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Solar Energy
~Some history, types, and facts~


In this modern fast paced world that we live in, there are many issues that are looked over, energy is one of these.  As a world, we are dependant on dwindling fossil fuel supplies and take for granted electricity, oil, and gas.  There are four completely renewable sources of energy around us that should be used and developed, they are: wind, growing plants, flowing water, and the sun.  These sources of energy are the ones we should be tapping, because they are reliable and renewable.  Harnessing the suns energy is the most certain and ultimate energy source.  Looking at a brief history and some facts about solar energy, a glimpse of the future can be seen, a future not dependant on fossil fuels.

Using the sun for its heat and energy is not a new idea.  It has been around for thousands of years.  The first record of sun being utilized for energy and heat dates back to 400 BC.  The Greeks designed their buildings and oriented their houses to utilize the sun during the winter and obscuring its hot rays during the summer.  The Romans then continued on with harnessing the suns energy by developing window glass that allows the sunlight to come in, but traps solar heat.  The Romans even put the sun in their legal system as to make sure that every house had so much access to the sun.  


The first solar water heaters came into play in the 18th century.  A French-Swiss scientist in Maryland did an experiment to see how much heat window glass would actually trap.  By building a box and putting different glass tops on it, he learned he could reach the boiling point inside the box.  Another person developed this idea and decided to put tanks of water into them, and sure enough that was the first development of the solar water heaters.  To improve on the tank water heater, William J. Bailey decided to separate the water heating system and the water storage system because at night the water in the tank would cool down.

The greatest energy that can be produced by the sun is electricity.  Photovoltaics, or solar cells, capture the sun and convert it into electricity.  Solar cells were discovered by the Europeans back in the 1870’s when they used selenium to develop the telegraph.  They found that when light hits selenium it would produce and electrical current.  Soon enough there were many scientists and engineers working on photovoltaic systems.  Silicon and Selenium proved to be the two best elements to conduct electricity when light hits them.  Photovoltaic systems (PV cell) work by converting the suns light into electricity.  A semi conducting material absorbs the sunlight, that energy knocks electrons loose from their atoms, this allows the electrons to flow through the material to produce electricity.  The further development of solar cells can be attributed to the satellite industry.  Solar cells were expensive and there was no use for them until satellites came.  Because it is impractical to tether satellites it became important to develop solar energy at any cost that would power these satellites.  This created a sustainable market for solar power, the first of its kind. 

Passive solar heating designs are some of the simplest forms of incorporating solar energy into your daily home life.  Passive solar designs incorporate the sun through the architecture of the home.  Allowing the most solar access to the house is achieved by aligning the foundation of the home in the most appropriate position according to the direction of the sun.

There was a fuel crisis in 1973 known as the OPEC Energy Crisis.  This caused the US to reexamine the use of renewable energy sources.  Fuel prices leaped and lines to get gas formed at every station.  Soon both federal and state tax credits resulted in rapid growth for a new solar industry.  The energy crisis did not permanently convince the American population towards solar energy, as soon as prices went down for gas, many Americans simply abandoned the idea of solar energy.  Today the solar energy field is slowly defining itself as a reliable source of energy that should be given a chance.

The development of solar energy is a slow process.  BP, supposedly one of the world leaders in the solar field does not spend that much on solar developments.  For every $10,000 they spend on oil exploration, they only spend $16 on solar.  The reason for this is due to the demand.  Americans always lean to the convenient, the quick, and the more affordable solutions to daily energy demands.  But the truth is that solar energy is cheaper in the long run.  In a half an hour enough of the sun’s energy reaches the Earth’s surface to meet the world’s energy demand for a year.  If this energy is applied then there would be no need to worry about the dwindling supply of fossil fuels and electricity.  

In light of the recent black out in New York City and the surrounding states, it is a sure sign that our dependence on electricity is greater than we think.  Our President even knows that the American power grid has many problems and is one of our weakest links.  This should open eyes to start developing with solar energy.  Thousands of homes are being built all over the country with the same old oil and gas heating systems.  People are only choosing these routes because they are unaware of how simple and affordable solar energy can be.  Just one square centimeter of the suns surface burns with the brightness of 235,500 candles.  

Today solar energy is becoming more advanced and more affordable.  There are many reasons that converting a home to solar energy is wise.  There are so many things that solar energy can do.  From generating electricity, providing hot water, to heat, cool, and light buildings, solar energy is very versatile in our everyday needs.  Some other forms of renewable energy that are currently being developed include; tidal power, hot rocks, and wind turbines.  Combining these forms of energy with solar energy, people of this world could possibly one day become independent of fuel and electricity.
The dependence on fossil fuels is the focus of many politicians, because it is what drives and supports our community.  Eliminating these competitions may help relieve tensions in the world’s culture.  The question arises, “Can society actually make this shift, or will the technological, economic and political barriers keep us bound to petroleum and other fossil fuels for the next century and beyond?”  While fossil fuels have played an important role in getting society to the point it is at today, there are four big problems that fossil fuels create: Air Pollution, environmental pollution, global warming, and dependence.  200 - 500 million years ago things that died in ocean were covered with sand then crushed by sediment deposit, the temperature and pressure rise and organic residue converted to oil and gas.  Oil is found under old sedimentary rock.  In 1950 the US oil production was 50% of the worlds and we therefore dominated the market and could set the price of oil.   Soon Venezuela, Mexico, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Kuwait and Bahrain all discover rich oil fields underneath their soil.  Politics and oil lead to increasing reliance on foreign oil in the late 60's and early 70's, and eventually lead to an "Embargo" of foreign oil to the US. Gasoline was perceived to be a scarce commodity, the price went up and the consumers waited in line.  The reaction to this temporary condition was to open the oil fields in Alaska to drilling in order to reduce our dependence on unreliable sources of foreign oil.  The price of doing business this way is manifest by the rapid exploitation of a natural resource as well as environmental disaster in the form of The Exxon Valdez.  The oil fields in Alaska are not very extensive and only have about a 25 year lifetime, at current consumption rates.  At current consumption rate, total US Oil reserves can power us for 12 more years; Alaska alone has only 5 more years left.  The known US Reserves as of 1990 are 36 billion barrels of oil.  The total population is 250 million and 144 barrels per person.  The consumption Rate is 3 billion barrels of oil per year and 12 barrels per year per person.  By 1995 the Reserve Estimate had dwindled to 22.5 billion barrels of oil and the consumption rate remains the same.  The distribution of oil in the US is as follows; Texas 26%, Alaska 26%, California 16%, Gulf Coast off Shore 9%, New Mexico 3%, and the remaining 20% is widely distributed.  The decline of our reserve is a growing problem, fuel consumption needs to be lowered, and solar energy is one way to lessen our dependence on this dwindling supply of fuel.  

Sunlight is free, and is constant.  There should be no fear that the sun won’t rise everyday.  Energy independence has become a national goal it is important to tap our other energy resources rather than rely on the fuel supplies and political alliances that are very uncertain. From the history of solar energy, and the present developments, having your own solar power is very attainable for everyday life.
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