
While case studies and installer examples often focus on large 
properties, renewable technologies can be viable options for smaller 
homes. Andrew Grimsley highlights the main factors to consider 
when promoting microgeneration solutions.

R
enewable systems  
are already being 
fitted into a range of 
properties of various 

shapes and sizes, and the owners 
of small properties are just as 
likely to want to take advantage 
as the owners of bigger homes. 

With the advent of the Green 
Deal, the RHPP and imminent 
launch of the RHI, there are 
increasing numbers of renewable 
technology options for smaller 
homes – and smaller budgets – 
and that can only be good news 
for installers.

Solar thermal
The most straightforward 
renewable installation option for 
new and existing homes is solar 
thermal collectors. A solar system 
that has been correctly specified 
for the property and its occupants 
– in accordance with the latest 
SAP guidelines – is likely to 

produce about half of the annual 
hot water demand. It is important 
to remember that the figure of 
50% is an annual average, and, 
in practice, around 90% of the 
demand will be met in July and 
only 10% in December. 

The two main things to look 
at when you are assessing the 
project are roof orientation and 
space for a twin-coil cylinder.  
A roof that faces due south will 
allow the solar collectors to gain 
as much heat from the sun as 
possible, though one that faces 
anywhere between south-east 
and south-west will perform well. 

The usual configuration is a 
two-panel array but this depends 
on the hot water load – in the 
case of a small property, one 
could be sufficient. Panels are 
simple to install – either in the 
roof with a flashing kit, on the 
roof attached to a frame, or fixed 
to an angled frame on a flat roof.

As a twin-coil cylinder can be 
taller than a standard model, it 
is necessary to ensure there is 
sufficient space available when 
planning where it will be fitted. 
There also needs to be sufficient 
space for the solar control module 
that is usually fixed to a wall. 

Air source heat pumps
The fact that the unit sits outside 
the property - with connections 
through to a storage cylinder 
inside - makes air source heat 
pumps a relatively simple 
installation. They are an energy-
efficient heat source as long as 
the system is well designed and 
specified in association with a 
suitable low-temperature heating 
system such as UFH. 

In practice, this means that the 
building should have sufficient 
insulation to allow the unit to 
perform effectively. The heating 
system chosen is also important 
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as the lower the flow temperature 
from the heat pump, the higher the 
Coefficient of Performance (CoP). 
The most appropriate heat  
emitter is likely to be underfloor 
heating with a designed flow 
temperature below 50°C. The 
alternatives are oversized traditional 
radiators, which are likely to take 
up unacceptably large areas of wall 
space, or low-temperature radiators. 

If the homeowner is applying 
for funding under the RHPP or 
Green Deal, the installation must 
follow the MIS3005 guidelines 
for appropriate siting, which is 
obviously far easier to achieve 
with a small unit. 

HP cylinders and buffer 
tanks for heat pumps
A cylinder suitable for use with  
a heat pump will be needed and, 
in a small property, it is best to 
source a compact model such  
as the EnergyMaster HP 215.  
A 255-litre version also exists 
with a solar coil at the bottom 
of the cylinder and, unusually, is 
designed for a single solar in-roof 
panel system. 

Similarly, when choosing a 
buffer tank, it is worth considering 
those that have been developed 
with space-saving in mind. 
The BufferBox100 has been 
specifically sized to fit into a 
traditional airing cupboard and 
designed to bear the weight of 
the hot water cylinder – saving 
space by placing the two 
components on a single footprint. 

Underfloor heating
Installing underfloor heating 
to integrate with a heat pump 
ensures optimum performance 
levels and the lowest potential 
flow temperatures. In new-builds, 
a heat pump and underfloor 
heating is a familiar specification, 
but for refurbishment properties, 
radiators have traditionally been 
the only option, due to the issue 
of floor height build-up. 

To address this, there are now 
low-height systems that can be 
laid on top of the existing floor 
deck with minimal disruption to 
door frames, skirting boards, etc. 

These generally consist  
of either floating polystyrene 
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Compact

systems with heat diffuser plates, 
a layer of routed chipboard or a 
gypsum-based routed layer such 
as Nu-Heat’s LoPro10. Each has  
its merits and drawbacks:
•	 The	polystyrene	system	 

is very lightweight and has  
quick response times but  
needs a thick deck on top, 
which adds height.

•	 The	routed	chipboard	is	 
robust but does not conduct 
heat particularly well, which  
can affect efficiency.

•	 The	routed	gypsum-based	
product conducts heat very 
well, is the slimmest of the 
options, and tiles and stone 
flooring can be laid directly  

on top with just a standard  
de-coupling layer. However,  
like the chipboard option, it 
requires careful handling and 
storage on site.

By installing solar thermal 
or an ASHP with underfloor 
heating everybody wins – the 
homeowner has a heating and/
or hot water system that saves 
them money, and installers can 
maximise earnings from the job 
while spreading the message 
that renewables can be used 
effectively in smaller homes.  n


