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Everything is weird
Weird. That’s the only way I can describe life right now. 
Everything is weird. It’s weird that I’m working permanently 
from home. It’s weird that we’re not traveling to Las Vegas 
or California this year for a tradeshow. It’s weird that most 
of our interactions are happening through a tiny screen. It’s 
weird that business — and life — must still go on. 

We’re sticking to a normal schedule here at Solar 
Power World. We’re still covering the latest news every day 
on solarpowerworldonline.com, and you’ll see the same 
great product features in this issue as before. With it being 
September, our issue is usually heavily focused on Solar 
Power International. Although the in-person event has been 
canceled due to continued COVID-19 concerns, we’re still 
dedicated to bringing you news on product releases and 
trending conversations held at the virtual event over the 
next two months.  

We’re not shying away from the weirdness. Life is still 
going on out there, and there are many important solar 
developments happening right now. Besides tradeshows, 
product releases and educational opportunities moving 
online, there’s also a pretty big national election coming 
up. In this issue, we look at how the presidential candidates 
view the solar industry and economic policies. Oh, and it’s 
hurricane season, so let’s make sure your mounting systems 
are able to adequately handle increased wind speeds — 
especially since there was a “rare inland hurricane” that hit 
Iowa in August. All the more reason for everyone to take 
climate change platforms into consideration when placing 
your vote this November.

Thanks for sticking with us through this weird time. 
See you soon on the other side. SPW
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Connect with your Panasonic solar + storage 
rep today and find out how to get started.

NOW SHIPPING

Don’t let your customers
spend another night in the dark
The growing demand for residential energy storage is opening the 
door to bigger opportunity. With Panasonic EverVolt™ you can help 
your customers maximize their solar investment while increasing 
sales on every project. An innovative combination of high capacity 
& versatility, EverVolt™ comes in AC- and DC-coupled versions. Its 
unique modular design can be scaled down to as little as 11.4 kWh 
of storage or expanded to 103 kWh. 
na.panasonic.com/us/evervolt
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Solar policy snapshots
A guide to recent legislation and 
research throughout the country.

5 6

The New York solar industry 
got some COVID relief when 
the Public Service Commission 
extended the current net-metering 
rates to 2022.

SMUD study disparages net 
metering in favor of utility-
scale solar
Sacramento, California
An energy consulting fi rm 
commissioned by the Sacramento 
Municipal Utility District to study the 
value of solar in its service territory 
claimed the current retail rate paid 
to rooftop solar customers shifts 
the cost burden to other customers. 
The fi rm also claimed the 
environmental benefi ts of customer 
solar can be achieved more cost-
e� ectively with utility-scale solar. 

3

Final Massachusetts SMART program 
regulations protect already-planned 
solar projects
Boston, Massachusetts
Massachusetts published its fi nal 
regulations for the SMART renewable 
incentive program in August. The fi nal 
version expands the incentive target and 
protects many community solar projects 
that were in development prior to the 
issuance of the new land use restrictions.
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New Jersey releases proposal for 
solar incentive successor program
Trenton, New Jersey
The New Jersey Board of Public Utilities 
released a draft proposal for its next-
generation Solar Successor program. 
The new solar incentive model would 
be a hybrid program using a competitive 
solicitation approach for large-scale solar 
projects and a fi xed incentive for smaller 
projects, including residential systems. 

Report fi nds Texas utility-scale solar 
growth may push remaining coal 
plants into retirement
Austin, Texas
New utility-scale solar growth in Texas 
could push much of the remaining 
coal-fi red fossil fuel industry into 
early retirement in the next few years, 
according to a new report by the Institute 
for Energy Economics and Financial 
Analysis. The report also highlighted the 
importance of the rise in energy storage 
technology and batteries to bring more 
stability to an increasingly renewable 
grid.

8 SOLAR POWER WORLD       9 • 2020        www.solarpowerworldonline.com

Presidential candidate Joe Biden 
commits to 100% clean electricity 
by 2035 in new plan
Washington, D.C. 
Democratic presidential candidate 
Joe Biden released a federal plan to 
transition to 100% clean energy by 2035 
and spend $2 trillion over four years 
on clean energy projects, according 
to CNN. The new roadmap based on 
the Biden-Sanders Unity Task Force 
Recommendations sets a goal of 
installing 500 million solar panels within 
fi ve years, including eight million rooftop 
and community energy systems.

U.S. Senator introduces bill to fund 
$50 billion in clean energy projects
Washington, D.C.
U.S. Senator Dick Durbin (D-IL) introduced 
America’s Clean Future Fund Act, a bill that 
would provide $50 billion in its fi rst year 
for investments in clean energy projects 
to help stimulate the economy and lower 
emissions. The bill would also provide 
transition assistance grants to local 
governments to help former fossil fuel 
workers fi nd new jobs.
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Climate groups take legal 
action against Arizona utility 
for raising rooftop solar rates
Phoenix, Arizona
Arizona climate and environmental 
groups filed a brief in July asking 
the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals 
to take another look at Salt River 
Power Company’s discriminatory 
charges against rooftop solar 
customers. The public power utility 
raised electricity rates for rooftop-
solar customers by 60%.

FERC dismisses petition to 
federalize solar net metering
Washington, D.C.
The Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission decided to dismiss the 
controversial petition by the New 
England Ratepayers Association 
to place solar net metering under 
federal control. Solar and clean 
energy advocates celebrated the 
dismissal.

New York PSC extends net 
metering for solar customers 
through January 2022
Albany, New York
The New York Public Service 
Commission (NYPSC) extended net 
metering through January 2022 for 
current customers to mitigate the 
effects COVID-19 has had on the 
solar industry. NYSEIA said this move 
will help the residential solar industry 
begin its recovery in the state.

Indiana county adopts solar 
energy ordinance requiring 
pollinator-friendly groundcover
Randolph County, Indiana 
Commissioners in Randolph County, 
Indiana, recently adopted the area’s 
first solar energy ordinance requiring 
pollinator-friendly groundcover on 
project sites. The requirement will 
apply to the construction of the 
state’s largest solar farm, developed 
by EDP Renewables.

High Performance Solar Modules
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It’s all about 
customer experience. 

Nobody’s going to 
refer you if they 

didn’t have a good 
experience with you, 

so that’s first and 
foremost the most 

important thing.

Referrals are sales generated by word of mouth, often 
from former customers and through relationships 

developed with businesses in adjacent industries. Solar contractors, especially 
those working in regional residential markets, attribute a large stake of their 
sales to jobs well done.  

“It’s all about customer experience. Nobody’s going to refer you if they 
didn’t have a good experience with you, so that’s fi rst and foremost the most 
important thing,” said Heather Hodgkins, customer experience and marketing 
manager of Maine Solar Solutions.

With the prevalence of online ratings, a solar contractor’s reputation hinges 
on customer experience, from initial education to sale and installation.

Establishing and maintaining relationships
Referrals are not a day one means of sales. Solar contractors present and 
involved in their communities with some kilowatts under their belts are the ones 
who generate referrals, and it’s a company-wide e� ort, said Micah Breeden, CFO 
of Allterra Solar, a residential PV contractor based in Santa Cruz, California.  

Allterra’s sta� , including installers, designers and administrators, are taught 
the company’s o� erings, including its referral program, to integrate into all 
conversations around solar.

“A big part of sales is trust and building that relationship, and if you get a 
referral from a customer to a friend or relative, that part of the equation's already 
taken care of,” Breeden said. “They're coming into it with a trust for the company 
starting o�  [that] you don't have to work to build.”

Prior to the sale, trust is built by sitting down with a customer and explaining 
the installation process, local utility hookups, net-metering incentives and 
proper operation of the system. After installation is complete, the relationship 
is nurtured by checking in with customers periodically to ensure the system is 
meeting their needs and running correctly. 

Solar installers who have successfully generated referral sales keep in 
contact with their customers. Even jobs that didn’t go 100% smoothly can result 

Alterra Solar



SPW

in referrals when handled the right way. 
“We’ve gotten referrals from people 

[where] we’ve messed up on their jobs, 
and it’s just about how you handle the 
mistakes you made,” Breeden said. “You 
can make it right and make that customer 
happy. You went about it the right way, 
you owned the mistake and you resolved 
it, so they’re still happy and they’re still 
sending customers your way. It’s not like 
you have to be perfect.” 

Additionally, referrals can come from 
cooperation and support of industries 
that complement solar, like roofing, 
HVAC, homebuilding and LED lighting. 

“The key to those relationships for 
us is making sure that we’re providing 
value on both sides, that we can’t just 
expect people to go out and do our 
work for us,” said Lewis Butler, director 

of sales for Simpleray. “At the end of 
the day, if we see that our customers 
have a need and we can solve that 
need by recommending another 
subcontractor we trust, it helps our 
customers out, helps our third-party 
relationships out and then hopefully, 
they’ll help us out too.”

Simpleray of Fairfield, Iowa, 
specializes in small commercial and 
residential projects. While popularly 
used in residential sales, Simpleray 
has generated referrals from 
tightknit midwestern industries like 
hog and dairy farms. The company 
tries to let the solar arrays market 
themselves, whether through 
customer referrals or installing 
a television or kiosk to display 
system data inside the business. 

Simpleray
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“It goes both ways,” Butler said. 
“There’s nothing better than a good 
referral, there’s nothing worse than a 
bad referral because you can’t shake 
that.”

In smaller communities with high 
demand for solar, customers can 
shop around and compare contracts. 
Remaining attentive and coming well 
recommended can give a project 
proposal an edge, and, in some cases, 
customers will go straight to one solar 
contractor with a glowing referral. 

Over time, efforts toward referral 
generation can reduce a company’s 
marketing costs. Customers and third-
party businesses will end up doing the 
advertising themselves.

“Dollar per dollar, we’d rather 
pay our customers because they’re 
the best advocates,” Butler said. 
“They understand how it works, you 
can go see and touch it, you can see 
their electric bill. No Facebook ad, 
no LinkedIn post, none of that stuff is 
going to carry the same weight as the 
guy down the street who did it."

Incentivizing referrals
Each company interviewed for this story 
has a cash incentive for people who 
refer a customer that results in a sale.

Simpleray has an in-house phone 
application that gives customers 
up-to-date information on their solar 
system, like generated kilowatt-hours, 
energy cost savings and environmental 
benefits. That app also includes the 
company’s referral program.  

