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Congratulations on starting your solar adventure! With generous tax credits and proven technology, 

it’s a great time to look closer at this universal resource. Home solar is more than just an 

investment – it’s a new way to think about energy and right now it’s more affordable than ever. In 

this guide you will learn more about the technology, savings, financing and more.

Why Go Solar? 

Knowing when to make the leap

What makes solar special and why do people choose to invest? 

 Concerned about rising utility costs for the foreseeable future

 Want to get solar credits on their utility bill using Net Metering

 Want to distinguish their home with a positive, valuable investment

 Concerned about the low return on investment from CDs

 Have lived through storms and want safe emergency power

 Want a cleaner world for their children and future generations

 Ready to upgrade a home to “net-zero” energy usage

 Tired of expensive electric water heating costs

 Have a pool and want to get more value from the investment

 About to enter retirement with fixed income and rising bills

 Need to provide reliable backup power for their family

 Have high taxes and want to convert into tax-free home improvements
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Solar Results 

Return on Investment, Utility Savings and the Environment

Everyone has heard of the “savings” of solar, but what’s realistic to expect from a roof full of 

panels? Even the most basic solar system enables a home to produce its own energy from 

sunlight, which reduces the monthly financial and environmental cost of running lights, A/Cs, and 

appliances. The resulting economic impact includes utility savings, tax benefits, and higher 

property value, powered by a lifetime of clean, renewable energy. 

A Life of Utility Savings

To understand utility savings, let’s look at how a basic solar system operates. When a typical solar 

electric (PV) system is installed on a home, it is tied to both house wiring and to the utility grid 

through a “net meter”. Whenever the sun is shining, the system feeds power to the home to reduce 

the amount that the utility would supply,

and the electric bill is lower than it would

be otherwise. When the solar panels are

producing more power than the house

needs at that moment (spring and fall, for

example), the excess feeds back to the

utility in exchange for “credits” on the next

bill. These credits will then be used up in

months when the bill is typically higher (for

example, summer and winter). 

History shows that electricity costs have

risen steadily for decades, and experts

predict that this will continue. Solar provides

a hedge against this increase by “locking in”

part of the annual energy supply at a set

cost. Since the life of a PV system is about 25-30 years, the savings between the “locked in” cost 

versus rising utility bills accumulates rapidly. This “lifetime utility savings” can add up to as much as 

five times the out-of-pocket cost, providing tens of thousands in passive tax-free “income” over 

time.
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Return On Investment

Tax Relief

Anyone with a heavy tax burden knows the value of deductions and credits. A professionally 

installed solar system is eligible for up to 80% in federal and state tax credits, allowing the owner

to leverage their buying power by five times as well as reduce tax owed. This can be especially 

important in the case of high capital gains tax. See the Tax Credit section for more information. 

Property Appreciation 

In addition, installing a solar energy system increases a home’s value considerably. This is due 

both to the value of the equipment installed, as well as the lower utility bills that homebuyers are 

increasingly willing to pay extra for. In fact, research has linked homes with solar photovoltaic (PV) 

systems to higher sale prices over homes without solar. Fortunately in Louisiana, the increase in 

the value of a home due to a solar installation cannot be taxed by an assessor. Therefore, solar 

provides a tax free increase in equity and resale value, leveraged 4:1 through incentive programs.

Return on Investment (ROI)

Not many investments match the return of installing solar energy on a Louisiana home. Solar’s ROI 

exceeds that of traditional investment options, such as the stock market, and is very stable over 

time. A solar system is earning money for the owner from day one,

with a typical ROI in the range of 13-19%. This is

equivalent to a payback period of 5-7 years, with a 

productive system lifetime of 25-35 years.

Solar pool heat and solar water heat are even better,

at 3-6 years payback and a 15-25% ROI. 

When considered together, these benefits

point to solar as an great way to provide

for your own energy needs while increasing equity

in the home, recovering the investment and

securing your family against rising electricity costs and 

power outages. 

