
RENEWABLES

Pointing the way
As the UK solar PV market settles down from the turbulence of the last 
two years, it’s time for the industry to embrace a business approach 
that is as sustainable as the technology currently supplied. David López 
discusses how focusing on maximising end-users’ return on investment 
offers greatest industry longevity.

T
he rollercoaster 
development of the UK 
photovoltaic market  
over the past couple 

of years is well documented 
and, arguably, old news in many 
respects. If we are to build a 
truly sustainable PV market, it is 
important to look beyond the 
hype and headlines in order 
to learn the real lessons of the 
industry’s development so far.

Massive growth in demand, an 
influx of new and inexperienced 
installers, multiple Feed-in Tariff 
cuts and an increasing prevalence 
of cheap – and often inferior – 
products are all symptoms of the 
reactive market situation. Right 
now, however, there is a real 
opportunity to take control and 
embrace a pro-active approach 
to the solar industry and – more 
importantly – its future.

False economy
Incorrect inverter choices, 
mounting system mistakes 

and the misconfiguration of 
strings were just some of the 
errors made by many new and 
inexperienced installers in the 
early days of the UK solar PV 
market, but it is now noticeable 
that it is the more competent and 
knowledgeable installers who are 
standing the test of time.

As our industry continues to 
mature, it’s not just completing 
installations correctly and 
efficiently that will be crucial 
to long term success. True 
longevity will be dependent on 
providing the most appropriate 
and effective products to meet 
customers’ long-term needs – 
rather than simply choosing the 
products with the lowest price. 

Two years ago, it was very 
popular for installers to use 
high-tech modules such as HIT 
(Heterojunction with Intrinsic Thin 
layer). More recently, however, 
the importance of maximising 
an installation’s output and 
performance has been 

overlooked by the desire to keep 
costs to an absolute minimum. 
Without in any way denying that 
market conditions are tough,  
and highly price-competitive, 
there is a genuine argument 
for retaining a focus on system 
output, as concentrating purely 
on minimising costs is often a 
false economy over the life of  
an installation.

Selling yourself short
‘Getting the most out of a PV 
system’ used to mean ensuring 
maximum output with a view 
to capitalising on the generous 
FIT available, but, in many cases, 
it now seems to mean simply 
minimising initial outlay, with little 
or no value being placed on the 
system output, which is sacrificed 
as a result. 

The concept of Return on 
Investment (ROI) should not be 
forgotten just because the FIT 
is now lower. In the long term 
interests of customer satisfaction 
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and its effect on our industry,  
it is important to remember the 
distinction between ‘cheapest’ 
and ‘best value’.

The key points to focus on are 
why the customer is investing in 
PV in the first place, what they 
want to get out of it and how 
you can offer a system that best 
meets this need. Offering such 
a system does not necessarily 
mean pricing yourself out of 
the market – making the right 
product choices and using the 
appropriate technology can  
cost surprisingly little more  
than a system that performs 
significantly less productively.

Outperform the competition
Although choosing the most 
suitable solar module obviously 
remains important, there are 
supplementary products available 
that increase each module’s 
yield. To get the most out of 
any PV system, it is necessary 
to first get the most out of each 
panel. The maximisers/optimisers 
available from manufacturers 
such as SolarEdge and Tigo 
Energy enable the performance 
of maximum power point tracking 
(MPPT) for each individual module 
and are basically DC-to-DC 
converter technology, which 
maximises the power harvest.

Many will be familiar with 
using maximisers in the context 
of problematic installations – for 
example, ones with shading 
issues or different module 
inclinations/orientations – but this 
technology can also improve the 
yield of installations where such 
problems don’t exist. 

Some of our customers at 
Krannich Solar use them for all 
their installations because the 
extra cost is minimal compared to 
inverters that don’t have optimiser 
equipment. The extra yield 
produced can pay for the minor 
additional outlay within only five 
years. After this, the additional 
system output is pure ROI for  
the customer – a powerful sales 
tool to set an installer apart from 
the competition.

A win-win situation
Maximiser technology uses a 
highly optimised algorithm to 
ensure that each module is kept 
at its MPP, preventing energy 
losses from module mismatch, 
partial shading, soiling, etc. 
For example, in independent 
laboratory tests, SolarEdge 
optimisers were found to increase 
system output by up to 25%.

When planning an installation 
that incorporates maximisers, 
many common issues are no 
longer problematic or prohibitive 
because it becomes possible to 
connect modules with different 
orientations and/or inclinations 
in the same string. Furthermore, 
different string lengths can be 
connected to the same inverter 
and different module types can 
even be used in a single string.

Equally, there are additional 
safety features that are beneficial 
during installation, maintenance 
or in an emergency situation 
because modules with optimisers/
maximisers do not emit any 
electricity when the inverter is 
inactive or when the strings  
are disconnected.

The next generation
In recognition of the value and 
benefits of optimiser technology, 
some module manufacturers are 
starting to develop modules with 
embedded power maximisers 
that are expected to begin 
entering the market soon. In 
the meantime, the optimisers/
maximisers currently available 
are a fantastic way to nurture the 
development and longevity of  
the solar industry by offering 
systems that best fulfil their 
primary objective of generating 
as much energy as possible.

It may well seem strange to 
suggest increasing installation 
quotes in such tough market 
conditions, but – with optimisers/
maximisers costing just a few 
additional pence per watt – it is 
possible to demonstrate how the 
system will perform significantly 
better with them and why that 
little extra investment will more 
than pay for itself.

Now that the market 
is stabilising, we have the 
opportunity to adopt a proactive 
approach and, by choosing 
products that offer customers 
the best value and ROI, we can 
lay the foundations for a truly 
respected, progressive and 
sustainable future in PV.  n
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