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Renewable Energy Terms
Power
The amount of work being done. The unit measurement of power is called a watt (W). Electric power 
is simply the product of voltage times current. 
watts = volts x amps	 1,000 watts = 1 kilowatt, or 1kW

Power usage
The product of power and time. 
watts x hours = watt hours (Wh) 
For example: a 100W load that is on for 10 hrs. 100W x 10 hrs = 1,000 Wh
1,000Wh= 1kWh, one kilowatt hour
Another example: 500W used for 2 hrs (500W x 2h) = 1,000Wh, or 1kWh 

Inverter
A power conditioning device that converts DC to AC. 
Off Grid inverters change the DC power stored in a battery bank to 120vAC, or 120/240vAC, power 
for use in the home.
Grid Tie inverters change the DC power generated by the PV array to AC power that is used in the 
home, or business. Any excess power produced flows into your local utility grid.

Photovoltaic (PV)
Photoelectric, or solar electric. Principal was discovered by the French physicist Edmund Becquerel 
in 1839; interestingly one of his relatives discovered the principal of atomic energy some years later. 
So PV predates nuclear power! It was not until scientists at Bell Labs in 1954 were working on silicon 
rectifiers (diodes) that the real potential of PV started to become clear. The space race of the late 
1950’s gave PV’s a niche that they have filled ever since. Because space has ample sunlight and PV’s 
are autonomous power sources and also are lightweight they have powered America’s satellites, from 
the tiny Vanguard to the very large Skylab. Unfortunately the government spent very little on research 
and development to make better and cheaper PV’s, though it spent billions to develop nuclear power. 
Government programs in Germany and Japan have helped develop a worldwide solar energy business 
that is growing by 30 to 40% per year. 

PV modules, or panels, are made up of PV cells
These semiconductor cells convert sunlight directly into electricity. When illuminated, the PV cell pro-
duces a voltage between front and back. This voltage is developed across a junction that is built into 
the cell structure. This voltage can be used to produce a current.


