is developing a solar-powered cell phone, and iUnika makes a solar powered netbook. There are even solar-powered lasers. The advantages of solar power generation over fossil fuel generation of power are obvious, particularly as the cost of fuel remains high. While solar power may not be able to take over from fossil fuel electricity generation in the near future, it is already contributing to greener homes and a cleaner environment.