“That’s a way for our customers 
to funnel us referrals when they’re 
checking the app, so it’s one more 
touch point for us,” Butler said. “We 
try to encourage the sales reps to 
think of their commission not just as 
their commission; it's the commission 

Maine Solar Solutions
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of anyone who helps them get that deal 
across the finish line.”

Maine Solar Solutions dabbled with an 
app but has found more success placing 
its referral program on the company’s 
website. Referrals are brought up in sales 
conversations, in marketing like email 
newsletters and system operation manuals 
left for customers after installation. 

“Our sales team is not commission-
based,” Hodgkins said. “They get a solid 
salary so they're all very self-motivated to 
do a good job because they stand behind 
what they're doing and they love educating 
people about solar. We don't want a 
customer just to have a customer. We want 
a customer to love the technology, see the 
investment because that not only helps 
us as a business, but it just helps solar 
technology and the movement in general.” 

As solar grows from a niche industry 
to mainstream, positive referrals from 
neighbors and friends can help spread the 
message that going solar is a real possibility 
for more and more Americans. SPW

Maine Solar Solutions
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KELSEY MISBRENER
SENIOR EDITOR

Michael Vadon

Although COVID-19 will likely take center stage 
in the 2020 presidential election, the 

climate crisis is also a pivotal issue. Replacing fossil fuels 
with renewable energy like solar will be a hot topic on this 
year’s debate stage and beyond.

President Trump has long held an unfavorable view 
of renewables, even though his administration approved a 
690-MW solar, 1,400-MWh storage project on federal land 
outside Las Vegas earlier this year. The project will likely 
be the eighth-largest solar power facility in the world when 
fi nished. Most supportive renewable policy, though, has 
come from state governments since 2016.

 Democratic presidential candidate Joe Biden released 
a climate plan over the summer that closely resembles 
Washington Gov. Jay Inslee's former Green New Deal 
campaign proposal. Biden’s plan would establish national 
goals of 100% clean energy by 2035 and 500 million solar 

panels installed within fi ve years, including eight million 
rooftop and community energy systems.

 The source of Biden's new climate goals are 
recommendations from the Biden-Sanders Unity Task 
Force, made up of Former Sec. of State John Kerry, Rep. 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and other legislators and energy 
leaders. 

 Adam Browning, executive director of Vote Solar, said 
Biden's plan builds upon the policies of eight states that 
have already passed 100% clean energy requirements.

"This is something that will come with a lot of jobs 
and, frankly, a lot of savings, as wind and solar are one of 
the most cost competitive new-build generating resources 
that there are," Browning said. "The focus on 100% clean 
energy is really wildly popular."

 SEIA president Abby Hopper was glad to see the plan 
look at the larger picture of greening the grid.
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 "He talks a lot about not just 
putting panels on roofs and in utility-
scale projects, but also talked about 
transmission, about siting, about 
storage, so he paints a larger vision for 
a clean energy economy and a clean 
energy transformation, which I think 
is so important to actually radically 
modernizing our energy system," Hopper 
said.

 Jean Su, energy justice program 
director and sta�  attorney at the Center 
for Biological Diversity, emphasized 
the importance of the rooftop and 
community solar system piece of the 
plan. 

 "One of the key parts about 
what we are trying to accomplish is 
an emphasis and a prioritization on 
distributed and rooftop and community 
solar because of all the far greater 
benefi ts those deliver than other 
alternatives," Su said. "Utility-scale 
defi nitely has its role, but all of those 

other benefi ts are actually key 
to making our society work."

 Above all, locally-sited 
solar is crucial for resilience 
in times of increasing extreme 
weather due to climate 
change, Su said. 

 "In these moments 
of hurricanes and record 
climate-induced heat waves, 
people are dying if they do 
not have their air conditioning 
and if they do not have their 
refrigeration for life-saving medicines. So 
this is actually a matter of life and death," 
she said. "That's why that resilience 
benefi t that only can be accomplished 
through rooftop solar or community solar 
very close to you is key to our future, 
and the utility model doesn't allow for 
that. Switching out a fracked gas plant 
for a utility-scale solar plant doesn't 
account for that."

 Su doesn't think Biden's plan 
goes far enough to ensure that level 
of reliability and access to locally-sited 

solar for all. To fi ll in the gaps, the Center 
for Biological Diversity has published a 
#ClimatePresident Action Plan outlining 
10 steps the next commander in chief 
can take to attack the climate crisis and 
fundamentally overhaul utilities in their 
fi rst 10 days in o�  ce. 

 "Because of the climate emergency 
in particular, that mission of utilities to 
serve the public interest is actually no 
longer holding. That promise has been 
broken when you are actively dragging 
your feet in terms of the clean energy 
transition, when you're actively stifl ing 
out and murdering distributed solar, 
when you are perpetuating the fossil fuel 

[biden] paints a larger vision 
for a clean energy economy and 
a clean energy transformation, 

which I think is so important 
to actually radically 

modernizing our energy system.

Dennis Schroeder, NREL
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crisis that is acting against the public 
interest," Su said.

 To address these issues and 
more, the Center's 10-step checklist 
for the next president includes using 
powers that already exist that could 
be triggered by declaring the climate 
crisis a national emergency.

 "In the clean energy context, we 
will be asking the president to use that 
authority and basically say, 'Hey, we 
have a huge need right now to replace 
our dirty power infrastructure with 
clean power infrastructure and to get 
community solar and distributed solar 
o�  the ground,'" Su said.

Environmental justice and solar policy
The Biden-Sanders Unity Task Force 
also emphasized the need to ensure 
the clean energy transition doesn't 
leave behind vulnerable communities 

most a� ected by harmful fossil fuels. 
 "All Americans should benefi t 

from the clean energy economy — 
especially those who have been left 
out and left behind for generations," 
the recommendations read. To that 
end, the task force commits to creating 
an environmental justice fund to make 
investments that eliminate legacy 
pollution that disproportionately a� ects 
communities of color, low-income 
communities and indigenous communities.

 Browning said 100% clean energy is 
not achievable without a strong focus on 
an equitable, inclusive energy system that 
works for everyone.

 "We've seen this really at the state 
level already when you look at the 
coalitions that were built that provided 
the political power in order to pass, say, 
California's 100% clean energy bill two 
years ago, or last year the seminal one 
in New York," he said. "Both of these had 

really strong environmental justice 
leaders that paved the way and a real 
focus on equity as well.

 "It turns out that the larger, the 
bigger your vision, the more partners 
you have in achieving it," Browning 
continued.

 A transition to 100% clean energy 
means putting other types of energy 
generation out of business. That 
means people working in the fossil 
fuel industry will lose jobs. The task 
force recommends making plans to 
integrate former fossil fuel workers into 
clean energy fi elds and create training 
opportunities for other populations 
typically underrepresented in 
renewables such as people of color, 
low-income Americans, women, 
veterans and people with disabilities.

 "I think it is incredibly important to 
think about all the impacts of this type 
of transformation and that centrally 
includes providing a just transition for 
people whose jobs will be impacted," 
Browning said.

Speed of transition
The solar industry has grown in 
the past four years despite federal 
pushback, from trade tari� s to the 
Trump administration calling SEIA a 
"loose confederation of Chinese solar 
companies." 

 "The current administration 
denies that climate change is 
something to deal with," Browning 
said. "Their approach is similar to their 
approach to the coronavirus — deny 
that it's a problem and actively work 
against the necessary solutions."

Still, 2020 was set to be the 
industry's biggest year ever until 
COVID-19 came along. Part of solar's 
success leading up to 2020 was the 
supportive state policies encouraged 
by grassroots advocacy.

 "Most electricity decisions are 
made at a state level," Browning said. 
"We've seen enormous progress 
because wind and solar are the 
cheapest new energy resources and 

Gage Skidmore

Dennis Schroeder, NREL



you see state and local leaders seeing 
that it's on them. They can't wait for the 
cavalry to come to the rescue."

 Browning said in 2018, there 
was something like 1,400 candidates 
running for public o�  ce on a 100% 
clean energy platform, eight of which 
became governors who have now 
followed through with 100% clean 
energy legislation.

 Market forces will also continue 
working in favor of solar no matter who 
the president is.

 "Demand of customers, demand 
of utilities, demand of corporates will 
continue regardless of the occupant 
of the White House," Hopper said. "But 
there are things that can facilitate our 
growth or can hinder it."

 Such things include presidentially 
appointed positions like the director 
of the Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission, the Department of the 
Interior and the Department of Energy. 
For example, FERC rulings can either 
encourage or discourage the ability 
of renewables to compete with fossil 
fuels, the Department of the Interior 
determines rental rates for public 

lands for solar projects and the DOE 
funds solar energy research and 
development. 

Still, Browning and Hopper agreed 
the clean energy revolution is coming 
regardless of federal support.

 "Given the economic benefi ts and 
imperative, this is a sea change that 
cannot be held back,” Browning said. 
"The only question is the timing and 
the amount of work that it will take to 
actually see this vision through."

 If Joe Biden is elected president 
in 2020, the two executives believe 
the clean energy transition will happen 
much faster. 

 "Biden's plan would accelerate 
vastly and really unite the country 
around the achievement of this goal," 
Browning said.

2020 marks ten years left to limit 
climate change catastrophe, according 
to the UN Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change. The next president’s 
actions over the following four or eight 
years will determine whether this 
country can accomplish that goal. SPW

The current 
administration denies 
that climate change is 

something to deal with. 
Their approach is similar 

to their approach to 
the coronavirus — deny 
that it’s a problem and 

actively work against the 
necessary solutions.
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The ongoing debate of whether solar 
arrays installed on farms take that 

land out of production is being challenged 
by a 4.5-acre farm in Exeter, Rhode Island. 
Our Kids Farm partnered with renewable 
energy company Green Development to 
independently test the viability of growing 
crops underneath and near solar panels. 

“We really fi rmly believed that solar was 
good for a farm and could be dual cropped,” 
said Gina Thurn, owner of Our Kids Farm. 

Green Development installed a 20-
kW solar array at on a half-acre plot on the 
property where Thurn and her husband Loren 
maintain outdoor crops and greenhouses. 

Back in 2017, solar projects started 
coming to Exeter and were primarily being 
installed on farmland. Farmers were leasing 
land for the ground-mounted solar arrays to 
generate extra income, but residents, who 
Gina Thurn noted mostly worked outside the 
agricultural industry, opposed the installations.

