
Thermal expansion

T
he long-awaited 
domestic RHI launched 
in April, offering a 
tariff rate of 19.2p per 

kilowatt hour of renewable heat 
for solar thermal water heating 
systems, payable for seven 
years. The Energy Saving Trust 
estimates that this could result 
in an income of £330 for a four-
person household – in addition 
to reduced energy bills. This  
of course makes solar thermal  
a more attractive proposition, 
and we are all hoping that it  
will provide the industry with  
a much-needed boost.  

For a solar thermal system 
to work effectively and achieve 
optimum savings, however, 
there are certain factors for the 
installer to consider. As with any 
cylinder installation, it’s crucial 
to assess how much hot water 
the occupants actually use. The 
household needs to be making 
the most out of the solar energy 
to make it viable. 

Usage considerations
It’s important to check whether 
electric showers (which are 
fed by cold mains water rather 
than a cylinder) are fitted and to 
consider that modern household 
appliances such as dishwashers 
and washing machines are  
often cold fill.

The roof is obviously a huge 
consideration too. It should 
ideally be south facing – south 
east and south west are an 
option, but it’s important to 
remember that performance will 
be reduced in accordance with 
how far the angle varies from 
the direct south position.

At the very least, a site 
survey should be carried out 

to establish the best location 
for the collectors, and to decide 
whether flat plate or evacuated 
tubes are most appropriate. 
Some companies – Heatrae 
Sadia included – have solar 
simulation software to help.  

The actual roof type itself 
shouldn’t make a difference – 
there are fixing kits available 
for both tile and slate. There 
are even solutions for flat roofs, 
where evacuated tubes or 
A-frames can be installed.

The installer must also ensure 
that any trees or buildings in 
close proximity to the dwelling 
aren’t going to shade the 
collectors. In summer, there are 
obviously more leaves on trees, 
so this must be considered if 
the site is being assessed in the 
autumn or winter.  

If the assessment of the 
household’s hot water usage 
and the site survey or simulation 
reveals that a solar thermal 
installation is viable, it is 
important to choose high-
quality components, otherwise 
the energy savings might be 
completely negated and the 
end-user left disappointed. 
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With the domestic RHI (Renewable Heat 
Incentive) now up and running, installers 
could see increased interest in solar 
thermal water heating. Jon Cockburn 
provides some advice on how to ensure 
that such a system performs efficiently. 

››With an increased 
surface area to 
give better thermal 
transfer, a dedicated 
coil provides 
maximum efficiency 
and heat output from 
the solar energy.‹‹

For ease, an installer can 
choose to purchase all the 
necessary parts as one package 
from a single manufacturer or 
supplier. This can also simplify 
product warranties, technical 
support and aftercare.  

To ensure the highest quality 
solar thermal collectors are  
being selected, installers can 
look for the Solar Keymark and a 
product with a high-performance 
absorber area.

Meanwhile, it’s important to 
choose a high-quality hot water 
cylinder with an appropriate 
proportion of its volume dedicated 
to solar energy. Cylinder sizing 
needs to allow for the fact that 
the usable hot water derived  
from solar energy will vary.

Energy variations
In the UK, solar gain differs 
throughout the year – during the 
winter months it will be significantly 
reduced because there is less 
sunlight and fewer daylight hours. 
Since the property will sometimes 
be almost totally dependent on 
the supplementary fuel source 
(usually gas or electricity) for water 
heating, the cylinder should still 
be capable of meeting normal hot 
water demands. This means that 
the non-dedicated solar volume 
must be sized accordingly.

At Heatrae Sadia, we 
recommend that true solar 

cylinders should have a 
dedicated solar heating coil. 
With an increased surface area 
to give better thermal transfer, a 
dedicated coil provides maximum 
efficiency and heat output from 
the solar energy.  

Thinking ahead
Furthermore, solar thermal 
cylinders should also be well-
insulated. After all, once the sun’s 
energy has heated up the water – 
essentially for free – it’s crucial for 
heat loss to be minimised.  

It’s worth mentioning that 
even if a homeowner isn’t quite 
financially ready for a full solar 
thermal installation, it could still 
be worth them becoming ‘solar 
ready’ by installing a solar thermal 
cylinder with two coils. Then the 
remaining parts of the system, 
such as the collectors and pump 
station, can be added in the 
future when the necessary funds 
become available.

Installers looking to get involved  
with solar thermal installations 
should invest in training and 
MCS (Micro Certification Scheme) 
accreditation – especially as for a 
homeowner to qualify for the RHI, 
the renewable products must be 
fitted by an MCS installer. As part 
of the recent domestic RHI launch, 
the Government announced a 
Training Support Scheme, where 
a £650,000 fund has been made 

HOW IT WORKS
Solar thermal water heating systems work by  
collecting free solar energy via panels or evacuated  
tubes positioned on a property’s roof, which is then  
used to provide a proportion of domestic hot water.  
The technology still relies on fossil fuels to a certain 
degree, as a supplementary gas boiler or electric 
immersion heater is required to bring the water up to 
the required temperature (at least 600C to kill legionella 
bacteria) when necessary. However, solar energy can 
provide all of a property’s hot water during the summer 
– and up to 60% of an annual demand. And even on cold, 
cloudy days, the solar radiation will still be preheating  
the water in the cylinder – saving gas or electricity.

available to help installers gain 
the qualifications they need to 
become MCS certified and install 
and maintain domestic renewable 
heating technologies. For further 
information, installers should visit 
www.rhitraining.co.uk

Solar thermal water heating can 
help to save energy and reduce 
fuel costs, and now the RHI is here 
we could start to see increased 
demand. However, to ensure 
savings are achieved, it is essential 
to carry out an assessment of hot 
water usage and a site survey, 
and to select high-quality, high-
performing products, whether 
purchased as part of a package 
or as individual components.  n

THE PERFECT PACKAGE
The Megaflo solar package comprises the collectors, the 
cylinder, the pump station, controls and roof fittings. Unlike 
most manufacturers, Heatrae Sadia offers horizontal as well 
as vertical collectors (whether in-roof, on-roof or A-frame) 
with in roof sizes going up to 2.5 m – ideal for larger buildings. 
Fittings are available for slate or tile roofs, ensuring that the 
collectors can be fitted on every conceivable type of roof. 
Megaflo Eco Solar cylinders are also available separately in  
a range of capacities.

Prefabricated solar thermal cylinders have  
recently been introduced to simplify installations  
      and reduce the time involved. To more information,  
            visit www.installeronline.co.uk/solarthermal

The Megaflo Eco Solar (far left) is available 
in a range of capacities, while the Megaflo 
Eco SolaReady (near left) has all the 
components required for a solar thermal 
cylinder installation in one unit.
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