
Rise in thermals
Better insulated homes, green building 
regulations and the rising cost of fossil 

fuels mean installers should prepare for the 
resurgence of solar thermal, Darren McMahon, 

Viessmann’s Marketing Manager, explains.

T
he exploitation of solar 
energy is not a modern 
phenomenon, but the 
fuel stores that nature 

has built up over millions of years 
are not inexhaustible. As fossil fuel 
supplies are being depleted, so 
prices are rising.

The heating technology industry 
is working hard to find ways to use 
these resources responsibly and 
to ensure that heating will remain 
affordable in the future. Renewable 
technologies such as solar thermal 
are central both to this future 
vision and to the Government’s 
targets to cut greenhouse 
emissions by 80% by 2050.

But in spite of what it can offer, 
sales of solar thermal technology 
have somewhat stalled in the past 
couple of years, mainly due to 
the more favourable, financially-
attractive incentives offered by 
solar PV. It could be argued that 
sales from early adopters have now 
been satisfied and that many of the  
homeowners who are keen to buy 
into renewables have already given 
up their roof space to panels for 
electricity generation as opposed 
to heating for hot water. 

Furthermore, there has 
been no domestic RHI to give 
the technology much needed 
momentum and to allow it to 
compete against PV. As a result, 
the UK’s solar thermal market has 
contracted by half in the last two 
years, according to Consult BRG 
and the Heating and Hotwater 
Industry Council (HHIC).

Despite market stagnation, we 
believe several factors are coming 
together to signal a brighter 
future for solar thermal in years 
to come. Installers of gas boilers 
should take note as the simplest 
renewable technology of all is  
not going to go away.

Improved insulation
The justification for using solar 
thermal to reduce fossil fuel 
energy usage and offset rising 
fuel costs will increase as homes 
become better insulated.

A conventional house today 
with traditional insulation has 
a proportional split of around 
80:20 between energy used for 
central heating and domestic hot 

water (DHW). This is significant 
because, in this country, solar 
energy is mostly used to heat 
the smaller proportion of DHW, 
which means the largest energy 
demand remains unaffected. 
Insulation levels are improving 
all the time thanks to planning 
regulations, building guidelines 
such as the Code for Sustainable 
Homes, modern construction 
materials and methods, and even 
retrofit initiatives such as the new 
Green Deal and ECO. 

This translates into a reduction 
in the amount of energy required 
for central heating and a 
consequential rise in the proportion 
of energy used for DHW, which in 
turn helps solar thermal to play 
a much greater role in reducing 
overall energy usage. 

Take three houses: one 
constructed in 1984 (a typical 
example of many poorly-insulated 
homes across the country), 
another in 2013 and a property 
built to PassivHaus specifications 
(zero-carbon PassivHaus homes 
built to Code for Sustainable 
Homes level 6 requirements from 
2016 onwards). 

All three homes are located in 
Cambridge,have DHW usage of 
160 litres per day at 50°C and a 
floor area of 120m2. However, due 
to their differing insulation levels, 
the three properties have heat 
loss measurements of 14.4kW, 
7.2kW and 1.2kW respectively.

All three homes are fitted  
with the same heating products 
(four Vitosol 200-F solar thermal 
flat plate collectors, a boiler  
and a Vitocell 750 litre cylinder),  
but, despite this, the levels of 
energy required to heat the 
house are staggeringly different. 
As shown in Figure 1, poor 
insulation means the 1980s 
home’s total energy requirement 
is more than ten times greater 
than that of the PassivHaus 
property. But what does this 
mean for the homeowners?

DHW consumption is consistent 
across all three properties used 
in our calculation, as hot water 
demand largely remains the 
same. When also considering 
the ‘top up’ contribution from 
the 750 litre thermal store to 
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the space heating, however, 
solar thermal replaces almost 
10% of the boiler contribution 
for a traditional home, 16% for 
a present day home, and 58% 
for the PassivHaus home. The 
ratio between DHW and central 
heating transforms from 80:20 to 
60:40 in the PassivHaus home.

Rising cost of fossil fuels
Another factor that points 
towards a more favourable future 
for solar thermal is rising fossil 
fuel prices. Today’s calculations 
show that many substitutions for 
fossil fuel energy using renewable 
energy, be it for DHW alone 
or central heating, will leave 
consumers better off.

Ofgem estimates that between 
2004 and 2011, the overall 
average increase in utility bills 
for consumers was £295 for gas 
and £160 for electricity. According 
to Ofgem, this is due to the 
implications of high oil prices and 
declining UK gas supplies. With 
costs driven up by wholesale 
price increases and manipulations 
by authorities aiming to make 
renewable energy sources more 
attractive, the graph above 
indicates just how sharp this 
increase has been. 

Reviewing the utility price 
reporting statistics, the index price 
for gas has doubled between 
2004 and 2012 (see Figure 2). If 
we assume that the price doubles 
again between now and 2020, 
the true value of using solar 
thermal for heating and hot water 
becomes clear. These potential 
increases in our fuel consumption 
costs are ones that consumers 
are either going to have to bear 
or be able to offset in some way. 

Currently, solar thermal 
represents one of the most 

effective ways of future-proofing 
our homes against these 
increases, especially when 
you consider that with the 
combination of fuel savings and 
payments under the domestic 
RHI could range between £650 
and £760 per year – with the fuel 
savings continuing even after the 
RHI payments have ceased.

The future:  
a Germanic approach?
At Viessmann, we believe that  
the UK could make an even 
greater case for solar thermal in 
future by following the German 
example and sizing solar thermal 
systems so that they can deliver  
a greater proportion of heat to 
the space heating.

In Germany, well in excess of 
50% of the total installed collector 
area nationwide is used in solar 
thermal systems that not only 
deliver DHW heating, but also 
provide central heating backup. 
Contrastingly, the percentage of 
British homes equipped with solar 
thermal that employ it in this way 
remains in single figures. Why?

One reason might be that 
Britain is reputed to have the 
oldest housing stock in Europe, 
and as such the footprint of its 
homes is smaller on average. For 
solar thermal to effectively deliver 
space heating, a significantly 
larger area is often required. 

Another reason may be that 
UK fuel prices have remained 
lower compared to elsewhere in 
Europe (see Figure 3) so there’s 
been no real driver for property 
developers to readdress housing 
efficiency. That is, until now.

The Government’s green 
targets mean renewable solutions 
such as solar thermal will be 
able to make significantly greater 
contribution to our everyday lives 
in years to come. Solar thermal 
already plays a role in reducing 
energy demand and future-proofing 
consumers against future energy 
price rises. It’s set to support 
future homes programmes 
because of its ability to reduce 
the energy demand even further. 
And moreover, if the Government 
is looking to drastically cut carbon 
emissions by 2020, solar thermal 
is hard to ignore, offering savings 
of 60%. With a promising future 
ahead, installers would be  
wise not to turn their backs  
on solar thermal.  n

Figure 3. UK gas prices remain significantly low compared to elsewhere in Europe, as shown  
in this chart of the price of domestic gas (pence/kWh, January to June 2012) across the EU.
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Figure 2. As we all use less energy, it seems apparent we will have to pay more for what we 
continue to use. The graph shows UK index fuel prices from 1970 to 2012, relative to 1987 at 100.

Figure 1. Solar thermal contribution significantly 
increases with a reduction in overall energy use.
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