Solar Results
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Solar Technology 

Electricity, Heat, Emergency Power and More

The purpose of solar power is to convert the sun’s light into useful energy. Several common 

applications of solar technology are described below, and new uses for solar are being developed 

daily. Keep an eye out for solar panels in your neighborhood, such as school zone flashing lights, 

solar call boxes on the highway, or outdoor billboards – there are more and more ways solar is 

powering aspects of our lives.

Solar Electric Backup Power

A typical “grid tied” solar electric system is not designed to work when the utility grid is down. 

However, there are advanced features available that can provide emergency power. The simplest 

of these is an emergency power system or “EPS” feature. This feature provides one special outlet 

that operates only when the grid is down, drawing power from the solar array in the daytime. This 

outlet can power most electronics, lights, fans, and some refrigerators, etc. 

A full battery-backup solar system on the other hand uses a compact maintenance-free battery 

bank and an automatic transfer switch to power some or all of the home’s electric circuits. In this 

design, an array of PV modules charges the batteries while a special inverter and charger sends 

excess power to the grid or to the house, as needed. Battery backup systems provide power day 

and night with several days of reserve power. Generators are sometimes used as a second backup 

in this design. Note: solar backup qualifies for both the Louisiana 50% tax credit as well as the 

federal 30% tax credit.
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Solar Technology

Solar Electric

A solar electric system provides electricity directly from 

sunlight. Solar electric panels (photovoltaic or PV) feed 

raw power into a special inverter device that changes it 

to utility-grade power for use throughout a home or 

business. When connected to a bi-direction “net meter,” 

excess power is returned to the utility, reducing or 

crediting the electric bill. Panels are often installed on 

roofs, but can be ground-mounted, pole-mounted, or 

even integrated into building materials. Special designs 

are available for backup power, canopy, awning, and 

carport applications.  Note: solar PV qualifies for both 

the Louisiana 50% tax credit as well as the federal 30% 

tax credit.
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Water Heating

Up to 25% of a typical residential electric bill can be the cost of heating water. Fortunately, new 

technology with better efficiency and capacity can lower this cost, and also means no more cold 

showers in the winter and longer equipment life. Whether solar, tankless, or heat pump style, there 

is a design that will help cut your water heat bill by 40-80%. Solar water heaters use sunlight to 

indirectly heat a tank of water, and provide hot water 24/7: when there isn’t much sunshine or when 

water use is heavy, a backup electric or 

gas heater kicks in. Just as with solar 

electric systems, solar thermal collectors 

can be mounted on roofs, ground-

mounted, or as awnings. Note: solar 

thermal qualifies for both the Louisiana 

50% tax credit as well as the federal 

30% tax credit.

Solar Technology

1-877-7-SOLALT

www.solalt.com

Ventilation

In warmer months, heat and moisture build up in 

an attic, causing several major problems: air 

conditioning works harder and wears out faster, 

condensation leads to moisture damage, and attic 

storage is often compromised by heat. Passive 

vents simply cannot control heat and moisture, 

resulting in high electricity bills and costly repairs. 

Residential solar attic fans are a cost effective 

solution that force out heat and moisture when 

the sun is shining, which is also when attics are 

hottest. The best attic ventilators feature a lifetime 

warranty, are US-made, and are engineered to 

withstand any storm. To further improve 

efficiency, an energy  Note: solar ventilation 

qualifies for the federal 30% tax credit.
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Pool Heating

If you’re only getting six months of swimming 

out of your pool, it’s time to look at a pool heater. 

While gas or electric heated pools can cost 

hundreds of dollars per month, solar pool 

heaters provide similar heating with no monthly 

cost and without pollution or maintenance needs. 

Solar pool heaters integrate easily into existing

installations, while the low profile collectors

blend  well onto most roofs. An automated

controller maintains the desired temperature by

activating a solar valve and pump when heat is

needed and available. A solar pool heat system

can naturally keep a pool warm up to 9 months of

the year, and reduce fuel costs in colder months. 