“Between the weather and crop values, 
there were a lot of farms that weren’t 

making it,” she said. “We had been active 
in our town council meetings because 

our town has tried to put an agriculture 
overlay ordinance that essentially 

would have put us out of business. 
That’s where solar came into play.”

The Thurns frequently 
testifi ed in favor of renewable 
energy growth in the area. 

Rhode Island’s 39 cities and towns each 
have di� ering regulations for solar, like 
ground-mounted systems being restricted 
to commercial land, or height and footprint 
limitations on arrays.

“Even if you don’t do dual use, this is 
helping you survive. I think a lot of farmers 
around here get really annoyed that there 
are so many regulations saying what they 
can and can’t do with their property,” said 
Jeanne Heston, director of marketing and 
communications with Green Development. 
“They can sell it to a housing developer more 
easily sometimes than they can put in a solar 
development that will be taken out in 25 years.”

Mark DePasquale, CEO of Green 
Development, spoke at a council meeting in 
2018, proposing that he was willing to work 
with a farm to create a dual-use array to test 
crop growth under solar panels. 

The Thurns volunteered to be that farm. 

Designing a dual-use array
Green Development typically installs utility-
scale solar projects. Scaling down and 
constructing a 20-kW system on a piece of 
property that hosts both a residence and 
commercial business presented its own 
challenges. 

Two utility services held jurisdiction over 
on-site meters at Our Kids Farm and had to be 
removed then combined into one service to 
interconnect the PV system.  
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The array is composed of SMA 
Sunny Boy 6-kW inverters, Yingli 320-
W, 72-cell modules and an RBI Solar 
GM-2 (ground mount) racking system. 
The three-row array is offsetting 
energy costs that will be reinvested 
into replacing oil heaters that are used 
in the greenhouses with an electric 
alternative. Gutters were attached to 
the array to redirect stormwater falling 
between panels and off the panel 
edge to a cistern to protect new plant 
growth, and that water can be reused 
for irrigation. The system itself is built 
4 ft off the ground for easier access 
to plants underneath — the maximum 
height it could be installed according to 
local ordinances. 

The panels were set in Spring 2019 
and Thurn planted crops beneath by 
May. The system officially came online 
in October. 

Growing food crops under panels
The Thurns purchased Our Kids 
Farm 13 years ago, leading into the 
2008 recession. In the last decade, 
they’ve had to adapt to the economic 
turbulence of being a farm in the 21st 
century. 

At its start, Our Kids Farm was 
focused on growing annual and 
perennial crops and selling hanging 
baskets, but the grow season was short, 
and they weren’t seeing any profits. 
They added greenhouses to farm year-
round and create another source of 
revenue.  

“We were at a point on our farm 
where we were struggling dramatically,” 
Gina Thurn said. “Within six months, 
the economy had crashed, and half of 
our assets were gone. We had spent 
all of that time trying to keep our head 
above water, trying to be as innovative 
as possible.”

Our Kids Farm has grown salad 
greens, lettuce blends, arugula, squash, 



Any farmer is going 
to plan their fields 

ahead of time. You 
need to do the same 

when you’re planting 
under a solar array.
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cucumbers, eggplant, peppers, tomatoes and 
strawberries. The next major addition would 
be solar. 

Under the array itself, and outside the 
greenhouses, 90% of the crops are planted in 
containers. The fi rst year, they used a black 
setting cloth underneath the pots, and this 
year have switched to a white cloth for a more 
refl ective surface that directs refracted light 
bouncing up to the panel backsheet back onto 
the plants. 

With the south-facing array, the crops 
have been planted in rows east to west. 
Thurn said this is to simulate the most logical 
motion for moving through inner row spacing 
for crop cultivation. With certain crops, like 
kale and other leafy greens, the partial shade 
is benefi cial and prevents scorching from 
mid-summer sunlight. The plants underneath 
the array are mostly grown hydroponically to 
ensure there are consistent conditions for the 
dual-use test.

Lettuces, arugula and mixed kales that 
are typically planted early in the season have 
extended their seasonality under solar panels, 
growing in spring, summer and fall.

“Sometimes it’s going to be doing trials, a 
lot of di� erent things, to fi nd out what works 
best in your area and what will tolerate a little 
more shade,” Thurn said. “Any farmer is going 
to plan their fi elds ahead of time. You need 
to do the same when you’re planting under a 
solar array.”

Our Kids Farm is approaching the 
end of its second growing season with 
the solar array, and Thurn is convinced 
dual-use solar farms could be applied at 
a larger scale. 

The major di� erence in scaling 
up would be making the array taller 
to allow farmers to work the soil 
underneath. The ground is compacted 
at the time of installation and tilling 
equipment couldn’t fi t under the 4-ft-tall 
array at Our Kids Farm. Allowing more 
space between rows would help as 
well, Thurn said, but the larger concern 
for scaling up would be removing 
restrictions around how large an array’s 
footprint and height can be.

Left: Gina Thurn tends to crops 
by the dual-use solar array Green 
Development installed on her 
farm in 2019. Green Development

Below: Approaching the end of 
its second growing season, the 
Thurns are confi dent that it’s 
possible to produce saleable 
crops underneath solar panels. 
Green Development



“If the panels are paying for the ground 
already, is a reduced crop yield acceptable? 
Do I have to get 100% of my crop value, or is 
80% OK? Whereas before, in an open fi eld, 
you needed 100% and then some, and even 
then, they weren’t covering the bills,” Thurn 
said. “With solar on your property, your bills 
are being covered for that space, so now 
your crop becomes a bonus.”

The Thurns are documenting their 
fi ndings and plan to publish an o�  cial 
research paper at the end of the test. 
But their immediate goal is to take the 
information they’ve gathered so far and 
share it with town councils and planning 
boards to make dual-use farms a reality in 
Rhode Island. SPW

Our Kids Farm
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solar panels

residential
debut

aren't quite
ready for theirready for their

residential
ready for their

residentialresidential
ready for their

residential

Big-wafer

Coronavirus may have temporarily 
interrupted solar installation schedules, 
but one thing it didn't touch was 
technology innovation and R&D. The 
summer of 2020 saw a number of solar 
panel manufacturers announce new 
models surpassing 500 W. With 350-W 
panels generally viewed as powerful 
just three years ago, many companies 
are jumping to new extremes fairly 
quickly. The explanation for higher 
power classes comes down to a shift to 
larger crystalline silicon wafers.

A silicon wafer is the building 
block of a solar panel. Once wafers 
are doped with various chemicals and 
"electrifi ed," they become solar cells. 
Solar cells connected together become 
solar panels. 

In the early 2000s, solar wafers 
were small, around 125 mm (5 in.) in 
length. In 2012, the M0 wafer (156 mm) 
was introduced with the M2 wafer 
(156.75 mm) eventually becoming the 
dominant size. Then came the M4 wafer 
(161.75 mm) around 2016, and the last 

few years have seen increased interest few years have seen increased interest 
in even larger wafers with M6 (166 mm), 
M10 (182 mm) and G12/M12 (210 mm). 

The bigger the wafer, the more 
power it can generate because of its 
larger surface area. Making wafers as 
big as possible would seem like the 
obvious path to take, but industry-
adopted standard panel sizes add 
constraints to the equation. 

A 72-cell Trina solar panel 
common in 2016 using M2 wafers 
averages about 6.5 ft long and 3 ft 
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wide. It produces upwards of 380 W 
and weighs 50 lbs. Trina's recently 
introduced Vertex module using G12 
wafers averages 7 ft long and 3.5 ft 
wide – and only uses 50 cells. The wide – and only uses 50 cells. The 
power output increases to 500 W, and power output increases to 500 W, and 
the larger panel weighs 65 lbs. the larger panel weighs 65 lbs. 

On paper, it's not a huge di� erence On paper, it's not a huge di� erence 
in size or weight. In practice though, in size or weight. In practice though, 
these larger modules exceed OSHA's these larger modules exceed OSHA's 
50-lb weight limit for one-person 50-lb weight limit for one-person 
installation. And large-format modules installation. And large-format modules 
may prevent multiple rows from fi tting may prevent multiple rows from fi tting 
on a small pitched roof. Using big-wafer on a small pitched roof. Using big-wafer 
modules in residential applications modules in residential applications 
becomes a little more di�  cult now.becomes a little more di�  cult now.

We talked with three major players 
in the U.S. residential market to see 
how they think the transition to bigger 
wafers will a� ect their businesses and 
plans for future products.

SunPower pushes to the limit with 
Maxeon spino� 
SunPower is one of the leading 
residential dealership models in the residential dealership models in the 
United States. Along with Panasonic, United States. Along with Panasonic, 
SunPower long supplied the residential SunPower long supplied the residential 
market with 96-cell panels using market with 96-cell panels using 
125-mm wafers. SunPower CEO Tom 125-mm wafers. SunPower CEO Tom 
Werner said SunPower's use of smaller Werner said SunPower's use of smaller 

wafers happened because of the company's 
early start in the industry.

"We designed our product in 2005 when 
polysilicon was expensive, so the benefi t to polysilicon was expensive, so the benefi t to 
go to a bigger wafer was outweighed by the go to a bigger wafer was outweighed by the 
price of polysilicon at the time," he said.price of polysilicon at the time," he said.

But now things are starting to change. But now things are starting to change. 
SunPower has o�  cially split into two SunPower has o�  cially split into two 
companies – SunPower now will focus companies – SunPower now will focus 
only on U.S. and Canadian residential and only on U.S. and Canadian residential and 
distributed-generation installations, while distributed-generation installations, while 
its spino�  Maxeon will continue producing its spino�  Maxeon will continue producing 
solar panels. SunPower will exclusively sell solar panels. SunPower will exclusively sell 
Maxeon solar panels through its 1,000+ Maxeon solar panels through its 1,000+ 
dealers. Meanwhile, Maxeon will sell its dealers. Meanwhile, Maxeon will sell its 

In 2019, SunPower jumped from 125-mm 
wafers (left) used in its X-series to M4-
equivalent wafers (161.75 mm) for its A-series 
of modules (right). The new Performance 5 
panels will use even larger wafers. 
Paul Sakuma Photography



panels globally, with about 25% of its sales going 
to the United States.

