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Solar Energy — gEEpss19—3s7¢

bout two hundred years ago, when

America’s founding fathers' were con-
solidating the ideas and principals which were to
form the basis for her republic, the word
“energy” was very important. Alexander Hamil-
ton,? James Madison® and John Jay,* authors of
the Federalist Papers,® which justified the new
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As we salute our Bicentennial, we must again b, L2rLlz
reckon with® the word “energy.” This time, BENTIELH W (T
however, the concern is not with the operations ENHEZEZ L TH30229, 2L 3, ZHIZT A
of the government (those have, unfortunately, HEEL TO3METRICET 2 L0Th 2, Hiz,
provided us with a different set of problems in LT RAF— SR T3
recent years): rather, it lies with the fuel shortage
we are now facing. Essentially, energy sources
such as oil are shrinking, and we are faced with
the dilemma of either adopting radically dif-
ferent lifestyles,” or turning to other sources of
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unoccupied rooms, let water run unnecessarily,
turn the heat up rather than put on a sweater in
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cold weather, and commit a great number of
other energy wasting sins. They have grown this
y | way not because they are innately evil or foolish,
but because they have never been forced,
‘ through a want of resources, to appreciate .the
Mmﬁlwehweputonnﬂumin&mpmgherhr
| energy, and the necessity of practicing economy
‘ in using her gifts. A major campaign has been
| made to increase the American people’s awareness
of the need for energy conservation, to which
they have been generally unresponsive; the most
effective means of education seems to be to
increase the price of all energy sources, SO that
those who are wasteful must literally pay for
™ their sins. The thrust of President Carter’s new
- Energy Proposal is to make the wasters carry the
burden of fuel costs; for instance, those who
provide their homes with sound insulation will
receive tax breaks,” while those who let precious
warm air seep out in winter will not only have a
: higher heating bill, they will pay higher taxes.
Such incentives, it is hoped, will encourage more
; Americans to become energy conscious.
4 Major efforts have been made to find new
i sources of power so as to avert a total depletion
& of the earth’s natural resources. The ideal power
4 supply would be one which could be easily
tapped, and deep enough so that it would never
A run dry. Such a source is the sun. Though
F¢ scientists have been talking about the poten-
+ tial of solar energy for years, only recently have
they begun to exploit it. The idea has finally
gone from the drawing board'® to actual use:
there are currently over 1500 homes and build-
ings in the U.S., and many more in preparation,
that are being run by solar energy.

Most of the considerations in turning to solar
energy units' ! are economical. Though they are
more expensive to install than a gas or electric
P unit, “solar systems,”'? as they are called (a
% takeoff on the American expression for the
frl planetary system that revolves around the sun),
= will pay off, in terms of '3 reduced energy bills,
Ed within ten years. Additionally, twelve states have
# legislated tax breaks for homeowners who install
r solar systems, an idea which is being considered
v by several other states as well. The plan is to
I+ encourage people to use an energy source that is
non-depletable, thus preserving the resources that
we have.

Though solar systems are more practical in
most cases than standard electric or gas systems,
they are no panacea. First of all, the house must
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be in an area that receives a lot of sun; so, if a
house is in an area where trees block the sun’s
rays, it would be unwise to install a solar system.
Even when a solar unit is working efficiently, it
can provide only 60 — 80 percent of the heat
necessary to get a family through an average
winter, due to the periodic stretches of cloudy
days that always occur. Technologists are work-
ing on ways to store heat for longer periods, but
presently a backup system'? is needed to pro-
vide full time energy. Another problem, not
related to technology, is that of human nature:
as the industry is in its infant stage, so is the field
of consumer protection. Many unscrupulous
entrepreneurs, looking to capitalize on'® the
new trend and make a fast buck,'® are putting
out shoddy products, ripping off’ 7 customers in
the process. Prospective buyers are warned to ask
for proof of the efficiency of the unit, prefer-
ably by means of a guarantee.

As with most efficient devices, solar
systems are simple. Two types are used, liquid
and air, and both rely on a device which is
mounted on either the roof or the south wall,
those parts of the house that receive the most
sun. This device soaks up solar rays. The liquid
system transfers the heat to water, which is
pumped to a basement storage tank. From there
it is either circulated by pipes throughout the
house, or used to heat air, as in a normal heating
system. In the air system, the hot air produced
by the sun-absorbing device is sent to the
furnace, and then through ducts into the house.
When the house reaches the desired temperature,
the heat is sent to a bin filled with small rocks.
As the house temperature drops, air is passed
through the rocks, heated, and then circulated
through the house again. Such a system is
obviously, quite economical as long as the sun
shines, for the actual source of the heat, the sun,
gives up its energy for free.

The government is quite interested in expand-
ing the solar energy boom in order to cut down
on '® the need for importing foreign oil. Their
concern is so great that they have established a
plan whereby, in months to come, 10,000
homeowners and builders in ten states will be
allotted $400 each to be used for installing solar
hot water systems; the money comes to about
half of the unit’s price. A solar system is the
most practical in areas where energy costs are
highest, so the ten states are those which had the
nation’s biggest electrical bills last year. While
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hot water systems will not account for all of a
family’s heating needs (about 14% of a home’s
energy costs come from hot water), it is none-
theless a start. Part of the government’s hope is
to establish the credibility of solar energy in the
mind of the public, and make its use psychologi-
cally more plausible to skeptical consumers. New
ideas often take along time to become accepted,
so the government is taking the initiative and
force feeding' ® the idea to us.

Homes are not the only things being energized
by the sun. The sun surrenders?? its energy in
two ways: by conversion to electricity, as in solar
systems for houses, or by merely absorbing heat.
With the high cost of batteries, many products
are now being designed to draw their energy
from the sun. Among them are watches, flash-
lights, portable calculators, transistor radios, and
electric razors. These operate on solar power
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which has been converted to electricity. Between
users, they are charged not by expensive
batteries, but by free energy from the sun.

Appliances which operate by means of ab-
sorbed heat are much simpler. For instance, a
polished metal disc serves as a cigarette lighter:
the smoker merely exposes it to the sun, and
enough heat is generated to light the cigarette.
Now all that is needed is something to keep
people from smoking. Other devices which oper-
ate on this principle include various kinds of
cooking gear, functioning much like that old
camping standby, the reflector oven.

Solar energy, then, after years of study and
speculation, has finally become a reality. Though
still in its fundamental stages, it is already re-
garded as an efficient means of producing elec-
tricity and heat, and of cutting down on energy
costs. For Americans, a special benefit is that we
can reduce our reliance on imported fuels, and
thus help to stabilize our economy. Perhaps the
most important advantage of solar energy,
though, is that it is clean and non-polluting?!;
thus, at once we can waste fewer of our natural
resources, and help to keep pure those that we
preserve. The movement towards solar energy ap-
pears to be one which is sensible, practical, and
potentially profitable for most Americans.
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