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Types of solar panels
There are two main types of solar 
panels. Solar PV (photovoltaic) panels 
produce electricity whereas solar 
thermal panels produce 
hot water. This leaflet looks 
at solar thermal (or solar 
hot water) systems. We 
have an accompanying 
leaflet looking at solar PV.

References
*For details of the references  
used in this document please 
scan the QR image, visit 
www.warmandwell.co.uk/

warm-and-well/advice-materials.html 
or call us on 0800 500 30 76



3Solar hot water

The benefits of  
solar hot water
Solar hot water is a form of renewable 
energy. Renewable sources of energy 
are constantly being replenished, 
meaning we don’t have to worry about 
them running out. Unlike fossil fuels 
(coal, oil and gas), they produce no, or 
very little, carbon dioxide and other 
greenhouse gases meaning they are 
better for the environment. Using 
renewable forms of energy will reduce 
your energy bills (as you will use less 
mains energy) and you may even be 
paid for the energy you generate.
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How does solar hot 
water work?
Solar hot water systems use free heat from 
the sun to heat your hot water. A boiler or 
immersion heater can then be used to heat the 
water further and to provide hot water when 
solar energy is unavailable. Solar panels, called 
collectors are used to collect the sun’s heat.  
This energy is then used to heat up water which 
is stored in a hot water cylinder ready for use.

As a general rule of thumb you need between 
1 and 2m² of panels per person living in the 
house. Therefore, panels for a typical home 
system are 
likely to be 
approximately 
2-4m² in size*1.
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2) Flat plate collectors
Flat plate panels have an 
absorber plate. Lots of thin 
tubes carry liquid through 
the absorber plate, 
heating it up as it passes 
through. 

There is actually little 
difference between the 
two when it comes to 
performance in the UK*2. 
As a result, most people 
make a choice according 
to cost and how they 
look. Ask your installer to 
talk you through the options 
available.

An evacuated tubes panel

A flat plate collector panel

There are two main types of solar hot water panels:

1) Evacuated tubes
Liquid is heated up within 
glass tubes that run through 
the panel. Each tube is a 
vacuum (the air is ‘evacuated’ 
hence the name), which acts 
to minimise heat loss.  
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Costs and savings
An average home solar hot water system may provide 
almost all of your hot water over the summer months 
and, on a year-round basis, should provide up to 60% 
of total hot water consumption*3.

At present, a 3.6m² system typically costs £3,000 - 
£5,000 to install. 

The table below shows the expected fuel bill savings 
depending on how you currently heat your hot water:

Existing system Fuel bill 
savings  
(£/year)

Gas £52
Oil £56
Coal £59
Electricity £126
LPG £91
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The Renewable Heat 
Incentive (RHI)
You may also be able to receive payments for the heat 
you generate from a solar hot water system through 
the UK Government’s Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI).

To qualify for the RHI, you need to use a 
Microgeneration Certification Scheme (MCS) approved 
product and installer.

The table below provides an estimate of the annual 
payment you are likely to receive through this scheme, 
depending on the size of system installed:

Household size Assumed 
system size

Renewable 
Heat Incentive 
(RHI) payment 
(£/year)

2 person 
household

 2 m²  £170

3 person 
household

 3 m²  £234

4 person 
household

 4 m²  £280

5 person 
household

 5 m²  £343
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Is solar hot water right for you?

Things to consider
Locating the panels
In order to produce the maximum amount of hot water, 
the panels should face as close to south as possible and 
not be shaded by trees, other buildings and so on. 

Panels reach maximum output at an angle of 
about 40°, although between 20-50° is usually 
acceptable, meaning that almost any well-
oriented pitched roof can be used*4.

However, the panels don’t have to be mounted 
on a roof. They can be fixed to a frame or be 
wall-mounted.

As we have seen, you need between 1 and 2m² of panels 
per person living in the house and they will need a small 
amount of space around the outside.
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Storing the hot water
If a dedicated solar cylinder is not already installed 
then you will usually need to replace your existing 
cylinder, or add a dedicated cylinder with a solar 
heating coil. Therefore, you need to consider 
whether you have space for this.

Compatibility with your existing 
hot water system
Most conventional boiler systems are 
compatible with solar water heating. 
However, if you have a combination 
(or combi) boiler and don’t currently 
have a hot water cylinder, a solar hot 
water system may not be compatible.

An accredited installer (see over 
page) will be able to assess your 
circumstances and help you choose 
the best set-up for your needs.
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Maintenance
Most solar hot water systems come with 
either a five or ten year guarantee and 
require little maintenance. The most 
important thing is to check periodically 
for leaks. A strong smell could be a sign 
that anti-freeze is leaking from the system 
and if you notice this you should contact 
the installer. 

You should have your system checked 
by an accredited installer every three to 
seven years or as suggested at the time of 
installation.

Finding an installer 
Severn Wye run a website called Link to Energy that 
allows you to search for suitably qualified local installers.

To get started, simply visit www.linktoenergy.org.uk 
and enter your postcode or town. Alternatively, you can 
call our advice line on 0800 500 30 76 and one of our 
advisors can provide further guidance and make referrals 
to suitable companies on your behalf.

We would always recommend 
getting a few quotes when you are 
considering having work done. 
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Severn Wye Energy Agency
Unit 15 Highnam Business Centre, Highnam, Gloucester GL2 8DN

01452 835 060  |  info@severnwye.org.uk  |   @Severn_Wye  |  www.severnwye.org.uk

Severn Wye Energy Agency is a not-for-profit company  
and charity (charity no. 1083812), established in 1999 under 

the European Commission SAVE programme to promote 
sustainable energy and affordable warmth  

through partnership, awareness-raising,  
innovation and strategic action.

DISCLAIMER 
While reasonable steps have been made to ensure that the information in 

this leaflet is accurate and complete at the time of writing, Severn Wye Energy 
Agency cannot be held liable for any direct, indirect or consequential loss or 
damage that may result. Nothing in this leaflet is intended to be, or should 
be interpreted as an endorsement of, or recommendation for, any supplier, 

service or product. Severn Wye does not intend to and will not provide advice 
or make recommendations on financial matters.

No reliance should be placed on Severn Wye Energy Agency (Severn Wye) by 
the homeowner in relation to any recommendations set out in this leaflet. 

Severn Wye accepts no responsibility for accidents or incidents arising from 
individuals undertaking any of the tasks described. You should always 

contact a suitably qualified professional before proceeding. 

To the maximum extent permitted by law, Severn Wye shall have no liability 
whatsoever to you or any third party for any loss or damage, whether in 

contract, tort (including negligence), breach of statutory duty, or otherwise, 
even if foreseeable, arising under or in connection with your use of or reliance 

on any content displayed in this leaflet.



Warm and Well has been 
running for over 10 years 
and has helped thousands 
of people tackle their energy 
bills and make their homes 
more comfortable. Our friendly 
advisors provide free advice on 
reducing energy use and on the 
grants and incentives available. 

0800 500 30 76
warm&well@severnwye.org.uk

 @WarmAndWell

www.warmandwell.co.uk

Large print copies are available on request

SevernWye energy advice
fact sheets

This fact sheet is part of a series that includes 
information on heating and hot water, home 

power generation, lighting and electrical 
appliances and reducing heat loss.  

The full series of fact sheets can be found at: 
www.warmandwell.co.uk
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