Maxeon's fi rst order of business is 
transitioning to wafers that are as large as 
possible. The new Performance 5 panels will use 
the 210-mm G12 wafer. The decision to move 
into bigger wafers was because the costs fi nally 
penciled. Silicon isn't as expensive as it was in 
2005. Plus, Maxeon now has a strengthened 
relationship with Chinese silicon wafer supplier 
Tianjin Zhonghuan Semiconductor (TZS), which 
makes the scale to G12 wafers possible. 

"From a supply chain perspective, TZS is part 
owner in our venture and is leading G12 wafer 
development," said Je�  Waters, Maxeon Solar 
Technologies CEO. "We source those cells into 
our joint venture factory in China." 

Many things go into the decision to switch up 
the module manufacturing outcome. Werner said 

companies have to consider how larger modules 
will work with existing mounting systems, how 
design software will adapt to new dimensions and 
how installers will handle di� erent module sizes. 
There are a lot more questions when it comes to 
specifi cally using large-format modules in the DG 
market. 

"It's certainly possible for larger-format panels 
to enter the residential market," Werner said. 
"In DG, you lose some things as you get bigger 
panels. You have shading and chimneys. If you 
have a large-format panel, it's likely less e� ective 
in those environments."

So Maxeon will fi rst focus its large-module 
e� orts to the utility-scale market. Waters said 
Maxeon is working on R&D to drive down 
installation times and make G12 modules 
adaptable to the residential market. Panels could 
be lighter but still larger. Glass could be reduced 

"It's certainly 
possible for larger-

format panels to 
enter the residential 

market. In DG, you 
lose some things as 

you get bigger panels. 
You have shading 

and chimneys. If you 
have a large-format 
panel, it's likely less 

effective in those 
environments."

MODULE ASSEMBLY ADVANTAGES

PV PANEL ASSEMBLY SIMPLIFIED
contact.us@araymond-energies.com, www.araymond-energies.com

Fast, easy installation in � eld operations
• No heavy or bulky tools required, ergonomic friendly
• Improved safety by eliminating climbing above modules for fastener install

PROVEN LONG-TERM PERFORMANCE
Secure panel clamping, resists clamp loosening under load
• Tested in both static & dynamic loading
• Resists vibration
• No re-torque service requirements
• Theft deterrent features

GROUNDING/BONDING ADVANTAGES
Clips eliminate need for loose componentry, reducing installation cost
• Clips act as a jumper between modules & rails, making the frame the          

medium for the system bonding/grounding path

Cable Management

Panel Attachment



COMING
OCTOBER QUICKBOLT.COM

(844) 671-6045•MON-FRI: 7AM-5PM PST

::

LESS ROOM FOR ERROR!
Our newest mounting system, the Deck Mount for Asphalt Shingle 
roofs, can be installed directly into the deck without the need for 
fi nding rafters! Install in 20 seconds with 4 Stainless Steel screws. 
The base of the mount has Silicon embedded into it and is 
secured to the roof with Stainless Steel Screws. Assembled 
with Umbrella Washers for superior holding and water 
protection. The Deck Mount comes with our 25 year 
manufacturer’s warranty. The L-Foot is built into the 
mount and comes with all hardware needed at an 
extremely low cost.

NEW PRODUCT
DECK MOUNT



LG recently updated its wafer choice for the NeON 2 panels from the 
rounded M4 (left) to the more square M4+ (right).
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so large-format panels can be hoisted onto a 
roof by one person. 

And in a market that is concerned about 
aesthetics, Waters said there is still room for 
improvement before bringing G12s to the roof.

"As [larger] wafer technologies mature, you 
can get black colors and more color uniformity 
that would lend to the residential space," 
Waters said. 

LG is taking baby steps
LG is another residential powerhouse that is 
concerned about aesthetics. It's one of the 
reasons it hasn't strayed far from its full-size cell 
roots into half-cut or shingling technologies. LG 
was one of the fi rst residential manufacturers to 
adopt the larger M4 wafer size in 2016, but it is 
approaching even larger wafers with caution.

LG announced in July 2020 that it improved 
the output by 15 W and e�  ciency by 0.4% 
on its NeON 2 line of panels by moving from 
M4 wafers to M4+. M4 wafers have rounded 
corners while M4+ wafers are full squares. No 
major manufacturing equipment changes were 
needed for this swap, and the new panel's 
look isn't too di� erent. But LG is planning to 
transition to M6 wafers beginning in Q1 2021. 

"M6 should be the limit for us," said David 
Chang, senior director at LG Solar USA. "As 
you get larger than that, you start dealing with 
issues like microcracks, and color uniformity is 
hard. That's a big concern of ours since we're 
concerned with aesthetics." 

And if the manufacturer isn't willing to use 
half-cut or shingling technology, microcracks 
could be more prevalent in larger full-size 
wafers. As wafers get bigger, they can warp and 
twist. Cutting the larger wafer into strips or even 
in half improves the structural integrity. 

In general, it seems the industry will have 
to adapt to larger wafers, for better or worse. 
Traditional PERC modules have hit a wall when 
it comes to improved e�  ciency at smaller wafer 
sizes.

"Commercially, the industry has hit the 
limits [of improved e�  ciency]," Chang said. "For 
us, we have a back-contact, n-type technology 
and our cell e�  ciency is close to 25%, and it's 
probably reached the max. That's why module 

manufacturers have taken the 
approach of improving module 
technology, whether it's half-cut or 
shingling or tiling, that improves 
e�  ciency by lowering resistance. 
We've done everything we can do 
on the cell side. The only way to 
get more output is to increase the 
wafer size.

"The prediction is that M6 
should be the dominant size 
for the next couple years, then 
we'll see," Chang continued. "If it 
happens, we'll standardize and 
shift to larger wafers."

Panasonic feels fi ne where it's at
Panasonic has stuck to its guns 
with its 96-cell modules using the 
small 125-mm wafer. But David 
Lopez, group sales manager 
for Panasonic Solar & Storage, 
said the writing is on the wall 
that the company will have to 
switch to larger wafers eventually. 
Panasonic is at the mercy of what 
wafer suppliers choose to make.

"There will be a point where 
everyone has to go to a bigger 

size, including us," Lopez said. 
"We have been looking at it, but 
we're going to be forced to do it."

Panasonic has kept producing 
panels with 125-mm/5-in. wafers 
because that's what its factories 
could support.

"Our latest factory in Malaysia 
was built in 2011," Lopez said. "At 
that point, we were manufacturing 
5-in. wafers in Japan. We 
adopted that size because we 
felt comfortable with it. We are a 
conservative company, and 5-in. 
was a size that gave us more 
reliability. We were one of the fi rst 
to o� er a 25-year warranty, that 
our panels won't degrade [more 
than 10%] after 25 years. Keeping 
the wafers at 5 in. gave us that 
peace of mind."

Panasonic feels it's still in a 
good spot without larger wafers 
because it has been an innovator 
with heterojunction technology 
(HJT). While dominant PERC 
brands are reaching their limits 
on improved e�  ciency, HJT still 
has room to grow, so Panasonic 



Panasonic's HIT+ N340 
series of module uses 96 5-in. 
wafers. The company does 
not have any immediate plans 
to jump to bigger wafer sizes. 
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can release more powerful modules in its same 
lines for years to come. But for companies 
instead choosing to go the bigger-is-better route, 
Lopez said he's concerned about the mechanical 
attributes on these panels and keeping them 
under OSHA’s 50-lbs-per-one-installer limit for 
the residential market.

"If you look at the panels increasing size, in 
order to keep the weight below 50 lbs, they have 
to make the glass thinner,” he said. “Then you 
are reducing the wind loads, the snow loads and 
making microcracks likely to happen. Some are 
cannibalizing reliability by going to higher power." 

Panasonic is focused on quality and 
reliability, not necessarily fl ashy output numbers.

"Many of the panels released this year, 
they're exactly the same e�  ciency as last year's 
panel. They just made it bigger," Lopez said. "You 
might save one microinverter or 4 in. of rail. The 
job doesn't really add up on residential, but on 
utility-scale it does. The amount of power you put 
on the roof, if the e�  ciency doesn't improve, it's 
the same."

The industry may see large-format modules 
in the utility-scale market within the next year, 
but manufacturers are waiting as the technology 
advances before placing all bets on big wafers 
on residential roofs. SPW
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Is the solar industry prepared for  
a wave of end-of-life inverters?
Many commercial and utility-scale 
solar projects installed at the beginning 
of the solar construction boom 
are celebrating their 10th birthday 
around the year 2020. But instead of 
something to celebrate, this milestone 
is a nuisance for many project owners 
given that the string inverters on these 
systems are nearing their average 15-
year lifespans. 

In a new report, Wood Mackenzie 
estimated that approximately 4.2 
GWDC of global solar assets will run 
into premature failures in 2020, with 
the annual total jumping to 36 GWDC in 
2025.

 The big question is — are project 
owners adequately prepared for the 
O&M necessary to handle an infl ux of 
expired inverters between now and 
2025?

The monitoring conundrum
In the study, Wood Mackenzie found 
the basic scope of solar O&M contracts 
cover very few basic maintenance 
activities. 

Silvia Blumenschein-Schütz, CEO of 
solar monitoring provider Solar-Log, has 
found a similar theme in conversations 
with project owners. She recalls 
an EPC approaching her at a solar 
tradeshow in early 2020, saying he was 
thinking about adding monitoring to 
his portfolio of about 10,000 projects. 

She mentioned it would be helpful 
to also add monitoring hardware 
to the inverters to collect more 
comprehensive performance data, and 
he bristled at the thought of having to 
visit every site to install them. 

"I said, 'Don't you go out there one 
time per year?' And he looked at me 
and said, 'I don't see a need for that,'" 
Blumenschein-Schütz said. "If you 
just talk about the typical residential/
commercial/industrial sector, I think 
we would all be surprised to learn how 
many sites are not properly monitored 
yet. People don't know that they are 
losing a lot of money, and how easy it is 
to get back into that business to make 
money on the long term."

There are plenty of options in the 
solar monitoring space. The technology 
continues to advance to alert project 

the annual total jumping to 36 GW

SunSystem Technology
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If you just talk about the 
typical residential/commercial/
industrial sector, I think we 
would all be surprised to learn 
how many sites are not properly 
monitored yet.
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owners of failures or maintenance requirements 
with greater accuracy. But many asset owners 
still aren't investing in it.