Some solar pool heat systems can even be programmed to run “backwards” overnight in the 

summer to lower the pool temperature for more comfortable swimming.

Other Options

Solar technology does not need to be confined to rooftops. 

Creative ideas can produce dual-use applications: produce

power and add a utilitarian function to your property.

Solar Technology
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Tax Credits

Federal and State Incentives

So what’s a tax credit and how does it work?

First note that a tax credit is more powerful than a tax deduction. After filling out tax returns and 

taking advantage of any available deductions, the “tax” line tells us what we owe the government. 

Whether this is paid through payroll withholding or estimated payments, we each owe the 

government a certain amount of tax. Tax credits provide 1:1 relief for this tax burden: if we owe 

$1000 in tax, but have a tax credit worth $1000, the tax credit erases the debt. 

The federal tax credit is worth 30% of the solar system cost, and the Louisiana tax credit 50%. 

Since these credits can be used in conjunction, this makes going solar in Louisiana by far the 

cheapest in the country. 

Sometimes owners will owe less in taxes than the value of the tax credits. What happens then? 

We’ll look at how the state and the federal government deal with that residual amount because they 

do it differently. 

Please Note: Solar Alternatives does not provide financial or tax advice. Please consult a CPA or 

professional tax advisor for how solar tax credits would apply to your individual financial 

circumstances.

Incentives
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Louisiana’s 50% Tax Credit

In Louisiana, the state will “refund” the balance of the credit. So, if you owe a dollar beyond 

withholding, but the tax credit is worth $10, the state will cut a check for $9. Most people do not 

owe large amounts of state taxes, and should expect fully 50% of the cost of the solar project to be 

cash in their pocket. The State credit is claimed on a simple Revenue form, Form 1086, “Wind or 

Solar Energy Income Tax Credit for Individuals and Businesses”. The information for this form 

should be provided by the system installer, and is submitted along with the normal tax return. The 

Louisiana credit is limited to a max of $12,500 per residence. Note that as of early 2014, multi-

family residences do not qualify for this credit (including duplexes and triplexes). 

The Federal 30% Tax Credit

The federal credit is not limited like the Louisiana state credit. If the federal credit is more than your 

tax in the year of filing, the IRS will not pay the difference, but allows you to “roll over” and redeem 

the balance of tax credits in future years. Currently, the credit can be rolled over until at least 2016, 

and is claimed on IRS form 5695, “Residential Energy Credits”.

Incentives

Solar Credit Example

Typical Grid-Tiered PV System $ 25,000

Federal Tax Credit – 7,500

Louisiana State Credit – 12,500

Net Cost to Owner $ 5,000

Property Value Increase $ 6,000 - $ 10,000

Annual Property Tax on Solar (per state law) $             0

Equivalent Annual Rate of Return (IRR) 19%

Average Utility Savings at 10c/kWh $  70 per month

$ 840 per year

$ 50,500 30-year life

Equivalent Energy Cost with Solar $  0.03/kWh

South Louisiana Average Utility $  0.09/kWh
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Making Solar Affordable

Bridge Loans, Home Equity, HUD 203k and More

Several easy options are available to simplify a solar purchase, including same-as-cash bridge 

loans, equity loans, and leasing programs. These options can lower the upfront cost of a system 

and often provide a short- or long-term payoff plan for the remainder. The best option will depend 

on the equity available in your home, available capital, whether your home is new (or newly 

purchased) and your credit score and debt/income ratio. Here are the options at a glance with an 

explanation of each.

Same-As-Cash/Zero Interest Bridge Loans

The easiest way to own a solar system is through a bridge loan, also known as “same-as-cash” 

programs. In this arrangement, a short-term loan helps purchase the system, providing up to 18 

months to apply for and receive tax credits. Bridge loans generally involve little or no upfront 

payments and no interest due if paid in full within the term. Once installation is complete and 

credits applied for, refunds are received and used to pay down the majority of the loan. The 

remaining 20% is due before the end of the term, or can be financed separately over several years 

through a related program. This option has a very simple application process and strict credit 

requirements, and is available for up to $45,000 in system cost. 

