
Getting into  
hot water
In recent times, solar PV may have grabbed the nation’s attentions, 
but it is not the only option for homeowners looking to exploit the 
sun’s energy. Nigel Parkes highlights the benefits of solar thermal and 
the variety of systems available.

S
olar thermal is an 
excellent option for home 
and property owners to 
provide their hot water, 

with water heating accounting for 
around 25% of an average home’s 
combined annual energy bills.

A well designed and specified 
solar thermal system can provide 
an average of 60% of your hot 
water needs, which can rise 
to above 90% in the summer 
months when the days are longer.

Generally no planning 
permission is required (although 
planning permission may apply 
for conservation areas and listed 
buildings) to fit solar thermal 
collectors and retro-fit installation 
is just as simple as on new build 
properties. This makes it a very 
sensible, cost-effective solution for 
water heating.

Heating systems
Of course as solar thermal  
energy relies on the sun it  
cannot be employed as an 
independent heating system. 
Therefore, it is important to assess 
what other types of systems can 
be used to complement a solar 
thermal installation.

As it is a straight-forward and 
flexible technology to install, solar 
thermal can actually be adapted 
to work with both ground and air 
source heat pumps, conventional 
(hot water only) boilers, off-gas 
systems such as LPG or oil, and 
combi boilers.

Most people who opt to use 
solar thermal collectors will 
already be conscious about 
both the environment and 
the significant cost benefits 
of renewable energy systems. 

Therefore a popular heating 
combination in the UK – which 
supplements the hot water 
requirements in the winter – is  
to integrate solar thermal into 
either a ground or air source heat 
pump system.

For example, around 50% 
of the properties that UFW are 
installing with heat pumps are 
also being kitted out with solar 
thermal systems to provide  
hot water.

Solar thermal works particularly 
well with heat pumps because 
they like to work at a very low 
flow temperature to heat a house. 
Therefore, when a pump has 
to heat domestic hot water, it 
is working harder to reach the 
higher temperatures (necessary 
to kill off Legionella bacteria  
and meet hygiene safety 
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standards) and this is where  
costs can increase and the 
efficiency decrease.

However, if the majority of the 
DHW is being heated by another 
system (for example, solar 
thermal), the heat pump does 
not have to work as hard, saving 
money all year round.

Properties with a combi boiler 
are traditionally harder to fit out 
with solar thermal, and installers 
should be aware of a number  
of issues when considering this 
type of system.

Firstly, as with all solar thermal 
systems, a new cylinder needs to 
be installed, which could prove 
difficult as combi boilers are 
often fitted in smaller homes. Try 
looking in areas such as lofts or 
utility rooms for a possible site.

Secondly, some combi boilers 
accept pre-heated water – others 
do not. This varies according to 
the manufacturer, but there are 
parts available to adapt each 
boiler. However, it is crucial to 
consult the manufacturer directly 
when dealing with this particular 

issue. Once the part is available, 
the installation should be  
fairly easy.

Finally, when considering 
installing a solar thermal system 
with a combi boiler, be aware  
that because these boilers 
are already regarded as 
highly efficient, the benefits of 
integration might not stack up. 
However, at UFW, we have found 
these systems are often being 
combined in certain properties 
as a simple way of meeting the 
Code for Sustainable Homes.

For conventional boiler 
systems, there will be an existing 
hot water storage vessel that 
would have to removed and 
replaced with a twin coil version 
– the same applies for those in 
off-gas areas with LPG or heating 
oil boilers.

This is a fairly simple procedure, 
although for the off-gas projects 
UFW has worked on, when fitting 
solar thermal people are tending 
to replace their whole heating 
system in favour of ground or air 
source heat pumps.

THE FINANCIAL INCENTIVE
A perfectly designed domestic solar thermal system, which 
is specified and installed correctly on a south-facing roof, 
should be able to gain most of the initial outlay costs back 
from the RHI and original fuel savings in around seven years.

The RHI for domestic properties is set to be introduced 
in summer 2013 and the current proposed payment for 
domestic solar thermal installations is 17.3p/kWh, with 
the deadline for consultations set for December 7. The 
Government is proposing that the RHI is put in place for 
seven years as a driver for consumers to regain the majority 
of the installation costs.

As the expected lifetime of a Solar Thermal system is 
25 years, property owners will still get fuel cost savings 
for many years after proposed RHI payment period is up. 
Each property and installation is of course different, and it 
is important to consult fully with consumers on potential 
payback periods on a job-to-job basis.

Until the domestic RHI scheme is launched, the 
Government has set aside £25 million for the RHI Premium 
Payment (RHPP). For solar thermal systems, £300 is available 
– regardless of the type of heating system it runs alongside. 

Types of panels
Installers can either recommend 
flat panel collectors or evacuated 
tube collectors. Both have their 
pros and cons, and while the flat 
panels may be more aesthetically 
pleasing to most people – as 
well being slightly cheaper – the 
evacuated tubes use a vacuum 
that greatly increases efficiency 
during colder weather.

Although there is little 
difference in performance 
between the two in the summer, 
during colder months, an 
evacuated tube system can be 
up to 30% more efficient than 
conventional flat plates. Both use 
a simple coil heating system, 
which in turn heats the water for 
a property.

In the past, most people have 
opted to use flat plate collectors 
as they are kinder on the eye  
– however, at UFW, we are 

definitely noticing a swing 
towards evacuated tubes. We 
believe that this is because both 
installers and consumers are 
generally more educated about 
the benefits and are choosing 
efficiency over aesthetics.

Installer training
Solar thermal systems are one 
of the easiest renewable energy 
technologies to install. Therefore, 
it is expected that most installers 
in the heating, plumbing and 
electrical industries would not 
face any problems in training up 
in this area.

However, consumers will be 
looking for an MCS accredited 
installer to qualify for the RHI 
and, therefore, it is always 
recommended to attend a 
reputable BPEC-accredited 
training course.  ■