Solar-Log chief marketing o�  cer Anne 
Nelson said more education is needed to show 
project owners the importance of monitoring.

"O&M and the idea of selling services is a 
relatively new topic when we're talking about 
the solar market," Nelson said. 

Many fi rst-generation solar projects were 
installed without monitoring, so project owners 
likely have no way of knowing if those aging 
inverters are working properly.

"When we talk about the amount of money 
that would be lost, especially if an inverter dies 
on site and is completely undetected, even a 
small drop means a big fi nancial loss, but if the 
inverter completely dies, that's a lot of money 
lost," Nelson said. "So a lot of plant owners, if 
they knew that, would be totally willing to invest 
in having a service provider come out and add 
monitoring so that they can detect and protect 
this investment that's supposed to last 20 to 25 
years, much after the lifetime of the inverter."

Most new inverters come with built-in 
monitoring options, but when sites have multiple 
inverter brands due to replacements over the 
years, monitoring is best performed by one 
neutral third-party system. 

"I really believe it's so important to have a 
neutral inverter-agnostic monitoring platform, 
because when we're talking about older plants, 
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if you have to swap out components that are not matching the brand 
that's already on site, how do you monitor that unless you have a 
neutral system that can connect all of the di� erent components 
regardless of which brand or model it is?" Nelson said. 

Logistical considerations for inverter maintenance
Another issue for project owners and O&M companies is that all 
inverters won't fail at the same time, costing more money for multiple 
one-o�  truck rolls to sites. 

"You're not going to be able to be super-e�  cient about this 
because they're all going to be a bunch of one-o� s and failing at 
di� erent times," said Derek Chase, CEO of O&M provider SunSystem 
Technology. "If you're able to aggregate all of these and then make 
a mass purchase and schedule them all really smoothly with dense 
routes, you could really reduce the cost of all this. But nobody's 
going to be that proactive — they're just going to wait for one to go 
o�  and another one to go o� . Somehow, somebody's got to see the 
bigger picture here and try to aggregate all this stu�  together."

SunSystem is working on pioneering such an aggregation 
with Palmetto Solar for the residential solar segment. The O&M 
company was struggling to organize sales and fi nancing logistics for 
all the individual homeowners needing inverters fi xed. SunSystem 
decided to partner with fi nancier Palmetto Solar to aggregate all the 
individual, non-leased PPA customers and sell them new inverters, 
service and maintenance through Palmetto's existing fi nancing 
plan. That way, residents aren't looking at one staggering bill for an 
inverter replacement.

But inverter maintenance for the larger-
scale solar market is more complicated. Chase 
thinks many asset owners still view O&M as an 
afterthought. He also thinks there should be more 
inspections to ensure systems are safe throughout 
their lifespans. 

"There's not even a standard and there's no 
enforcement of any of this, so that's what I think 
makes it be an afterthought. [Owners think], 'Hey, 
whatever, if something happens we'll fi gure it out,' 
rather than, 'If I don't do this, an inspector might 
show up and shut our plant down and that would 
be bad news,'" Chase said.

Inverter manufacturer preparedness
Chase also has concerns about whether string 
inverter manufacturers are prepared to handle 

Solar-Log
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the infl ux of inverters 
approaching their 15-
year lifespans that 
require maintenance or 
replacement. 

When SunSystem 
has to troubleshoot an 
inverter, Chase fi rst 
calls the manufacturer 
to verify the unit is 
actually dead and the 
warranty is out of play. 
Then he sees if there 
are any monetary breaks 
if the unit is replaced with 
that company's product vs. 
switching brands.

Unfortunately, many inverter 
companies from the early 2010s are no 
longer in business. The inverter market has 
always been volatile, with high-profi le company exits 
and acquisitions happening almost every year. Even if 
the original manufacturer is still in business, 10-year-old 
inverters most likely are out of warranty. 

For those companies still around, SunSystem's team 
of 170 technicians has found that calling a manufacturer 
to help diagnose specifi c inverter issues can take up to 
an hour. 

"If you multiply that by 170 technicians, plus 
whatever other technicians are out there from di� erent 
companies, the amount of just sheer on-hold time from 
a labor cost standpoint is crazy," Chase said.

He thinks inverter manufacturers should either 
scale-up their customer service workforce or o� er 
digital solutions that allow technicians to submit return 
merchandise authorization requests through an app or 
similar streamlined process.

String inverter manufacturer CPS America 
has heard the customer service issues from O&M 
technicians and is working on solutions to expedite the 
process. The company uses RingCentral to route calls 
and has a goal for a human representative to answer 
the phone 90% of the time.

 CPS also launched an Authorized Service 
Provider training program in early 2020 to help O&M 
techs learn specifi cs about its inverter line to help 
them troubleshoot in the fi eld by themselves. The 
training is virtual and also o� ered at the company's 
Texas headquarters, which helps O&M techs form 
relationships with CPS workers.

SunSystem Technology
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"The inverter companies are squeezed and under 
pressure. Not every inverter company has enough resources 
to be able to answer the phone all the time," said Ed Heacox, 
general manager of CPS America. "One way to help make 
sure good service is available is to anticipate it and get the 
relationships in place in the region."

CPS has warehouses full of refurbished spare inverter 
models available for O&M technicians to swap with failed 
units. But as 2025 gets closer and old units start reaching 
end-of-life en masse, that stockpile will eventually run out.

"In addition to checking with suppliers like us on 
readiness to support the fi eld, another diligence some 
companies are going through is thinking ahead to, well, 
what's a reasonable retrofi t of an old site to a modern 
inverter?" Heacox said.

He expects retrofi tting to grow in popularity as the 
original inverter fl eet ages, whether it's replacing old central 
inverters with string, replacing 600-V inverters with 1,000-V 
or higher, or other confi gurations.

SunSystem's Chase said typically the most a� ordable 
solution in the case of string inverter failures would be to 
swap with another string inverter, but systems may have 
more longevity if the old string inverters are swapped in favor 
of new technology like string inverters with optimizers, or 
even microinverters. It may also be an opportune time to add 
storage to projects. 

"One thing that I always tell everybody — if you're going 
to get a new inverter [or] make any investments — your fi rst 
dollars need to go toward a monitoring system," Chase said.

Detecting that an inverter is down in the fi rst place 
is crucial as early inverters inch closer to their 15-year 
lifespans.

"We're 10 years in now. It's a perfect time to go back 
to your original customer base and say, 'Hey, you could be 
losing money, let's take a look at the system. Let's install 
adequate professional monitoring so we can detect these 
issues,'" said Nelson. SPW
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Solar mounts are capable of withstanding 
hurricane force winds 
Solar contractors working in expanding 
regions along the East Coast and in Gulf 
Coast states have the unique challenge 
of installing PV arrays that can withstand 
upwards of 100-mph winds. Every June to 
November, those coastal states, especially 
Florida, are susceptible to the annual 
superstorms as they travel northwest from 
the Caribbean. 

When the entire solar array is 
assembled, it acts as a single unit, but 
each component must meet certain wind 
pressure load ratings to be installed in 
these environments. The main concern 
on an array is wind uplift on panels, as 
they have the largest surface area on 
the system. However, making smart 
roof penetrations, not skimping on rail 

attachments and selecting appropriate 
mounting and racking solutions can keep 
arrays in place through high-velocity 
hurricane wind zone areas. 

Mounting for hurricanes 
The pressure ratings considered when 
analyzing sites for construction are 
downward or negative pressure (snow) and 
uplift or suction (wind). Wind loads will vary 
by location and physical landscape. Being 
near the coast could mean stronger winds, 
while wind could be minimized in heavily 
wooded or residential areas. 

When mounting a rooftop solar system 
suitable for hurricane conditions, installers 
should fi rst consider the roof itself. On 
composition shingle rooftops, solar arrays 

should attach to the rafters instead of the 
decking. Miami PV contractor Goldin Solar 
uses an L-bracket that has space for two 
lag bolts instead of one when making roof 
attachments. 

“The solar system is like a chain, 
where the top of the chain is the glass,” 
said Daren Goldin, CEO of Goldin Solar. 
“That’s the large surface area exposed to 
the elements, and the bottom of the chain 
on the other end is the threads of the lag 
bolts, embedded into the wooden rafter, 
because you have to make sure that from 
one side of the chain to the other side, 
all the components meet the needs of 
building codes and conditions.”

Rail-less systems aren’t recommended 
for comp shingle rooftops in hurricane 

BILLY LUDT
ASSOCIATE EDITOR

Goldin Solar



zones, but they are viable on standing-
seam metal roofs since the seam itself 
can act as a rail. In standing seam 
installation, there are zero penetrations, 
with bolts instead locking in place through 
indentations in the seam.

Ballasted rooftop systems installed 
with lower wind conditions don’t require 
penetrations, but in hurricane zones 
could need a combination of ballast and 
mechanically fastened attachments. 

“You don’t really see solar arrays 
ripping o�  of a roof unless the installer 
didn’t do something right,” said Barry 
Huseby, senior applications manager with 
mounting manufacturer SnapNrack.

The highest potential for wind uplift 
happens along a roof's edge. Huseby 
recommended avoiding installing an 
array in that critical area of a roof, but in 
case it does happen, spacing between 

attachments should be reduced to 
compensate for the additional uplift. 
Another precaution installers have used 
with SnapNrack products in hurricane 
zones is attaching each panel row to 
three rails instead of two. Resources like 
the American Society of Civil Engineers’ 
2016 update on wind testing (ASCE 7-16) 
can help determine preferable system 
placement. 

Moss Solar, a Wimauma, Florida-
based construction company specializing 
in utility-scale ground-mount solar, has 
experienced hurricane-related damage to 
PV systems, but it was never a result of the 
mounts specifi cally. Instead, it was caused 
by manufacturing failures at module frame 
connections. 

“Wind speed is fundamental design 
criteria just as snow loads and seismic 
forces, and therefore must be considered 

on every project,” said Edwin Perkins, VP of 
Moss Solar. “However, mounting practices 
can vary signifi cantly, with larger and more 
numerous fasteners, heavier structural 
members and closer pile spacings in wind-
prone areas.”

Most of the company’s projects require 
custom engineering and manufacturing, 
and Moss selects UL-certifi ed mounting and 
racking products that fi t AHJ requirements. 