Option Pros Cons

Bridge Loan Easy, no interest
Unsecured
Up to 18 months

No long-term option
Good credit needed

Home Equity Loan Property based
Credit less important

Appraisal needed
Takes 2-3 weeks

FHA 203k Loan High Limits
Credit less important
Flexible uses

Longer process
Closer oversight

Personal Credit Low interest possible
Easy access
Familiar process

Limited amount
Promotional rates vary

Solar Affordability
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Equity Loans

Equity loans are collateral loans, based on assets such as real estate or savings/retirement 

accounts. Loans are provided for a specific amount or for an open line of credit, depending on the 

collateral available. The loan is used to pay for the solar system, and is paid down when tax credit 

refunds are received. The remainder can be paid off as quickly or slowly as needed, often at a low 

interest rate compared to personal credit. The most common type of equity borrowing is a home 

equity line of credit, based on the paid-in value of a home and personal income, and usable like a 

checking account. Another popular type is a 401k loan, borrowed against retirement assets at a 

discounted interest rate. Equity loans often have a longer application process, but provide more 

flexibility, better long-term costs, and in some cases tax deductible interest. 

203k Loans

The US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) has a lending program designed 

specifically for home renovations, including solar. This program provides a very low interest rate 

loan, with longer payback terms (10 years or more) and tax deductible interest payments. Solar 

systems are treated specially in the 203k program, and are eligible for a higher borrowing limit. The 

application process for 203k loans is more complicated, but the loan can be used to defer the costs 

of other renovation work as well, especially energy efficiency.

Leasing

A newer funding option involves renting the solar equipment for an extended period with equal 

monthly payments. This option is similar to an automotive lease, but with contracts for 10-20 years 

and typically involving some level of system maintenance. Leasing can provide a low-cost option 

for solar, and credit requirements vary. 

Although this option has been popular, leasing firms often follow very aggressive sales 

practices and have been known to greatly exaggerate the savings that their systems will 

produce. Leasing typically involves an escape clause (up to $10,000) and may prevent the 

homeowner from selling a property if the new buyer is not willing to accept responsibility for 

payments. Long-term costs for leasing are typically 2-3 times the cost of a typical system purchase. 

Personal credit

Small and mid-size solar systems are often purchased by using personal credit as a bridge loan. 

For those with access to promotional rates of 0-5% for at least 6 months, a typical credit card can 

provide an easy, inexpensive, in-house resource involving only minimal payments and little or no 

impact on credit. Make sure the contractor accepts credit cards before relying on this option. A 

small upcharge may be assessed to offset bank fees. 

Solar Affordability
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Choosinga Solar Contractor

How to Ensure the Investment Lasts

A contractor should meet several important qualifications to keep your system eligible for tax 

credits, and they should be capable of representing solar technology, performance, and safe 

installation procedures. Your contractor will not just be the installer, but will be the guide to 

successfully integrating a solar system into your home and supporting it for decades afterward.

A professional solar contractor should provide: 

 An explanation of different solar technologies and their benefits 

 A portfolio of recent solar projects with photos and descriptions – see the quality of work 

 References for prior work of a similar design – talk to their customers

 Several payment options and programs to choose from – make sure there’s a choice

 A written site shading analysis using special tools such as Pathfinder or Solmetric – this 

provides a technical analysis of the site’s solar potential

 A labor and workmanship warranty of 2-5 years or more – protect the investment

 Realistic energy production estimates using the PV Watts calculator – know exactly what 

the system will produce, using 20 years of historical data 

 Detailed system manuals, tax credit forms and warranty options

 System monitoring options to track solar output – handheld and web-based software shows 

exactly how much panels have produced day to day, and over the life of the system

For tax credit eligibility, contractors must also meet the following: 

 Must be licensed by the Louisiana State Licensing Board for Contractors with a Solar and 

