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SOLAR ENERGY 

Solar energy is energy produced by the light and heat of the sun. The greatest use 

of this is the light the sun provides to plants which intern is energy for animals and 

humans. Today the advancements of solar energy are being focused on: solar electricity, 

solar water heating and solar space heating. Scientists are also trying to come up with 

ways of using solar energy to produce steam for industrial use. President Bush and the 

Department of Energy are working on the largest funding increase for solar energy then 

ever before through the “Presidents Solar America Initiative.” They want to decrease the 

cost of solar energy so it may be a more cost effective source of electricity within the 

next 10 years. 

Solar electricity is generated through concentrated solar power and Photovoltaic 

Cells. These are the types of solar energy you see being used in houses and cars with big 

sheets of mirror like material on the outside. Concentrated solar power is collected by 

reflective materials such as mirrors which concentrate the suns rays making them even 

stronger. The heat energy produced by these concentrated rays is used to power 

generators that produce electricity. The use of Photovoltaic Cells or light electricity uses 

direct and scattered sunlight to directly form electricity. Photovoltaic Cells started to 

develop in 1950 for space but are currently being used for agriculture and to power some 

buildings. A church in Switzerland was the first church with solar power and at the time 

cost $500 million dollars to build but cost have dropped immensely since then.  



(A)  

Photovoltaic cells are the most direct way to get solar electricity but it is also the 

most expensive. These cells are made of silicon crystal which must be produced manually. 

When the crystals get hot they start to degrade much of the crystal is wasted. Despite this 

scientist believe photovoltaic cells will continue to develop and be a much used source of 

electricity. The prices for solar electricity are continuing to drop and solar energy is even 

a cost effective way of getting energy for places where it is difficult to send electricity 

through power lines. In simplest form these cells are being used to power calculators and 

watches.  

The biggest problem with solar energy is what happens when the sun goes down. 

Where will electricity come from during long periods of cloudy days or in places like 

Seattle that can go months without seeing the sun? One idea to get around this problem 

would be to create systems to collect and store energy during sunny days that can be used 

during these times. This would mean creating huge solar energy plants and a way to 

transport the energy from the plant to where it is needed. There is also the idea of using 

hydroelectricity and or hybrid systems to assist solar energy during these times.  



The Mazda 929 uses solar sells to ventilate the parked or idle car on hot days. 

However the advancement of solar energy in cars has been taken much further then just 

cooling systems. Some scientists are working on building cars that use nothing but solar 

electricity. 

(B)  

Solar water heating is a way of using heat energy from the sun to heat water. 

Although this sometimes uses photovoltaic cells are used if electricity is needed to heat 

water but solar water heating is not the same thing. Solar water heating can be used from 

heating pools to heating in home water sources. During the daytime as the sun hits the 

heat collector it generates energy that pumps water in and out of the collector heating the 

water. By the end of the day the water is heated. This is a graph of places currently 

getting a substantial amount of there hot water through solar energy 



(C)  

A much more simple way of heating water with the sun is used to heat solar 

camping showers. As a camper you may have heard of or even used one of these showers. 

They are bags that when filled up with water and left in the sun can produce very warm 

water for a shower. In Oregon alone there have been over 16,000 solar water heaters 

installed since 1979. These solar water heaters typically produce between 50%-60% of a 

homes heated water needs through energy efficient hot water and hot water heat. 

The third type of solar energy is solar space heating and is found in a variety of 

ways in all homes. This is the least expensive type of solar energy because it requires no 

extra equipment but south facing windows, thermal storage, and overhangs are just a few 

factors that can increase a homes solar energy and decrease heating bills.  

Solar energy has come a long way since it was first being developed. It is 

currently being used and proven to be cost efficient. In most cases it is pared with other 



types of energy such as batteries or hydroelectricity to store energy for use when the sun 

goes down. With the use of solar energy on houses, cars, agriculture, and water who 

knows how far it will go. 
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