“Moss Solar’s main area of operation 
can be heavily impacted by the e� ects of 
hurricanes. We are always concerned with 
the potential impacts of hurricane-force 
winds during construction," Perkins said. 
"However, our team has developed detailed 
protocols to prepare for hurricanes. 
Executing these plans swiftly is necessary 
to protect our materials and equipment, but 
most importantly, to protect our neighbors 
and employees.” 
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Permitting and product approvals
Solar installers said Miami-Dade County is the authority on 
construction for hurricane zones. In the country's most populated 
southern county, there are 36 di� erent municipalities, each with 
its own building department and permitting requirements. 

Depending on how prepared a project proposal is, 
permitting in Miami-Dade can take anywhere from one week 
to a couple months. A key component to quick permitting is 
using products that have been approved by the county for 
construction. 

Notice of Approvals (NOA), or product approvals, have been 
present in Miami-Dade since the '70s but had a resurgence 
following Hurricane Andrew in 1992. 

“That really was a reset on how we regulated construction 
in South Florida, and really throughout the whole state,” said 
Edward Rojas, building o�  cial for the Miami-Dade County 
Building Department. “That whole product approval process 
became more regulated, more defi ned, and there’s not very 
many products that don’t go through that process, especially 
when it comes to the envelope and the exterior of the building.” 

Goldin Solar
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Solar racking and mounting are new to the product 
approval process, with Unirac receiving the fi rst in June for its 
SOLARMOUNT PV mounting system. NOAs include pages of 
pictures and product design documents, detailing wind pressure 
ratings, framing loads, fastener resistance and installation 
instructions. Included are expiration dates and disclaimers that if 
approved equipment fails, the NOA can be revoked.  

SnapNrack’s products have a high enough demand in 
the region that the company is working through the product 
approval process as well. The county issues NOAs for products 
with manufacturing ratings that have been verifi ed by third party 
entities like UL. It’s a back-and-forth between the product’s 
engineer and the county, providing that backing data and 
component schematics.

“Our goal as a manufacturer is to make it as easy as we can 
for our installers,” Huseby said. “If that means we jump through 
some hoops to get our stu�  certifi ed with a particular area so 
that we can make it easier for our installers to use our products 
confi dently, then we’re all for that.”

Goldin Solar has each of its solar systems custom designed 
per project, which requires more individual inspection than just 
using NOA products. Having worked in the area since 2014, 
the company has familiarized itself with the needs of the many 
building departments in Miami-Dade County and beyond. 

“We used to joke that we’re a permitting company with a 
construction branch,” Goldin said. “We spent so much of our 
mental energy on permitting.”

The company wants to lean less on the idea of an approved 
package of solar equipment and use its engineering expertise 
to design systems for the specifi c needs of a rooftop and wind 
zone. Goldin Solar takes the most stringent requirements from 
each building department and builds its solar systems around 
that.

“It really does make sense to put in the extra time and the 
extra e� ort to get it done right and to know the ins and outs of 
structural considerations,” Goldin said. SPW
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Can you mix lithium and lead-acid batteries   
on an energy storage project?

There are pros and cons associated with the two main battery 
chemistries used in solar + storage projects. Lead-acid batteries have 
been around much longer and are more easily understood, but have 
limits to their storage capacity. Lithium-ion batteries have longer cycle 
lives and are lighter in weight, but inherently more expensive. 

Can one combine the pros of each chemistry to make one cost-
e� ective, high-capacity battery bank? 

Does one have to dismantle their lead-acid battery bank just to 
tap into the functions of a new lithium-ion battery? Can one add a few 
cheaper lead-acid batteries to their lithium system to meet a certain 
kilowatt-hour capacity?

All important questions with a less defi ned answer: it depends. It 
is easier and less risky to stick with one chemistry, but there are some 
workarounds.

Gordon Gunn, electrical engineer at Freedom Solar Power 
in Texas, said it is likely possible to connect lead-acid and lithium 
batteries together, but only through AC coupling. 

"You absolutely cannot connect lead-acid and lithium batteries on 
the same DC bus,” he said. “At best, it would ruin the batteries, and at 
worst...fi re? Explosion? A rending of the space-time continuum? I don't 
know."

K. Fred Wehmeyer, senior VP of engineering at lead-acid 
battery company U.S. Battery Manufacturing Co., provided 
further explanation.

"It can be done, but it wouldn’t be as simple as 
just adding lead-acid batteries to the lithium battery 
system. The two systems would essentially be 
operating independently," Wehmeyer said. "The 
lithium battery system would still have to be 
controlled by its own BMS with its own 
charger and charge controller. The lead 
acid battery system would need its own 
charger and/or charge controller 
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In some situations, it is possible to 
combine the two chemistries. Goal 
Zero uses its Yeti Link device like a 
sophisticated BMS to pair a 1.4-kWh 
lithium battery (top) with four stacked 
1.2-kWh lead-acid batteries underneath.
Goal Zero



Storage installations 
typically consist of 
one battery type, like 
with LG Chem here. 
GreenBrilliance 
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but would not need a BMS. The two 
systems could be supplying the same 
loads in parallel but there might need 
to be some control to safely allocate 
load distribution between the two 
chemistries."

Troy Daniels, technical services 
manager for LFP battery manufacturer 
SimpliPhi Power, does not recommend 
mixing the same battery chemistry let 
alone differing chemistries in a single 
system, but he does acknowledge it can 
be done. 

"A couple ways to combine would 
be the route of having two isolated 
systems (both charger and inverter) that 
could share a common load or even 
split required electrical loads," he said. 
"A transfer switch could also be utilized; 
however, this would mean only one set 
of batteries or chemistry could charge 
or discharge at a time and would likely 

need to be a manual transfer."
Separating loads and setting up two 

systems is often a more complicated 
task than many want to take on. 

"We haven't dealt with a hybrid 
lithium/lead-acid system at Freedom 
Solar because it wouldn't be a cheap 
add-on, and we try to keep our battery 
installations simple by using only one 
battery chemistry and one battery 
product," said Josh Meade, P.E. and 
design manager.

There is one company trying to 
make combining the two chemistries 
a little easier. Portable power product 
manufacturer Goal Zero has a lithium-
based Yeti Portable Power Station 
that can also be used for partial home 
backup. Yeti 3000 is a 3-kWh, 70-lb 
NMC lithium battery that can support 
four circuits. If more power is needed, 
Goal Zero offers its Yeti Link Expansion 

Module that allows for the addition 
of lead-acid expansion batteries. Yes, 
that's right: The lithium Yeti battery can 
be paired with lead-acid. 

"Our expansion tank is a deep 
cycle, lead-acid battery. This allows 
you to use the electronics in the Yeti 
[lithium-based system] but expand the 
battery," said Bill Harmon, GM at Goal 
Zero. "At 1.25-kWh each, you can add 
as many [lead-acid batteries] as you 
want. The customer can just plug them 
in. Suddenly you have the portability of 
the lithium battery and the inexpensive 
lead-acid batteries sitting at home."

The biggest problems when 
trying to link lithium and lead-acid 
together are their different voltages, 
charging profiles and charge/discharge 
limits. If the batteries are not at the 
same voltage or are discharging at 
mismatched rates, the power will run 
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quickly between each other. When the 
power runs quickly, heating issues arise 
and decrease the e�  ciency of the battery 
cycle. 

Goal Zero manages this situation with 
its Yeti Link device. Yeti Link is essentially a 
sophisticated battery management system 
suited for the original Yeti lithium battery 
that manages voltages and charging 
among the di� erent chemistries. 

"Yeti Link is regulating that power 
transfer between the batteries," Harmon 
said. "We control that in a safe way, so 
that lithium battery doesn’t even know it's 
married with a lead-acid battery."

The Yeti 3000 may be smaller than 
traditional lithium home batteries – LG 
Chem, Tesla and sonnen models typically 
have at least 9.8 kWh of power – but that's 
it's draw, Harmon said. And if someone can 
expand it up to that 9 kWh mark with some 
cheaper lead batteries and also take the 
lithium battery with them when camping or 
tailgating, why not?

"Our system is for all the people in the 
country who don't have $15,000 to spend 
on an energy storage installation. And 
then when I'm done, all I have is something 
permanently installed in my home," 
Harmon said. "Yeti is for those who are 
sensitive to what they're spending money 
on. Our system is $3,500 total installed."

Goal Zero is now on its fi fth generation 
of product, so it's confi dent in its lithium-
lead combination capabilities. But for many 
others who are less comfortable mixing the 
battery chemistries outright, two isolated 
and independent systems can be installed 
in the same business or household – 
as long as it's set up by an electrical 
professional.

"A simpler and safer way to add lower-
cost storage capacity to an existing lithium 
system would be to divide the loads and 
allocate them separately to the two battery 
systems," U.S. Battery's Wehmeyer said. 
"Either way, it should be done by a trained 
professional to maintain safety." SPW

The best value, best performing rail system on 
the market

Pop-on universal clamps make installation fast, 
reliable, and flexible

A full range of roof attachments to meet every 
need

Fastest install and lowest cost

Lag-to-Panel single tool installation

SMR Pitched Roof System

POP-ON
TECHNOLOGY

LETS YOU
HEAR

WHEN IT
IS RIGHT



SOLAR SPOTLIGHT:

FIMER

ADVERTORIAL

FIMER.COM

IN THIS SPECIAL EDITION of Contractors 
Corner, solar inverter manufacturer FIMER 
talks about the status of the solar market in 
the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. Below 
is a portion of the company’s Solar Spotlight 
podcast with Solar Power World, but be sure 
to listen to the full episode on your favorite 
podcast app to learn more about how FIMER 
has adjusted to serve customers and protect 
employees during this diffi cult time.

How is FIMER helping its customers during 
the pandemic since there are now fewer 
face-to-face interactions, less travel, fewer 
trade shows and some project delays?
We are maintaining our manufacturing really 
at almost 100% capacity in our regions like 
Italy and India, and we also have integration 
in the U.S.

We do a lot of FaceTimes with our 
customers. This is, I think, the new future, 
with a lot of calls and virtual meetings. Since 
we don't have any trade shows currently on 
our books, we do try to do some webinars 
with our customers where we introduce our 
new products or we give them training on 
old products for installations or for designing, 
whatever the customer needs.

