



Metro Square hopes to shine with photovoltaics
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A Colfax solar technology company, a Sacramento architect, a major homebuilder, the Sacramento Municipal Utility District and the Sacramento Housing and Redevelopment Agency are combining to give the latest boost to sun-powered homes. 

Metro Square -- a 45-home subdivision in midtown rising from the long-empty block bounded by 26th, 27th, H and I streets -- will contain 20 homes equipped with photovoltaic cells. 

More than 450 homes and businesses in the Sacramento area have become photovoltaic-equipped since the technology first went into homes in 1984. The number is expected to soar to upward of 2,500 over the next five years as photovoltaic systems become more affordable. 

Metro Square has meant brisk sales for The Sares-Regis Group of Irvine and its joint-venture partner, Philadelphia's Keating Housing Initiative Inc. 

For Colfax's Atlantis Energy Inc., the venture could be the beginning of something big. It's on the verge of partnering with several other photovoltaic technology companies and SMUD in a $10 million pact. The deal would ensure the annual equipping of 300 homes for next five years with its Sunslate, its photovoltaic roofing tiles. 

For SMUD, the development advances its goal of more alternative energy sources, while for the SHRA, which helped finance the project with a $1.1 million loan, it spells the first new subdivision in downtown or midtown in more than two decades. 

Atlantis, the U.S. branch of a Swiss-based solar-technology company, produces and markets Sunslates, a roofing tile with a photovoltaic cell mounted on it. The product is believed to be the first to build the photovoltaic devices into shingles, rather than slapping them on top of roofing. 

The company is improving the aesthetics of solar panels which in the past have been large and obtrusive, said Steve Coonen, a representative with Atlantis. "The whole basis for our Sunslate design is to become as cleanly integrated into the building industry as possible." 

Atlantis wants solar paneling to be as easy for builders to install as possible. The tiles are nailed on to a structure just like conventional shingles. 

Installation of the tiles probably will not be entirely hassle-free for the builders, said Bill Heartman, regional senior vice president of Sares-Regis. "The contractors will probably bitch and moan the first few times they install them and then they'll figure them out." 

Only a small portion of a roof is taken up with the roof tiles. About 280 tiles, measuring 1.3 square feet apiece, cover about 370 square feet on the south-facing part of a roof. The cost is about $17,000 per home. The hope is, if it's easy for builders to install, more architects will incorporate the technology into their designs. 

Mogavero Notestine Associates is the first architectural design firm in Sacramento to use Atlantis' Sunslate, at Metro Square. The first livable units are expected to be completed around May of next year. 

Firm principal David Mogavero first became familiar with the Sunslate tiles after designing a building for SMUD a year and a half ago. He immediately realized the potential. 

"The tiles achieve a synergy and an elegance of accomplishing three things at once," Mogavero said. "They waterproof the home, provide electricity and add to the aesthetic quality." 

Mogavero predicts a trend among architects and builders to incorporate photovoltaic systems into new and existing homes. "As the economics of photovoltaics become more attractive and buildings become more integrated, they (photovoltaics) may very well become a standard in the community." 

"If the results are as good as their claims, it (Sunslate) could potentially dominate areas like Sacramento where the climate is right," Heartman said. 

Heartman said because people living in town tend to be more environmentally sensitive than people living in the suburbs, "the buyer profile led us to believe we could add the product to the homes. 

"We looked at it as an additional marketing technique," Heartman said. 

And so far, there hasn't been any problem selling the homes, priced in the low- to mid-$100,000s. Of the 45 homes to be built on the lot, 21 have been put up for sale. All 21, some with Sunslates and some without, are sold. 

To make photovoltaic power an attractive and affordable option for existing and future homeowners, SMUD recently signed a 50-home contract with Atlantis to provide buyer incentives. The 20 Sunslate roofs at Metro Square are a part of the 50. 

Now Atlantis is on the verge of partnering with SMUD and several other photovoltaic technology companies in a $10 million contract. The deal would equip 300 more homes a year with Sunslates. 

