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More than Hot Air

Solar thermal energy, or “solar hot water,” may not get much hype,
but don’t count it out of the renewable energy equation.

Solar thermal panels, like the ones on this rooftop, heat up under the sun’s rays and transfer the heat to water.
They can harness more solar energy than high-tech photovoltaic cells. [Credit: John Moriarty, flickr.com]
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In October 2007, John Delano was looking for ways to reduce his carbon footprint. Although his home
in Troy, NY, was already greener than most — it has a solar photovoltaic system that converts the sun’s
energy into electricity — he noticed it was costing him quite a bit of power to heat his water. So Delano,
a professor at the University at Albany, decided to invest in a solar thermal system — panels that soak
up the sun's rays and use the energy to heat up water. “And it worked like a charm,” he says. Now, with
both systems in place, there are about five months in the vear when he only pays 10 dollars for
electricity from a conventional power plant (although his bill is a little higher during the late fall and
winter months). What surprised Delano was that the solar water heating turned out to be more
cost-effective than the photovoltaice cells.
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