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Taking the right renewable option
If you are looking to break into the growing market for renewable heating, learning more about the relative merits of 
the various options available is a good place to start. Andrew Moore, Director of BritishEcoEnergy.com, provides an 
introduction to some of the benefits and limitations of different renewable energy systems for the domestic sector.

In today’s climate, with the effects of global warming 
becoming increasingly apparent and environmental 
issues never out of the headlines, the need for renewable 

energy has never been greater. People are steadily becoming 
more conscious of the environment and now most households, 
offices and businesses are beginning to recycle waste and 
adopt energy efficient equipment and eco-friendly products 
in an effort to combat their environmental impact. With 
growing public interest, increasing energy prices and future 
government legislation on the cards, demand for renewable 
energy systems is also soaring, and skilled installers have 
never been more in demand. 
	 Those in the trade are increasingly being faced with tough 
decisions to make on renewable energy systems. Whilst 
there are a variety of different systems to choose from, there 
are also many factors which require careful consideration. 
It helps if you know the relative merits and drawbacks of 
the renewable energy systems that are available as this will 
help you to gauge whether the renewable is right for the 
property and the purpose.

Smart solar
One very popular source of renewable energy is solar power. 
There are two different types of solar on the market: Solar 
PV and Solar thermal. Both can be recognised by their solar 
panels and tubes which absorb heat from the sun in order 
to produce electricity or hot water.
	 Solar thermal reduces the costs for heating hot water 
by approximately 25% and, with an average initial cost of 
between £3000 and £5000, it can have a payback period of 
less than ten years. For existing properties solar thermal is 
also fairly easy to install, although it does require several 
skill sets on the installers behalf. For example, installers 
will need to be used to working at height, working in 
confined spaces, working with pressurised systems and 
possess general plumbing and electrical skills.
	 Solar PV on the other hand is used to generate electricity 
rather than hot water. It is generally more expensive and 
also has a much longer payback period in comparison to 
solar thermal.
	 Most properties are well suited to solar systems, however 
it is generally the norm for panels or tubes to be installed on 
a south facing roof or area. Usually the installation of both 
solar PV and solar thermal takes no more than two days, 
although this may vary for larger installations or those with 
complex requirements. Installers also need to be aware that 

they will need to have the relevant certification in order to 
connect solar PV systems to the mains.

What about wind?
Wind turbines are possibly the most recognised renewable 
technology; but one of the main limitations for wind energy 
is the suitability of the property or the development where 
the turbine is being installed.
	 Wind turbines work best on hills or near the sea, and in 
both cases they need to be located somewhere that is free 
from turbulence, as this can cause fatigue damage that 
shortens the turbine’s working life. Medium sized turbines 
that will work with lower wind speeds will generally need 
to be installed away from the property on a separate tower 
structure, which will require planning permission and cost 
around £10,000 for a 2KW system.
	 As with Solar PV, wind turbines take longer to establish a 
return on investment, but the set time frame is very much 
dependent on usage and fluctuating energy prices. Another 
similarity between wind and solar PV is that installers 
need to have the relevant certification that is required for 
connecting them up to the mains. Wind turbines take just a 
couple of days to install but can take slightly longer if they 
are one of the larger versions. One of the main benefits of 
wind is that it can continue generating power throughout 
the night whereas solar can only generate power when 
there is daylight.

Recycling rainwater
One renewable system that has become increasingly 
popular is rainwater harvesting. Rainwater harvesting is 
easy to understand, install and very simple to use. Systems 
can also be installed to most types of properties (though 
they are more easily incorporated onto new builds) and 
can feed into toilet cisterns, washing machines or outside 
taps. Installers simply need to ensure there is a system that 
allows users to switch over to the mains once the rainwater 
tank is empty.
	 With most rainwater harvesting kits, the tank will be 
located beneath the ground, so installers will need to locate 
a suitable area next to the property. This will often depend 
on the customer’s requirements. The kits usually take a day 
to install; however, if incorporated in the building process, 
completion can be expected in even less time. To purchase, 
an average rainwater harvesting kit can be expected to 
cost between £800 and £2,500. However, in areas with 
high water utility charges, they can have a relatively short 
payback period of under ten years.

Air and Earth
There are two types of heat pumps available (ground source 
and air source) and as the names suggest they are very 
different sources of renewable energy. Ground source heat 
pumps (GSHPs) absorb heat from the ground and can use it 
to heat a home. For example, once installed GSHPs require 
very little maintenance and have a very long life expectancy. 
The main drawback for installers is the considerable 
amount of ground work that has to be carried out during 
installation – you will need around 80 x 30 metres of land 
for the pipes to be laid down into.
	 Air source heat pumps (ASHPs) are very different to GSHPs: 
They run on electricity and draw in heat from the air. The 
running cost of an ASHP is much lower than a conventional 
electrical heating system, as it draws most of its energy from 
renewable sources. ASHPs are also very user friendly, require 
minimal maintenance, have a long life expectancy and take 
less than a day to install, providing the internal connections 
are available. The only real consideration when installing 
an ASHP is deciding on a location within the property, as 
the system needs at least 1.5 metres clear space in front of the 

unit and should be situated 
where the air can circulate.
	 It is worth noting that the 
pumps also vary considerably 
in terms of price. A GSHP 
can set the homeowner 
back between £15,000 and 
£20,000, whereas an ASHP 
will cost in the region of 
£7,000-£10,000 including 
installation. ASHPs have a 
very short payback period 
of approximately six to eight 
years, although this may be even be quicker if compared 
with oil fired heating. Ground source heat pumps have a 
payback period of around 15 years.

Rules and regs
Under current planning guidelines and regulations, 
adding either thermal or PV solar panels to the roof may 
require planning permission. Some authorities will simply 
tell you over the phone, whereas others will require a 
planning application. All wind turbines require planning 
permission, whether they are attached to the property or 
installed on a tower because they are considered permanent 
structures. The Government is moving towards requiring 
local authorities to make such applications easier as new 
EU targets mean that the UK will have to generate 40% of 
its electricity from renewable sources.
	 There are huge benefits associated with renewable energy, 
but each technology is different, which is why a renewable 
energy specialist – someone who is able to provide unbiased 
advice on which renewable system or combination of systems 
best suits the project in question – has an important role to 
play. For those in the plumbing, heating and air movement 
industry, now is the time to think about enrolling on a 
course in renewables. When homeowners, businesses and 
governments are embracing a more sustainable future, 
the right training will help to ensure you stay ahead of the 
game.

Further information
BritishEcoEnergy.com (www.britishecoenergy.com) is dedi-
cated to offering honest, independent and down to earth 
advice on renewable and energy saving technology for both 
domestic and commercial properties; with everything from 
solar panels to wind turbines. Plumbers and installers can 
also sign up to BPEC approved training courses through the 
BritishEcoEnergy.com website.

 This project in Newbury required the installation of nine solar panels 
on the roof of the property. Much larger than a regular solar installation, 
these panels generated enough power to fulfil the property’s hot water 
needs, heat the swimming pool in the garden and take care of a majority 
of the heating requirements.

The Newbury installation required some groundwork in the garden to lay 
connections from the Genersys solar thermal system on the roof to the 
swimming pool in the garden. In the winter months power used to heat 
the pool can be diverted to increase the heat generated in the home.

A project for a property in 
Padstow, Cornwall – solar twin 
coil hot water cylinder was 
installed alongside a Genersys 
flat plate solar thermal system.
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