As a pilot for its PV Pioneer II program, SMUD will pay half of the costs of a new Sunslate system, as well as work to provide a reduced mortgage rate (of up to 0.8 of a percent) on the home. The federal government refunds 20 percent of SMUD's investments in photovoltaics. 

SMUD's initial PV Pioneer program, which began in 1993, allows homeowners to rent a photovoltaic system from SMUD. Participants are guaranteed their electricity rates will not increase for 10 years, but they're not allowed to sell surplus power back to SMUD. Under the photovoltaic Pioneer II program, homeowners will own their photovoltaic systems, not rent them. 

Atlantis' Coonen said the mortgage reduction -- combined with annual financial savings on current electricity costs (the systems produce about 75 percent to 85 percent of a home's electricity annually) -- should pay for the Sunslate system in approximately 12 years. Monthly savings are about $10. 

"Right now, these systems are being offered to the homeowner for between $7,000 and $7,500," said Dave Collier, a spokesman for SMUD's PV Pioneer programs. "It's a real bargain." 

Giving an additional boost to Sacramento's photovoltaic numbers is the Clinton administration's Million Solar Roofs Initiative announced this past summer. 

President Clinton and Energy Secretary Fredrico Peña announced in June they had set a goal of having a million solar energy systems on buildings and homes across the nation by 2010. 

By increasing efforts to purchase photovoltaic systems for the more than 500,000 federal building rooftops and increasing the budget for photovoltaic research by 30 percent, the Clinton administration is paving the way to make photovoltaic systems more affordable for the public. 

Price and politics have made the solar business volatile in California. 

Gov. Jerry Brown prompted various tax credits to spur solar power, but the credits were killed by his successor, George Deukmejian, who said such incentives unduly favored the well-to-do. 

Many of the small solar-energy firms that sprouted during the Brown administration floundered or disappeared under Gov. Deukmejian and, subsequently, under the weight of the recession. 

Now the sun seems to be shining anew on the solar effort. A national consortium of almost 70 public utilities has agreed to purchase $500 million worth of solar panels by 2003. The Utility Photovoltaic Group, of which SMUD is a part, is responsible for serving 40 percent of the nation's electricity users. 

"SMUD has the largest number of photovoltaic systems going in under the UPVG program," said Collier. 

The Million Solar Roof Initiative is expected to reduce prices and create an employment surge of 70,000 new solar industry jobs throughout the nation. 

The solar technology developed in the late '50s to power U.S. satellites is the same technology being used by the solar-power industry today: photovoltaic. 

Photovoltaic cells are devices that convert energy from the sun into electricity. The cells are squares of silicon wired together and covered with glass to make a module. Many modules then can be arrayed. The more modules added to an array, the more electricity can be generated. 

Besides being modular, photovoltaic systems have a number of benefits including low operating costs, because there is no fuel or moving parts and they seldom break down; low environmental impact because they are nonpolluting and quiet; and low construction costs because they are relatively quick and easy to install compared to wiring homes to power lines. 

During the past decade, photovoltaic systems have become increasingly used by residences and businesses far away from a major power source. In many instances, it is less expensive to install a photovoltaic system than it is to run power lines to the location needing electricity. Photovoltaics are also less of a mechanical hassle than a fuel-powered generator. During nights or cloudy spells, batteries which have stored excess electricity during the day can be used. Many rural farmers have adapted the systems to power pumps for irrigating fields and watering animals. 

Photovoltaics most commonly found in residences and businesses are called grid-connected systems. Electricity supplied by a utility like SMUD powers the grid. For a photovoltaic system, the grid functions in the same back-up capacity as a battery in the remote systems. 

The major advantage of a grid-connected system is that photovoltaic owners can sell any excess power they generate back to the local utility. This "running a meter backwards" is called net metering. 

California passed a net metering law in January of this year. Because 18 other states have net metering laws as well, experts anticipate a federal version soon. 

