
policy conditions, have flooded 
the market with a tranche of 
low-priced products, providing 
installers with poor products, poor 
support, or both.

Solar manufacturers need to 
take the time to understand their 
customers better. It is no longer 
good enough to mass produce 
panels and let someone else 
worry about how they end up 
on a roof. Those who do try to 
understand the business priorities 
of their installers will naturally 
begin to evolve from simply 
building panels to providing the 
innovative products and services 
that their installer partners require. 

This in turn will help installers 
to continue to increase their 
competence and grow their 
business, which can only be a 
good thing for the industry as  
a whole.

Installation capacity
As an example, a key issue for 
installers is the amount of time it 
takes to complete an installation. 
The faster an installation can 
occur, the greater the capacity 
that exists in the company 
against its labour overheads. Key 
to reducing installation time is the 
mounting system used for the 
solar panels. Understanding this, 
Trina Solar has introduced a new 
mounting system (Trinamount) 
that drastically reduces the time  
it takes to fit a PV system onto 
a roof. 

A second area where solar 
manufacturers need to improve 
is in providing a high standard 
of product and technical support 
so that installers are able to 
maintain their knowledge and 
skills, and provide their customers 
with high-quality service. Even 
today, only a few high-end 
manufacturers (including Trina 
Solar) provide information, 
hands-on product training, and 
marketing and sales support 
through a combination of online 
seminars and on-site workshops. 

While understanding and 
accommodating the needs of the 
local installer community will be 
crucial to ensuring the continued 
survival and success of solar PV 
manufacturers, their diversification 
into full service provision should 
not be limited to installation 
speed and installer education. 
Despite challenging economic 
conditions in many countries, 
manufacturers must realise the 
importance of continued research 
and development investment 
to secure their positions as 
technological innovators in a 
crowded marketplace.

While there is a clear need to 
look beyond the panel to the 
services surrounding it, the panel 
itself should not be neglected. 
As with any technology-driven 
industry, solar PV is extremely  
fast moving. Manufacturers 
will need to maintain, or 
even increase, their product 
development investment if they 
are to remain leaders of the pack 
in terms of product performance 
and efficiency.

Real-world results
The panel manufacturer’s 
perennial concern is to drive 
product efficiency up while 
bringing costs down. A key 
indicator of success in this 
regard is the speed with which 
the performance of solar panels 
in lab testing can be replicated 
in the shape of good-value 

and affordable products on a 
customer’s roof. Trina Solar’s track 
record here is strong: our Honey 
technology platform achieved a 
world record 274Wp in September 
2011, extending this to 284.7Wp in 
May 2012. 

But while laboratory testing 
is important, the litmus test 
will always be the reality of 
a module’s performance in a 
variety of weather and light level 
conditions. It is vital that, however 
impressive a panel’s performance 
in the controlled conditions of the 
laboratory, it is able to continue 
delivering high efficiency even as 
the clouds roll in. As demand for 
solar PV installations continues 
to rise, manufacturers will feel 
increasing pressure to continually 
provide the best value proposition 
to installers and end users in 
terms of module efficiency and 
overall power output.

Power to develop
As the solar PV industry 
continues to develop, it will 
become increasingly important 
for manufacturers to expand 
their operations beyond just solar 
energy generation. Storage of 
solar energy remains a relatively 
new concept in the context of 
residential installations, but with 
Feed-in Tariffs continuing to fall 
and set eventually to be removed 
entirely, it will become more and 
more important that end-users 
are able to store the surplus 

energy generated by  
their installations. 

Developments in solar 
energy storage will also 
benefit the utilities sector, 
enabling companies to smooth 
over the peaks and troughs 
created by sudden changes in 
generation capacity. For these 
reasons, it will be important for 
manufacturers to either invest in 
the new technology or to develop 
partnerships with existing players 
in the sector as part of an holistic 
approach to delivering value from 
the services surrounding module 
manufacturing.

The traditional solar PV 
business model – with its 
demarcation of the manufacturer, 
distributor, installer, and consumer 
markets, and fixed ideas of the 
relationships between them – is  
ill-suited to the demands placed 
on manufacturers by the 
changing shape of the industry.

Working together
As Government policy moves 
away from subsidisation of solar 
PV, manufacturers will no longer 
be able to rely on Feed-in Tariffs 
to attract customers and remain 
profitable. If they are to survive 
the move to self-sustainability, 
they will need to broaden 
their focus and work more 
collaboratively with the installer 
and distributor community to 
provide solutions that address 
their particular needs.  ■

Survival of
the fittest

R
eports of my death are 
greatly exaggerated… 
Representatives of the 
UK solar PV industry 

may have been tempted to turn 
to Mark Twain’s famous remark 
to address recent, somewhat-
sensationalist claims that 
reductions to Feed-in Tariff levels 
will kill the UK solar market.

Certainly, the industry has  
gone through some challenging 
times, but the current level of  
16p/kWh continues to represent 
good value for consumers.  
Feed-in Tariffs have played a 
crucial role in establishing solar 
PV in the public consciousness 
and making it financially viable for 
installers and consumers. They 

will continue to do so even as  
we move towards a self-sustaining 
industry in which they are no 
longer required. 

The Government’s recently-
unveiled agenda for the gradual 
phasing out of the subsidy 
will provide a measure of 
predictability for the market, 
helping installers plan for 
and adapt to changes more 
confidently and effectively.

Popular PV
Solar PV is a popular option for 
many. A recent YouGov poll of 
2,800 people on their views 
about renewable energy found 
that 85% were in favour of 
legislative action to force energy 

companies to reduce their 
reliance on imported fossil fuels, 
and more than one in five (21%) 
named solar PV as their preferred 
source of renewable energy for 
the next decade.

So, with a stable tariff system 
in place and a market that 
recognises the value of solar 
for their energy needs, what 
are the challenges to solar PV 
manufacturers? To answer this 
question, manufacturers need  
to look in the mirror and see  
how they are operating as a 
business. There needs to be 
a complete re-think of their 
approach to the market. 

A number of manufacturers, 
looking to exploit favourable 
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Ben Hill joined Trina Solar in 
April 2009 and is currently 
serving as President of Trina 
Solar Europe. He has over 
24 years of experience in 
the photovoltaic industry 
and, prior to joining Trina 
Solar, he spent over 10 
years at BP Solar, serving 
in both Germany and 
Spain and in various senior 
positions including Sales 
and Marketing Director 
for Europe, Africa and the 
Middle East.
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Modules alone will not be enough to keep manufacturers afloat in the 
solar PV market of the future, says Ben Hill. Instead, they must move 
with the times and reposition themselves as holistic solutions providers.

›› It is no longer  
good enough to mass 
produce panels and let 
someone else worry 
about how they end  
up on a roof.‹‹

TO SUM UP

›	 Solar industry needs to rethink its approach as tariff rates 
will not be enough to attract customers.

›	 Installers need better support, innovative products and 
reliable aftercare.

›	 New products will need to show impressive results outside 
of the laboratory too.

›	 The next big challenge for the solar industry is effective 
storage of surplus energy. 


