Lightweight Roofing Makes Solar Possible
There are millions of square feet of large commercial and industrial building roofs suitable for solar installations. But surprisingly many roofs that appear appropriate at first glance are challenged, upon careful examination, by site conditions that impose serious obstacles to solar retrofits.  

When confronted with structural limitations that would have made it infeasible to install 250 kW of photovoltaics on a 60,000 square foot office building in California, our team solved the problem to win an installation contract under competitive bidding conditions. 

A simple test revealed that it would be possible to tear off the existing roofing, install a lightweight spray polyurethane roof and PV panels, and in the end reduce the overall weight of materials on the roof. In this manner, a structural upgrade of the roof and associated costs were avoided, bringing the total project budget within the target set for economic feasibility. 

In the bargain, the building owner benefited from new roofing that won’t leak, with a 20 year warranty for a system that can last the life of the building if properly maintained, energy-saving insulation, and a platform upon which a solar system can be installed with the assurance of low infrastructure maintenance.

Along the way, unpredictable local autumn weather almost upset the apple cart, and consequences of Hurricane Katrina impacted the project over 2,000 miles from New Orleans. 

In retrospect, the solution appears very straightforward, but it took many years of experience in the roofing business rather than explicit solar expertise to make it happen. Such incremental progress many times makes the difference between failure and success. It is appropriate that this success be shared with the broader solar community. 
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Figure 1

Aerial view of roof showing completed spray foam and coating on the right, 

tear-off in the lower middle section (primed and ready for foam),

and original roof on the upper middle and left sections. 

Metal roof section at far left will also receive solar panels. 

