Solar Can Save $$$ in Blackout
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The blackout that struck much of the northeastern United States and eastern Canada was a clear demonstration of how vulnerable we are to power loss, and how dramatic an impact that power loss can have on our economy. While energy experts work to try and figure out the exact cause of the August 14th power outage, economists have been crunching numbers to see how much money was lost. Most estimates range between $1 billion and $6 billion, but some have gone as high as $30 billion. The lost revenue results from losses in a wide variety of economic areas, including food spoilage for the restaurant industry, cancelled flights on airlines, and halted production in manufacturing. Despite the differences in loss estimates, all experts do agree that the economy suffered a severe blow because of the blackout. While public officials and politicians are trying to figure out how to prevent this from happening again, many renewable energy proponents say that the use of solar could have prevented many of these losses and should be considered for backup power in the future.

One reason for the blackout, experts believe, is that people were over-using their air conditioners on that hot and humid day in August and overloaded the power grid. Yet the intense heat and sun also means that the conditions were optimal to capture solar energy for electrical power. A solar-electric system purchased for backup power would run at peak power on hot summer days and could potentially save businesses millions of dollars during future blackouts.
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Solar electric systems purchased for emergency backup power operate off of batteries and are not connected to the utility grid. Energy is captured in solar panels on the roof and transferred to batteries that store the power so that it is available when needed during power outages. Although a solar system purchased for emergency backup power can be more costly initially, the potential savings, especially if power outages can be avoided, easily outweigh the higher initial system cost. System costs can also be reduced significantly if business owners will first reduce the energy consumption of existing buildings through energy efficiency or design new buildings as "low-energy" commercial buildings.

If commercial buildings in New York and the other affected areas had used solar electric systems for backup power, business could have continued, and a tremendous amount of money could have been saved, thus reducing the impact on the economy and disaster relief programs.

For more information on the Blackout of 2003 and estimated economic loss, or to learn more about the potential of solar energy, use the following links to various articles.