What are some things you're 
doing to keep your workforce 
engaged and safe?
From the beginning, we had our 
headquarters give us a great 
support in the situation since they 
were ahead of us in the U.S., out 
of Italy. We closed the offi ce, we 
transferred all the technology to 
the homes of each individual so 
that they could work from home.

We're having daily 
FaceTimes with our employees 
so that we keep really in touch 
and maintain the workload we 
had before and give the right 
support to the customers. We 
have strict travel restrictions 
besides our service technicians 
—from Day 1 of the pandemic, 
they were going outside to the 
customers with all the measures 
we have in place like face masks 
and social distancing. But we 
were still supporting 100% of 
our customers on the service 
side and we were trying to travel 
everywhere by car. 

What do you think will be the overall effect 
of the pandemic on the solar industry in the 
years to come?
We think it's not going to stop the wave — 
solar is a really good investment for a lot of 
funds even outside the U.S. The only thing 
it will impact is more on the residential and 
commercial side right now because there's 
much more face time you need to have with the 
customer one-to-one.

But I foresee that next year, once we get 
over of this pandemic, we will catch up again 
and have a beautiful and great year in front of 
us for solar.

This year, it's more diffi cult. We see some 
delays, some postponed projects, smaller 
ones are cancelled. It's still moving slowly, but 
constantly. 

We foresee a bright future in general for 
new technologies coming in that will make it 
much easier for solar. We brought one of the 
biggest string inverters into the market and 
we're seeing a lot of requests for storage.

I think the solar market has a bright 
future for the next years after this pandemic is 
hopefully soon over, but until then we are going 
to keep our focus on the customer and keep 
focusing on our employees staying safe. SPW
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Solar advocacy looks a little di� erent this year than it did when 

CALSSA was fi ghting for more emergency solar + storage backup 
in 2019. Due to COVID-19, solar advocates are lobbying their 
representatives through their phones and computer screens. 

In this State of the Solar Industry special section, read about what 
SEIA is fi ghting for to help the industry recover from the pandemic, 
how solar tradeshows are adjusting to social distancing mandates 

and what the 2020 presidential candidates think about solar power.
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state of the
industry the future of tradeshows >> 

Intersolar North America 
moves 2021 show to July

September is going to look a little di� erent this year 
with no Solar Power International tradeshow to attend 
or new product releases to discover. Luckily, Solar 
Power Events will still host educational sessions online 
and o� er a virtual tradeshow to allow solar and storage 
professionals to stay abreast of the latest trends in the 
age of coronavirus.

Educational content will be available beginning 
Sept. 14 through SPI's Virtual Education Microconference 
series. Sessions will be split into specifi c categories and 
presented in two-hour blocks throughout September and 
October. The online sessions include:
• Regulatory Innovation and Policy Drivers – 

Sept. 14-17
• Renewable Energy Finance and Development – 

Sept. 21-25
• Asset Management and Managing Growth – 

Sept. 29-Oct. 2
• Deploying Energy Storage – Oct. 5-6
• Grid Integration – Oct. 13-16
• The EV Connection – Oct. 26-27

The virtual tradeshow will 
only run two days: Oct. 21 and 22. 
Attendees and exhibitors will be 
able to interact through meetings 
and virtual booth chats, and 
some exhibitors will have product 
demonstrations and trainings just 
like at the in-person event. 

There is a registration cost associated with the educational 
content, but the tradeshow experience is free (interested 
attendees must RSVP though).

SPI is run by Solar Energy Trade Shows, a management 
company supported by the nonprofi ts Solar Energy Industries 
Association (SEIA) and Smart Electric Power Alliance (SEPA). Both 
organizations depend on the millions of dollars of revenue the 
event brings in, but advocacy e� orts on behalf of both groups 
will continue in earnest.  

Solar Power World will be your go-to source online for new 
product announcements and must-see educational information 
released during the show period. Follow us on social media for 
all the latest news! 

The combined Intersolar North America and Energy Storage North 
America tradeshows have been moved from January to July 14-16, 2021, 
in Long Beach, California, due to continued uncertainty around traveling 
and large gatherings because of COVID-19.

The fi rst meeting of the revamped tradeshow was held in January 
2020, just before global travel restrictions were put in place. Organizers 
of the 2021 event are dedicated to having a live, in-person event, 
preferring to not fall back on a virtual program. A newly formed advisory 
board will curate 28 educational sessions, and a traditional exhibition 
hall is still in the plans.

Registration is now open online. 

Solar Power International goes virtual
throughout September and October



Your exhibition hub for 
utility-scale renewable energy.



A look into NABCEP’s virtual 
Continuing Education Conference

Mid-March 2020 marked the start of mandatory cuto� s 
for large in-person gatherings due to the coronavirus 
pandemic, putting a hold on annual solar industry events. 

The North American Board of Certifi ed Energy 
Practitioners’ (NABCEP) Continuing Education 
Conference was originally scheduled for later that month 
in St. Charles, Missouri; then it was delayed to July and is 
now a virtual event being held September 9-24. 

“We just pushed it back to July and then when we 
realized that July wouldn’t work, we could have moved 
it to August, but people still weren’t comfortable with 
traveling,” said Sue McKeen, business manager at 
NABCEP. “We did send out a survey to see what our 
attendees prefer doing and the majority said they wanted 
us to go virtual. So, this made it very clear.”

NABCEP has administered credentialed continuing 
education coursework in the renewable energy industry 
since 2003. The NABCEP CE Conference is an event 
previously held over several days where attendees 
can visit sessions hosted by industry experts and leave 
with the annual credits necessary to be certifi ed by the 
organization. 

Representatives from renewable energy 
manufacturers and industry experts conduct sessions, 
giving attendees direct guidance on installation and 
operation of their respective company’s products; and 
the event gives industry members the opportunity to 
network on a smaller scale than the product-release-
focused Solar Power International (which has also moved 
online). 

The switch from an in-person to web-based event 
meant reconceiving how a hands-on, technically focused 
several days of coursework could be delivered from 
attendees at their computers. NABCEP CE’s usual 10-
hour days of sessions are now spread over many weeks. 

“We generally would have 10 concurrent technical 
sessions going on, so the 10 technical trainers are 
competing against each other at any given time slot,” 
said Shawn O’Brien, president and CEO of NABCEP. 
“We’ve cut that down to only four or fi ve concurrently, 
so instead of having 40 people in their session, there’s 

a possibility they could have 150, 200 people in their 
technical training.”

Usually by the end of the conference, attendees 
would have 21 hours of continuing education credits. 
Now, with an included year-long subscription to 
NABCEP coursework, they can get up to 106 hours. Most 
exhibitors from the planned in-person conference have 
remained on board.

NABCEP CE is being hosted on Instructure’s Canvas 
platform, web-based learning management software 
that’s being used by universities for remote learning 
during the pandemic. 

“It gives the trainers a lot of fl exibility in terms 
of branding their own space, adding content, having 
discussion boards and creating quizzes,” said Dan Pickel, 
director of certifi cation at NABCEP.

The service has webinar overlays for presentations 
and integrates with popular web meeting services. Like 
webinars, sessions can be attended live or a recorded 
version can be viewed later. 

“This is all so new. There are best practices but 
they’re not all set in stone,” Pickel said. “We want to see 
what other people are doing that works so that while 
we’re creating our virtual conference, we’re following 
those best practices and trying to make good decisions.”

Attendees can still arrange meetings with brands on 
the “exhibitor’s fl oor,” which will put them into a video call 
with the company. Annual events like the Women in Solar 
celebration will still take place and the Walter Ratterman 
Award for Creative Community Energy will be given out 
virtually. 

NABCEP is working on creating incentives, or 
gamifying, aspects 
of the conference, 
rewarding points 
for actions like 
attending sessions 
and meeting with 
exhibitors.

“Whatever you 
are coming into the 
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conference with, we want everybody to 
feel very comfortable when they log in 
and go to a session. We want to make it 
as easy as possible,” McKeen said. 

While it is preferred to have the 
event in-person, O’Brien said the switch 
to online is informing how NABCEP will 
organize future conferences.

“Moving forward, there’s a strong 
possibility, if this goes as well as we’re 
anticipating it to go, that we’ll have the 
in-person event but also have a virtual 
component to it,” O’Brien said. “So, 
if we’re having it on the East Coast, 
someone doesn’t have to fl y all the way 
from the West Coast to participate in 
these technical trainings.” 

For more information on NABCEP 
CE and the organization’s regular 
programming, visit nabcep.org. 
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Withdrew the United 
States from the Paris 

climate accord, an 
international agreement to 

reduce carbon emissions

Withdrew the United 
States from the Paris 

climate accord, an 
international agreement to 

reduce carbon emissions

donald trump

Approved 
proposal for 
largest utility 

solar project on 
federal land in 

2020

Placed tariffs on 
imported solar 
panels in 2018

the renewable energy 
agendas of the 2020 
presidential candidates
We obviously have a special interest, but this 
year’s presidential race is incredibly important 
to the conversation around climate change and 
renewable energy policy. Among other social 
issues, solar power advancement needs to 
be a signifi cant talking point during the 2020 
campaign to prepare for our future.

So how do both sides stack up? We give credit 
where it is due, but there is still room for 
improvement from both the Republicans and 
Democrats. Please keep everything in mind 
when casting your vote in November. 

state of the
industry solar and the election >>
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Introduced Environmental Justice 
for All act in 2020 to bring health 

equity and climate justice to 
underserved communities and 

communities of color

Introduced Environmental Justice 
for All act in 2020 to bring health 

equity and climate justice to 
underserved communities and 

communities of color

Called Trump’s 
solar tariffs 

an “attack on 
California” in 

2018 

Called Trump’s 
solar tariffs 

an “attack on 
California” in 

2018 

Recommended 
expanding clean 

energy tax credits 
in her primary 

presidential 
platform

Aims for 500 million 
solar panels installed 

within fi ve years, 
including eight 

million rooftop and 
community energy 

systems 

Aims for 500 million 
solar panels installed 

within fi ve years, 
including eight 

million rooftop and 
community energy 

systems 

Planning to set 
national goal for 

100% clean energy 
by 2035 and invest $2 
trillion in clean energy 
and climate progress

Commits to funding 
environmental justice to 

help those harmed by 
fossil fuels 

state of the
industry
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Will the solar industry get federal 
relief for COVID-19 harm?
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state of the
industry coronavirus relief >> 

It's no secret that the solar industry has su� ered due to 
COVID-19, especially the residential segment that relies 
on the type of person-to-person sales that are taboo 
in these times. The solar industry has worked to stir 
up support for federal relief e� orts to help the industry 
recuperate from the 38% drop in solar jobs as a direct 
result of the pandemic.

