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· Energy from the sun is used directly to heat water 
· Zero air pollution and negligible environmental impact 

during operation 
· Suitable for most homes with an unshaded roof facing 

between south-west and south-east 
· In the UK it will provide around 50% of the annual hot 

water needs for an average household�
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The Ricketts family were keen to make their 5 bedroom 
detached home more energy efficient and to reduce their oil 
consumption. First, they had their loft insulation topped up to 
270mm, the current Building Regulations standard. Next, 
they had their cavity walls insulated: full or partial grants for 
both of these measures are now available to all households. 
Finally, because they use lots of hot water, they decided to 
investigate a solar thermal system for their large roof.  
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Mr Ricketts wanted to ensure he was paying a fair price for 
the work. He approached three companies; a nationally 
recognised firm, a large regional contractor and a specialist 
local company. The quotes he received ranged from £4,400 
for the local company up to an astonishing £24,000 for the 
nationally recognised firm. Unsurprisingly, Mr Ricketts 
decided to opt for the local company, Solarsense. Not only 

was their quote the 
lowest by some 
considerable margin, 
it also offered the 
most up-to-date tech-
nology of the three 
quotes. 

S o l a r s e n s e  a r e 
accredited under the 
Government’s new 
certification scheme, 
which offers further 

peace of mind and access to Government grants. 

A complete list of accredited installers in the region is 
available from Severn Wye Energy Agency . 
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The chosen solar thermal installation was a British-made 
Thermomax Evacuated Tube system comprising 30 roof-
mounted collector tubes connected to a twin-coil 
immersion cylinder. One coil is connected to the solar 
thermal system and the other to the oil-fired boiler.  

Evacuated tubes are more efficient in diffuse light than the 
flat plate collector systems offered by some installers. They 
perform well in both winter and summer conditions and are 
well-suited to the UK climate. On a sunny day in mid-May, 
the temperature inside the roof-mounted collector was 
55oC, and the water in the cylinder reached 48oC. 

If required, the hot water temperature can be raised further 
by temporarily switching on the existing boiler or immersion 
element. Some solar thermal systems can even be 
configured to work in conjunction with combi boilers. 
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Mr Ricketts’ system cost £4,400 which includes the 
evacuated tubes, a fully insulated water tank, all the 
necessary controls and pipe-work, plus installation. VAT is 
charged at a reduced rate of 5% for all solar installations. 

Grants are available for solar thermal systems both locally 
and nationally. £500 is available from South Gloucestershire 
Council through the SGFuturenergy scheme. Details and 
application forms can be obtained via Severn Wye Energy 
Agency, online or by post. 

In addition, Government grants of £400 are available from 
the national Low Carbon Buildings Programme. Further 
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Mr Ricketts predicts that his family will not need to use their 
oil-fired boiler between the months of May and Oct, and can 
rely on their solar thermal system for all their hot water 
needs.  

He estimates that his new insulation measures, plus his 
solar thermal system will save him 2 tanks of oil annually - 
at today’s prices this equates to around £700. 

The financial benefits of solar thermal will be further 
enhanced in 2011 when the Government’s Renewable 
Heat Incentive  comes in to place. This will put a 
guaranteed minimum value on all renewably-generated heat 
energy. 
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SGFuturenergy is a  
partnership between SWEA 
and South Gloucestershire 

Council 
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Solar thermal systems emit negligible amounts of CO2 and 
air pollution. Typical systems require a small amount of 
electricity to run the pump, which pushes the heat-exchange 
fluid through the solar collector. If this electricity was 
sourced from renewable energy via a green tariff, or solar 
PV panels, the system would be considered zero-carbon. 
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The panels themselves should not need any maintenance 
as the surface of the tubes is highly polished, preventing 
leaves and moss from adhering. Householders should 
periodically monitor the system pressure as a way of 
checking for leaks. This is done by observing a gauge 
mounted on the immersion tank, similar to that fitted to 
regular central heating systems. 


