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Erin Nobler:

Hi and welcome to STAT Chat, a podcast from the Solar Technical Assistance Team at the National Renewable Energy Lab in Golden, Colorado.  I'm your host Erin Nobler, and today I will be chatting about solar technology and market development with Otto VanGeet, a principal engineer here at the lab.



We wanted to talk with Otto as part of our Meet a Solar Expert series, which is meant to give you a behind the scenes look at the working world of industry professionals.  So I'd like to go ahead and welcome Otto VanGeet, one of our resident solar siting experts.  Thanks for joining us today, Otto.
Otto VanGeet:
Thanks Erin.  It'd be fun to chat with you today.
Erin Nobler:

Yeah.  So can you start by telling us a little bit about your education and previous jobs before coming to work at NREL?
Otto VanGeet:
Yes.  So I'm a mechanical engineer and a professional engineer here at NREL.  I've actually been here 23 years.  The previous 11 years I was at Sandia National Labs.

Another interesting thing in my background is I've actually designed built and have lived in, for the past 16 years, an off-grid passive solar home in the mountains west of Denver.
Erin Nobler:

So beautiful and functional.
Otto VanGeet:
Exactly.  It works well.
Erin Nobler:

So you've worked on a lot of projects here at NREL, from site assessments to reducing data center loads.  So what are your primary areas of expertise?
Otto VanGeet:
Yeah, primary areas of expertise are especially energy efficient building design -- and that's across the board from residential to labs and data centers and all points in between, trying to minimize their energy use.  The other thing I work a lot on is renewable energy screening, and then especially photovoltaic design and operation.
Erin Nobler:

Great.  So can you take a minute to explain that last part to listeners less familiar with renewable energy screening?
Otto VanGeet:
Yeah.  So what I mean by renewable energy screening is looking at a piece of land or a roof and seeing how big the area is, what its solar exposure is, and then taking that a step further, looking at the utility costs, utility rates, the cost of, say, solar in this case, and looking at a potential economic case for it.  So screening before we actually would go do an onsite project.
Erin Nobler:

Thanks.  I think that explanation's helpful.  



So you have worked with several siting projects recently; I know a few in particular were at universities and with local governments.  What types of sites are opening up for solar development right now?
Otto VanGeet:
Yeah, you know the best sites are actually fairly large buildings with good solar exposure, maybe a typical government office building with a good roof that has at least a 20-year life.  And it's nice to be able to potentially put PV on that roof.  The next opportunity is potentially PV-covered parking.

The reason especially I'm excited about buildings or PV-covered parking is that building's energy use profile is a nice match to PV energy production profile.
Erin Nobler:

Great.  And what do you think the most underutilized sites are for solar energy projects?
Otto VanGeet:
The most underutilized sites are compromised lands, lands like brownfields, landfills, something that's been contaminated.  It's a perfect application because you're not going to use that land for anything else, so why not install some solar there?  EPA also realizes this and they've come up with a nice program called Repowering America Lands that they’ve actually put in a lot of large-scale renewables on these compromised lands.
Erin Nobler:

And have you worked on any of those EPA-repowering projects?
Otto VanGeet:
I've worked on a bunch of them, and some of my favorites are where we identify the site, do the screening, like we talked about, and then help them look at the economics and then how to install the systems.
Erin Nobler:

Cool.  Is there anything that states or local jurisdictions can do to support solar development at these types of sites?
Otto VanGeet:
Yeah, there's a lot that state and local governments can do.  First is they need to understand -- actually what they first need to do is get us an RPS renewable portfolio standard in place if it doesn't currently exist.  If it does exist they need to understand the requirements of the RPS, and any related incentives.  This gets into the potential economics for the system.

If there's an active state energy office or a local energy office they may want to be the conduit to help the local people with looking at these solar opportunities.  And as a follow-on, as needed, they can contact NREL for additional solar technical assistance.


The other thing a local government can do is maybe set some local solar goals.  We want to install this much photovoltaics by this time, and for these reasons, you know, we want to save energy, reduce carbon, but also we want to create local jobs.  And then if they want to go a step further then can look at all their local buildings and lands to possibly install solar on.
Erin Nobler:

Have you seen some instances where these localities are taking this initiatives?
Otto VanGeet:
I have.  There are some great examples around the country -- and locally too here in Colorado.  So I'll talk to the Colorado ones, which I've been involved in, but some local governments have had compromised lands, to a previous discussion, that they've offered up to install these systems and then work with the community to power their buildings in this case.
Erin Nobler:

Very interesting.  So I know that you've worked on quite a few projects in recent months; what project jumps out to you as your favorite?
Otto VanGeet:
My favorite is actually follow-on to the last one, and that's a community solar or solar garden project here in a local government.  And the way these would work is you identify a piece of land, a brownfield in this case, open it up for solar development.  And the solar garden model's very nice, where the community can buy a share of the solar garden and get the energy credit on their bill from the solar garden.

So my favorite example is a local government that did just that.  They can also promote this as part of their work they do.
Erin Nobler:

Great.  Yeah, we've seen a lot of interest in this topic on the STAT team here a well.



So what do you think the biggest challenges are in the solar market?
Otto VanGeet:
Yeah, the biggest challenge always is economics.  If you're in Hawaii economics are great.  If you're in a place where energy is fairly low cost economics can be challenging.  I'm not saying they always are but they can be.  The next challenge is utility interconnection and utility net metering requirements.  That can be very easy or very burdensome, depending on the utility.

The state and local government may and can have a big influence on this.  They can have some pull with the utilities through like public utility commissions and should be able to help with these issues:  interconnection, net metering, those sorts of things.  This is especially true if the utility is part of a local government, such as a municipal utility because then it's their co-workers they're working with.

Very similar if it's a cooperative utility or a co-op.  In theory they're there to serve their members.  And if their members want solar then they should be able to get it.
Erin Nobler:

Right.  Okay, and one last question:  what big innovations or changes do you see happening in the solar market in the next couple of years?
Otto VanGeet:
Yeah, the solar market's exciting in the next couple of years.  Prices of PV continue to fall and the economics continue to get better and better.  For example, when I started my career PV panels were about $30 a watt; now they're less than 80 cents a watt.  So that helps the economics tremendous.  Another interesting development is different financing models, like solar leases, power purchase agreements, a bunch of different models where you don't necessarily have to come up with money upfront.
On the minus side or the challenge side is the Federal Investment Tax Credit reduces from 30 percent to 10 percent at the end of 2016.  What that means is now is the time to be installing solar.
Erin Nobler:

Right.  Great.  Thank you.  Well thank you, Otto; that was really interesting.  And thank you all for listening to today's podcast.  And be sure to check back for future podcasts covering topics like interconnection issues, net energy metering and components, the value of solar.



STAT Chat is supported by the U.S. Department of Energy Sun Shot Initiative working to make solar energy cost competitive in the United States by 2020.  Learn more about our program by visiting www.NREL.gov, and clicking on the Technology Deployment link, or emailing us at STAT@NREL.gov.




Until next time.
[End of Audio]
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