The asks
SEIA has two main priorities for Congress on behalf of 
the solar industry: First, to allow a direct pay option in 
lieu of the tax credit. Directly paying out the 26% credit 
to solar homeowners, developers or other stakeholders 
can move projects forward at a time when the tax equity 
market is constricting. 

Second, SEIA is asking for more time to use the 
current ITC percentage and safe harbor clause. The 
initial 30% ITC began stepping down this year. Because 
stay-at-home orders and other roadblocks stopped or 
slowed projects, the solar industry likely won’t be able 
to take advantage of the 26% ITC in 2020 as Congress 
initially intended. As a result, SEIA is asking Congress to 
push out the stepdown deadlines.

The support
The solar industry has received support for federal relief 
from businesses, lawmakers and other clean energy 
supporters. Most recently, a bipartisan coalition of 64 
mayors representing 25 states called on Congress to 
extend tax credits and create credits for storage projects.

 “If the future of energy lies in green technology, I 
think we need to be doing everything we can to catalyze 
that process,” said Miami Mayor Francis X. Suarez in a 
press release. “Nearly 90% of Americans want to see 
clean energy tax incentives extended, and our members 
of Congress were elected to represent our interests, it’s 
as simple as that.” 

 Six-hundred-and-fi fty solar companies representing 
every part of the solar supply chain also sent a letter to 
Congress asking for relief. 

 “Job creation isn’t a partisan issue and we should 
be looking to job producers in the solar industry to help 
lead us out of this economic crisis,” said Abby Hopper, 
president and CEO of SEIA.

 Congress also received a letter from conservative 
clean energy group Citizens for Responsible Energy 
Solutions, asking the body to invest in clean energy as a 
way to stabilize and grow the economy.

The status
Congress hasn't passed the next COVID-19 stimulus bill 
at the time of printing since the two sides have not yet 
reached a deal. 

 In a note to SEIA members on August 14, Hopper 
said the likelihood of Congress passing broad legislation 
to address the COVID-19 crisis becomes more 
challenging the closer we get to the November election. 
Still, Hopper said SEIA will continue working for the next 
month to urge legislators to include modifi cations to the 
ITC in any COVID-19 relief legislation. 
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SOLAR SPOTLIGHT:

CPS America

ADVERTORIAL

IN THIS SPECIAL EDITION of 
Contractors Corner, solar inverter 
manufacturer CPS America talks about 
the status of inverter warranties and 
how they need to improve to better 
serve project owners. Below is a portion 
of the company’s Solar Spotlight 
podcast with Solar Power World, but be 
sure to listen to the full episode on your 
favorite podcast app.

SPW: What does a typical inverter 
warranty look like?
Ed Heacox, GM, CPS: Most inverter 
company warranties are a couple pages 
that focus on repairing and replacing 
broken inverters. There’s a commitment, 
a period of time that could be fi ve to 
ten years or more, but they’re simply 
focused on the responsibility of the 
inverter company to either repair or 
replace a broken inverter.

We do try to keep it easier and 
better than the norm of the industry 
by just keeping it really simple. It’s one 
page, easy to read, easy to understand, 
fully transferable, with no paperwork 
required to transfer a warranty from 
owner to owner.

Why isn’t this enough?
In the world of solar project 
performance, an inverter repair 
or replacement when something’s 
broken is defi nitely not adequate. For 
one, generally there’s no absolute 
commitment to speed, so it’s one 
thing for an inverter company to be 
warrantying its responsibility to repair 
or replace if something’s broken, but 
actually what owners need is very 
high-speed recovery when something’s 
broken.

Another weakness of typical 
warranties would be the compensation 
for an owner or an EPC or even an 
O&M fi rm for, say, an RMA event when 
an inverter is down. It is typical to have 

some compensation, maybe $150 
or $250 for an RMA event, but that’s 
inadequate. 

So how could inverter companies 
better align with what the industry 
needs?
One of the fi rst steps and big 
commitments for inverter companies 
is to make service an offensive 
strength, not an expense to minimize 
— recognizing that the owners need 
service beyond the bare minimum 
of the warranties, and having the 
infrastructure and people in the right 
places in order to have high-speed, 
local support for the customers.

The other is for inverter fi rms to 
tightly connect with O&M fi rms. We 
found that by partnering with the 
industry O&M fi rm ecosystem, we can 
enable them as authorized service 
providers. We have a training program 
and a certifi cation program for them 
to become familiar with our products, 
get the inside scoop, best practices 
and tribal knowledge about how to 
maximize performance of our products. 

It’s important to offer services that 
address the gaps in the warranty. For 
example, broken inverters are sort of 
an easy case, but what about inverters 
that maybe aren’t broken, but they’re 
just not performing perfectly? The 
answer is having a service team that’s 
able to support those cases and drive 
toward maximum performance, not just 
minimum performance that a warranty 
might cover.

That’s our approach: To help 
customers who are driving for higher 
performance insisting on maximum 
uptime. These kinds of supplemental 
services are a good step for the 
industry to better align with what asset 
owners need in the future. SPW

CHINTPOWERSYSTEMS.COM
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SUNation
CONTRACTORS CORNER:

Barely whisper the name “Sandy” on 
Long Island and PTSD sets in for many 
residents. The 2012 hurricane cost 
New York $41.9 billion in recovery and 
mitigation expenses, and millions in 
the Northeast were without power for 
almost two weeks. When Hurricane 
Isaias hit this summer in the middle 
of a pandemic, concern was high. 
Calls for energy storage systems 
increased signifi cantly for Long Island 
residential and commercial solar 
installer SUNation, and now demand 
for batteries is far outpacing the 

company’s supply.

In this episode of the Contractors 
Corner podcast, Solar Power World
editor-in-chief Kelly Pickerel talks 
with Scott Maskin, CEO of SUNation, 
about this crazy year, from being shut 
down for 12 weeks at the beginning of 
COVID-19 to now being overwhelmed 
with business as the next natural 
disaster hits.

A portion of the interview follows, 
but be sure to listen to the full podcast 
for even more insight, including 
more about the di�  cult process of 
getting solar installation deemed 
an essential service in New York 
during early COVID shutdowns and 
the good things the installer does in 

the community through its nonprofi t 
SUNation Cares.

Find the Contractors Corner 
podcast on your favorite podcast app.

Has coronavirus led to more people 
wanting to have energy storage?
We do a lot of commercial work here, 
and we talk to Long Island CEOs. 
You’re spending money on making 
sure your team is secure and outfi tted 
to work from home and business 
continues, but what about not having 
power? Imagine that COVID happened 
during Sandy. Where would your 
business be? You have to make sure 
you can communicate with your 
leadership team working from home. 
Isaias really hammered it home. 
Everybody was talking about being 
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able to work from home and this is the 
new norm. Well the new norm sucks 
if you have no power. If people are 
going to be working from home, there 
are going to be outages and it’s going 
to interrupt business which is going 
to interrupt commerce. So making 
an investment like that in your sta�  is 
prudent.

SUNation has been around since 
2003. Has this year been the 
craziest portion of business?
Personally at the CEO level, this has 
defi nitely been the toughest thing 
for me, no question. There was no 
solid plan. It’s one thing to have a 
problem and work toward a solution. 
It’s another thing to have a problem 
and not have sound footing on what 
the solution is going to be. There was 
about a four-month period where I 
did nothing but hang on and try to 
keep the business together. I was on the phones with customers making 
sure deals were getting sold, because if sales fall o� , ultimately everything is 
going to fall o� . You roll up your sleeves and get involved, which is frankly a 
good thing because it regrounds you. We call it a solarcoaster. There’s never 
been a time where we are climbing up and didn’t know beyond a shadow of a 

doubt that there was going to be that fall, that exhilarating drop.

What does SUNation hope to accomplish in the next 
few years?
If we can get out of 2020 in one piece, that would be 
super welcome. COVID gave the company an opportunity 
to reboot. When you grow your business super rapidly, 
it’s kind of like a hamster wheel. You’re running around 
in the wheel and adding sta�  to make revenue, and 
sometimes it’s good to be able to stop. It’s good to reboot 
and retool and refocus your company. We changed some 
of our processing stu� . If I can get through 2020 fl at, that 
would be a win. For the next couple years, if we could 
have a little moderate growth…we’re more interested in 
profi tability now than growth. That was a tactical change 
for us. SPW

THERE WAS NO SOLID PLAN. 
IT’S ONE THING TO HAVE A 

PROBLEM AND WORK TOWARD A 
SOLUTION. IT’S ANOTHER THING 

TO HAVE A PROBLEM AND NOT 
HAVE SOUND FOOTING ON WHAT 

THE SOLUTION IS GOING TO BE.

Podcast Alert!
Listen to this and other 

Contractors Corner 
episodes on your favorite 

podcast app.
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NO MUss. no Fuss.

®

The BLA (Big Lead Assembly®) takes all the guesswork out of wiring your solar field. Using Shoals’ latest in-line fuse and wire manufacturing technology, 
we offer you a site free of DC string combiners. The entire load is combined into a single pair of aluminum conductors running from the string combiner 
to the inverter. There’s no need to trench for DC feeders or hang string combiner boxes. And when terminated with the BAC connector, the whole array is 
plug-&-play. Plug in the panel strings, plug into the inverter, and just walk away!

combiner boxes
field o&m 
torquing
cable trays
trenches
re-combiners

The first and only above-ground, 
patent-pending system that does not require 

combiner boxes or in-array trenching, and can 

offer $avings in the field up to 62.5%

1400 Shoals Way, Portland, TN 37148      |      615.451.1400      |      sales@shoals.com      |      www.shoals.com
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®

The BLA (Big Lead Assembly®) takes all the guesswork out of wiring your solar field. Using Shoals’ latest in-line fuse and wire manufacturing technology, 
we offer you a site free of DC string combiners. The entire load is combined into a single pair of aluminum conductors running from the string combiner 
to the inverter. There’s no need to trench for DC feeders or hang string combiner boxes. And when terminated with the BAC connector, the whole array is 
plug-&-play. Plug in the panel strings, plug into the inverter, and just walk away!
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