
Solar energy:  

A beginner’s guide 
(updated April 2012) 



There’s two types of solar panels 

Photovoltaic 

(PV) systems 
Hot 

water 
Electricity 

Hot water 

systems 



Solar hot water systems 

• Cost about £3-4000 

• You’ll need a new hot 

water tank 

• Provide most/all your 

hot water from April-Oct 

• Save about half your 

hot water heating bill 

• Payback time about 20 

years? 

• New government 

subsidies on the way, 

but not available until 

later in 2012 

How they work 

1.  Sun heats 

up fluid in 

collector 

2.  Fluid is pumped through a 

heat exchanger in your hot water 

tank – and heats the water 



PV systems – how they work 

2. Inverter 

converts to AC 

3. Either Used in house 

1. Sunlight converted to 

electricity (DC) 

Any surplus 

exported to Grid 



Three ways of earning money 

Either You save on 

every unit you 

use yourself 

You are paid for every 

unit you generate 

You earn extra for 

every unit you 

export 

The economics 

changed 

radically in April 

2010 when a 

‘Feed in Tariff’ 

system was 

introduced 

(guaranteed for 

25 years) 

This is the 

big earner 



How much power will I generate? 
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Actual data from a 

2.9 kW (14 panel) 

system installed 

in Steyning 

 

Units generated in 

first year:  

2565 kWh  

 

Best week:  

102 kWh 

 

Worst week:  

6 kWh 

 

1.48 tonnes of 

CO2 saved 

 

Cut electricity bill 

by two thirds 

 
Actual data from 8 The Ridings (see www.1010steyning.org or details) 

http://www.1010steyning.org/


How much does PV cost? 

• Depends on how big the system is 

• Typically £5-8,000 for a domestic system 
(prices have fallen recently) 

• There’s two ways of paying: 

 You pay for installation and you own the 

system 

 A company pays and they own it (‘rent-a-roof’ 

schemes) 

 

 



A concrete example: How much will 

I earn in Year 1? 
This is what  

I’ll generate 

Units 

(kWh) 

Total PV 

generated 
1,743 

Used in house 

(35%) 
610 

Sold back to 

grid (65%) 
1,133 

This is what  

I’ll earn 
@ 

£ per 

year 

Income from 

generation tariff 

Savings on 

electricity bill 

Income from 

selling to grid 

Total Figure for a medium-sized (2 kW) 

system on a South-facing roof 

where you pay for the installation 

Data from the investment calculator on the Solar Advanced Systems website 

(see http://www.solaradvancedsystems.co.uk/investment.html for details) 

http://www.solaradvancedsystems.co.uk/investment.html


This is what  

I’ll generate 

Units 

(kWh) 

Total PV 

generated 
1,743 

Used in house 

(35%) 
610 

Sold back to 

grid (65%) 
1,133 

This is what  

I’ll earn 
@ 

£ per 

year 

Income from 

generation tariff 
21p 

Savings on 

electricity bill 
14.4p 

Income from 

selling to grid 
3.1p 

Total 

A concrete example: How much will 

I earn in Year 1? 

Data from the investment calculator on the Solar Advanced Systems website 

(see http://www.solaradvancedsystems.co.uk/investment.html for details) 

Figure for a medium-sized (2 kW) 

system on a South-facing roof 

where you pay for the installation 

http://www.solaradvancedsystems.co.uk/investment.html


This is what  

I’ll generate 

Units 

(kWh) 

Total PV 

generated 
1,743 

Used in house 

(35%) 
610 

Sold back to 

grid (65%) 
1,133 

This is what  

I’ll earn 
@ 

£ per 

year 

Income from 

generation tariff 
21p £366 

Savings on 

electricity bill 
14.4p £88 

Income from 

selling to grid 
3.1p £35 

Total £489 

A concrete example: How much will 

I earn in Year 1? 

Data from the investment calculator on the Solar Advanced Systems website 

(see http://www.solaradvancedsystems.co.uk/investment.html for details) 

Figure for a medium-sized (2 kW) 

system on a South-facing roof 

where you pay for the installation 

http://www.solaradvancedsystems.co.uk/investment.html


Now the really good news 

This is what  

I’ll earn 
@ 

£ per 

year 

Income from 

generation tariff 
21p £366 

Savings on 

electricity bill 
14.4p £88 

Income from 

selling to grid 
3.1p £35 

Total £489 

Capital cost of system: £5,700    Payback time: 9.5 years  

This is 

index 

linked 

(based on 

RPI) 

This is 

going up 

all the time 

(14.4p/unit 

this year)  

This is 

tax free 

Data from the investment calculator on the Solar Advanced Systems website 

(see http://www.solaradvancedsystems.co.uk/investment.html for details) 

Allowing 

for 

inflation, 

and other 

factors 

http://www.solaradvancedsystems.co.uk/investment.html


How rent-a-roof schemes work 

You get free 

electricity when the 

sun’s shining (save 

£140-£300/year) 

The company benefits 

from the generation 

tariff 

The company 

earns extra for 

every unit 

exported 

The rental 

company pays 

the full cost of 

installation ! 

You sign a 25 

year contract 

They pay for 

maintenance & 

insurance 



Comparison of the two approaches 

You pay for 

the panels 

Rent-a-roof 

schemes 

Who pays the capital cost? You do The company 

Savings on electricity bill Yes Yes 

Who benefits from a 

profitable green investment 
You do The company 

Saves on CO2 emissions Yes Yes 

Roof requirements 
Need a good 

roof 

Need a great 

roof 

Data from 8 The Ridings (see www.1010steyning.org or details) 

http://www.1010steyning.org/


What makes a good roof? 

• South-facing is best (rent-a-roof companies 

will require this) 

• South-east to South-west is good 

• East or West facing may be possible 

• Not too many obstructions (dormer windows, 

chimneys) 

• Not shaded 

• Not in conservation area 



Why is this a good time to go solar? 

• The current feed-in tariff is only guaranteed 

for systems installed before the end of June 

2012, and will be less generous after that 

• Energy prices are going up fast 

• It’s a guaranteed investment giving an 

excellent rate of return 

• Start making a difference to your carbon 

footprint 

• Make hay while the sun shines! 



But before you dive in: 

Make sure 

you’ve done the 

basics first ! 

 
Your house 

needs to have 

an Energy 

Performance 

Certificate 

rating of band D 

or better 

 



The small print 

• Caveat emptor! 

• Steyning 10:10 and the Greening Campaign 

cannot take any responsibility for any contracts 

you enter in to 

• We advise you to get several quotes, and follow 

up references 

• Please send a photo when your system is 

installed, so we can build up a collection, and 

see how the solar campaign is going! 

• There’s more info at: www.1010steyning.org 


