Diocese of Portsmouth Diocesan Advisory Committee Guidance Note

Solar Panels (Photovoltaic Cells) & Environmental Conservation

Introduction

Photovoltaic (PV) cells use light to generate electricity. Installed on a church, all the generated electricity qualifies for the Government Feed in Tariff whether the electricity is used or not. In addition to supplying some of the churches energy needs it can provide a small income from selling surplus electricity back to the National Grid. They help promote the Church of England’s national campaign for Shrinking the Footprint as well as our own Diocesan target of reducing carbon emissions through using renewable energy, thus setting an example of witness to the wider community Parishes should initially contact the Diocesan Environmental Office at (environment@portsmouth.anglican.org.) as well as seeking experience from other churches who are considering or have installed PV panels.
This leaflet focuses on general areas which Parishes should consider before a faculty can be considered. It is by no means exhaustive.
Buildings and Locations
1. Many churches have south-facing roof slopes on which the strongest sunlight falls. On these, installations invisible from all adjacent viewpoints are likely to be acceptable. This means that the roof will have to be:

a. Of low pitch behind a parapet or

b. A valley ( for example between a nave and aisle roof)

Other church roof configurations may be suitable in certain locations particularly if they are hidden from general view. Modern church buildings, church rooms and other adjacent buildings may be particularly suitable.

2. The roof structure should be assessed by a structural engineer to ensure that it can carry the additional live and dead loading resulting from the installation of the type of proposed equipment. Snow loading must also be considered.
3. Discreet and secure space should be identified for the inverter equipment. The current meter should be checked for compatibility and access for regular reading.
4. The fixing of the panels must be reversible and must not compromise the roof covering for example by piercing or restricting thermal movement. The type of cell, panels or solar slates should be determined along with the type of roof fixing. English Heritage prefer the modular cell units(see below)
5. There is a risk of debris and vegetation becoming trapped below the panels and possibly leading to water penetration. Suitable checks will need to be included in the maintenance plan to ensure that ongoing maintenance of the roof covering is not compromised. 
6. The location must be large enough to make a worthwhile long-term electrical contribution and be safely accessible for maintenance.
7. The proposed roof area should not be shaded by adjoining buildings, tower or trees throughout the four seasons of the year as most systems have a much reduced electricity generation if any part of the system is shaded. 
8. Ground-mounted panels are considered unsuitable.
Other Considerations

Parishes must demonstrate their need and that the panels will not detract obtrusively from the character and significance of the church. There is a legal presumption in favour of managing change to historic buildings so that their character and appearance is conserved. PV panels on a church roof are only one of several potential energy-saving measures. Before considering installation, other saving measures should be carefully reviewed. As fuel costs are likely to rise year on year at a much faster rate than inflation, a cost/benefit analysis is an important consideration. Proposed contractors should provide a feasibility document identifying the expected efficiency of the system, annual energy production, monetary and carbon payback periods.
The size of PV arrays that can realistically be installed is unlikely to meet all peak-time requirements. In practice, the church would first draw energy from PV-generation and then use the mains supply to make up the shortfall. When the church is not in use, ALL electricity generated will go to the supplier. Generation tariff will be paid for all, and input tariff on 50%, of amount generated irrespective of the amount used.

Parishes seeking to benefit from the Feed-in Tariff should contact their electricity supplier at the outset to ensure that the installation will qualify for it.
In balancing environmental and financial costs and benefits, parishes should bear in mind:

1. In the current climate of very low rates of interest on savings the economics can compare very favourably.

2. The Feed-in Tariff is a scale which declines according to the year the system is installed (but held for the life of that installation).

3. The technology is rapidly developing and prices may well fall. Thus as the years pass, the development of the technology may be counterbalanced by the lower tariff.
4. All installations (equipment and labour) must be certificated under the MCS (Microgeneration Certification Scheme) to qualify for Feed-in Tariff payments.

5. PV cells are not carbon neutral due to the amount of energy required to manufacture them. It takes a couple of years before the cells off set their footprint.
6. Installation on some listed churches may be too difficult to achieve without adverse visual impacts on their character and appearance. It may also require the lopping or felling of nearby over-shadowing trees. Both these aspects will be of interest to the wider community. Avoiding such impacts by not installing PV panels in its own way contributes to environmental conservation.
It is most probable that solar hot water panels would prove to be unsuitable for churches but may have a role for parish halls etc. 
Permissions and Required Information.
A Faculty is always required for the installation of PV cells
In addition to consideration of the general topics above, the DAC will specifically require: 
1. A statement of need: a statement of significance and an energy strategy document (incorporating an energy audit)
2. A structural engineers report and a design of the proposed PV installation. 
3. A statement providing an appraisal and support by the Inspecting Architect- covering how building maintenance and other issues have been addressed
4. Drawings and specifications of associated builders work, including structural support and weatherproofing.
Within the Faculty process the applicant is advised to consult with and take account of guidance given by relevant conservation bodies such as English Heritage. This will be particularly important in the case of historic churches and the applicant is advised to show the influence of this on their application. Installing PV cells that affect the external appearance of a church and listed buildings will require planning permission.
If the installation of equipment and cabling is likely to have any impact on the churchyard, its trees, lichens, flora and fauna, or is likely to disturb any bat roosts, this will need to be taken into consideration in the appraisal of the scheme. 

Useful web sites

www.english-heritage.org.uk/publications/small-scale-solar-electric-photovoltaics-energy/

www.shrinkingthefootprint.cofe.anglican.org/

Additional information and advice is available from the DAC Secretary at 

DAC@portsmouth.anglican.org.  Tel 023 92 89 9661

Complied in conjunction with the Dioceses of St Albans & Oxford