Wind Energy specialization

 Must have received advanced training in solar installation through accredited programs such 

as LCTN, Ontility, SEI, or FSEC



Other important considerations: 

 Certified NABCEP PV Installer and/or Thermal Installer – national solar certification

 Industry involvement and professional memberships: SEIA, ASES, GSREIA, USGBC

 Whether work is completed by company employees or subcontractors 

 Uniformed workers with clean, professional demeanor

 Maintenance contract options – helps keep the solar system optimized

Learn More

www.fsec.ucf.edu – Regional solar info

www.lslbc.louisiana.gov – Contractors board

www.nabcep.org – Certified installers

tinyurl.com/SA12-MSS - Solar monitoring

www.dsireusa.org –Solar Incentives

About Solar Alternatives

Solar Alternatives was founded in 2008 with a mission to make solar fun and affordable through 

innovation and engineering design and development. From semi-transparent solar canopies to 

backup solar generators, in-deck solar pool heaters and integrated electric vehicle chargers, Solar 

Alternatives has brought affordable, practical solar energy at the highest quality and environmental 

standards. The company’s tradition of community leadership has brought sponsorship for collegiate 

solar teams, votech solar programs, neighborhood solar projects, and grant funding for churches 

and non-profits.

Solar Alternatives understands that great service and accurate information are key to satisfaction 

with solar energy systems. We look forward to helping you explore and integrate the perfect solar 

system into your own home or business.

Choosing a Solar Contractor
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FrequentQuestions

What About…?

Q: Isn’t solar very new? Is it a reliable technology? 

A: Solar PV modules were first produced in the early 20th century, and utility-scale solar PV 

installations have been in existence for over 40 years, so their durability and performance is well 

known. Solar thermal (water and pool heat) installations have also been in use for years, since the 

late 1800s in the US. Solar PV in particular has become less expensive recently, making it popular 

in areas that it was not before. 

Q: Are panels delicate? Will I have to protect them? Can they withstand hurricanes? 

A: Solar panels are made with high-strength laminated glass and are tested for at a minimum of 1” 

hail at 50mph, so they are very strong and made to last for decades in the harsh environments. 

Properly designed and installed mounting systems will also withstand 130-150mph sustained 

winds, and some firms offer a triple-rail system for high-risk locations.

Q: If I get one system now, can I add on later? Can I use the credit again next year? 

A: The federal credits can be claimed again in following years; however, the state credit can only be 

applied to one system. It’s not possible to claim tax credits only on one component in a system 

(such as solar panels only). 

Q: Does insurance cover damage to solar panels? 

A: In the unlikely event of breakage, the damage would be covered under your homeowners 

insurance. Most insurance companies simply want to be notified when an installation is added to 

the home, but make sure to ask your provider in advance. 
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Q: What about wind turbines, can I do both wind and solar?  

A: Wind turbines are an excellent form of renewable energy for areas that have high sustained winds 

for most of the year. Unfortunately, several studies over the last 20 years show inland areas of 

Louisiana to have a rating of 1 out of 10 for wind quality, so wind turbines (of any kind) are not 

considered a good investment here. 

Q: Is there any maintenance to a solar system? Do I need to do anything to it once it’s installed? 

A: Most solar systems are fully automated and need little or no maintenance. Your contractor should 

provide you with a maintenance schedule and checklist, and offer an annual maintenance plan to 

keep systems operating at full efficiency. The most important maintenance tasks are to check the 

system’s operation and production (through web-monitoring systems), and keep the 

modules/collectors clean at least one per year. 

Q: Is there any risk in claiming the state and

federal tax credits? 

A: Tax credits are a legal obligation for the

government to provide direct tax relief if a

solar installation is completed by a qualified

contractor. If your installation meets the

credit requirements (printed on the credit

forms themselves), then the government

must accept the claim. If you have other

tax issues that may incur liability or have

a complicated tax situation, you should

discuss how solar tax credits impact your filing with a CPA or tax professional. 
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