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Will photovoltaic power work on my site?

By Addie Armato
Photovoltaic systems harness the power of sunlight to create electricity. They have become increasingly popular in recent years as the price of electricity has increased. Though costs have come down, PV systems are still quite expensive, and the energy they produce costs several times that of utility-supplied energy.

Photovoltaic systems are most commonly installed on the roofs of homes, garages, carports, greenhouses, and other structures. But they can also be installed vertically against a wall of a home, as part of an awning, or near the ground as a free-standing structure.

Some sites perform better than others for producing photovoltaic power. The size and orientation of your home, the presence of shade, and possible zoning restrictions all affect the location of a PV system. A PV system will produce the most power when it is exposed to sunshine for as long as possible each day. Any shading, from trees or an adjoining building, will reduce the system’s output. But a little shade is acceptable, especially if it crosses the photovoltaic panels early or late in the day. Shading issues are usually the worst in the winter when the sun’s altitude is lowest and shadows are the longest.

For many building owners, the roof is the preferred site for a PV array because it is out of the way, close to the existing electrical system, and above many objects that cast shade. Most rooftop systems are mounted on racks that stand above the roof. These racks can hold PV panels at either the same slope as the roof surface, or at a steeper angle that optimizes the exposure to incoming solar energy. Rooftop systems can also utilize solar “shingles,” thin-film modules that take the place of standard roofing shingles.

For more information on photovoltaic systems, visit the website of the National Renewable Energy Lab at www.nrel.gov/solar.  Also, Chris Dorsi is a nationally recognized energy expert for Saturn Resource Management, Inc. For more free energy-saving tips, visit the Saturn website at www.srmi.biz.

Pointe Coupee Electric offers residential energy efficiency seminars for groups of eight or more.  If you would like more information about the seminars, please call the Member Services Department at 225-638-3751.

