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Going off the grid with solar
BILL KOSSLER
 ST. CROIX‹In the past generating electricity from solar energy has always been prohibitively expensive, but due to our current utility rate crisis, the math is moving closer to almost making it a real option for ordinary people.
 Using solar energy for heating water gives by far the biggest bang for the buck, so much so that nearly anyone could install a system today, on credit, save about as much per month on your electric bill as you are spending for the loan, pay it off in two to three years. After that, you would save upwards of $75 every month on your utility bills.
 As great an option as that is, though, you only save electricity. You still have to pay the VI Water and Power Authority to turn on your lights and run your refrigerator. It is possible, though to go completely solar and generate all the electricity you use independently. But while you can cut your electric bill by a third or more with a solar water heater for maybe $1500, to drop that bill to zero will cost you twenty times that, around $30,000.  That figure assumes you do a lot of the work yourself and you have received the federal tax credit.
 Expensive as that is, though, it could still be an investment that pays serious dividends over the long haul. 
 One couple on the big island has already made it pay.  the big island, Steffen Larsen and Jan Mitchell made their house near Divi completely self sufficient and solar powered back in 1998. In fact, they aren¹t connected to the power grid at all.  With the federal credit, their 5 kilowatt system cost them just about the $30,000 mentioned above. It involves a number of photovoltaic panels on the roof, a set of batteries that take up as much space as a banquet table, a few expensive electrical doodads like an inverter to convert the DC current to the AC your house uses and a computer to run it all.
 But once you have all that, it pretty much quietly provides all the electricity you need, without fuss, without blackouts, without power surges and blown bulbs and without any utility bills.  
 Larsen runs a very large refrigerator, two freezers, his computers, lights, washing machine and dishwasher without a hitch. His clothes dryer uses propane, but he could even run an electric dryer if he didn¹t use it too much.  While he chooses not to use air conditioning, because his location is breezy, that would use less than a dryer. 
 As of this year, Larsen says, his system has paid for itself and from now on, until he has to fix or replace some part of the system, all his electricity really is free. 
 Naturally not everyone can afford to pay for a system like this if it means much higher monthly bills, even if a decade down the road you start reaping big benefits.  Let¹s look at the math a little. 
If you already own a house, and are creditworthy, you could go online to Ditech.com and get a 10 year home equity loan for $30,000 with payments of $382 a month.  A lot of people are already spending that kind of money for their electric bills right now, but you won¹t be able to use quite that much once you¹re on solar.
If that amount won¹t break you, in ten years though, you¹d be free of electric bills altogether.  
You can lower your monthly payment by extending the life of the loan. If you have a thirty year $200,000 mortgage and refinance it at 7.25 percent, rolling in the cost of your system, you would have a $230,000 loan with a payment off $1570 a month at 7.25. That is $206 more than the same loan for $30,000 less. So you could refinance or- with a new house, build in solar and save money right from the start.  So long as your electric bill would normally be more than $206 a month, you¹re ahead of the game. 
Thirty years is a very long time, though. While experts say oil will stay expensive and slowly grow more expensive, the reasons it is expensive right now are probably temporary.  It will go down for a while.  Not to mention, WAPA just might stop relying on expensive oil before three more decades have gone by.  
By the time you¹ve paid off the mortgage, you may well have to replace the solar power system too. Unlike with a shorter loan time, you don¹t know that you¹ll ever get to the point where the system has paid for itself and is saving you money every month.  
There are several other smaller systems on the island. The Bamboula Haven Foundation has a 1 kilowatt system that runs part of their facility.  The VI Energy Office paid for that one with a discretionary grant. They have lots of useful information about alternative energy sources if you want to call them at 773-1082. Camp Mt. Victory in Frederiksted has a small system as well. While less expensive, these systems also generate less electricity.  But you can still save substantial amounts on your monthly bills.
Personal solar electricity remains a marginal investment. It is great for the environment, it would give you independence, but, unless you¹re rich enough to buy it out of pocket, there is no guarantee you¹ll come out ahead financially.   
Making it a public investment, taken care of by the government, is not really feasible to. The costs for all 41,000 households in the territory would run well over a billion dollars, and while a homeowner would eventually reap the financial benefits, the government would not. So it is really a private investment.
 One thing that might make private solar a more attractive investment would be if you could sell any excess electrical production back to WAPA at the same rate they charge you.  Bevan Smith of the VI Energy Office, and individuals like Steffen Larsen have long been advocating this net metering approach, and it may become a reality in the near future. After long opposing the idea, WAPA recently changed to a neutral position.
 Larsen says he generates all the power he uses before noon each day.  If you could sell a third of what you generate, it could mean that ten year loan payment becomes a lot easier to handle, or that rolling it into your thirty year mortgage starts to really make financial sense. 
 Net metering has not happened yet, but if it does, you might want to start crunching the numbers at your house. 
 Author¹s note: Cost estimates in a recent Avis article on the subject are a little misleading, as they do not take into account the cost of shipping the unit here, VI excise taxes and installation. Also, the federal tax credit will take some time to process through the VI Internal Revenue Bureau, so your costs out of pocket are higher. There are a handful of companies available for such work. The oldest one on St. Croix, West Indies Solair, 773-4790, can sell and install one for roughly $4,000.  After purchasing one, you can apply for a 30 percent tax credit on the cost of the unit itself.  The basic economics remain the same however. Solar hot water is an investment that will begin to pay off substantially in a short period of time.

