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BUILDlNG5 & ENVIRONMENTS

BY DAVID MACK

Solar Power Displays Savings & Sustainability
Another chicagoland area company has taken a solid sustainable step by har-
nessing the power of the sun to provide electricity for its business. | | nited Displaycraft of Des Plaines, a

V prominent manufacturer of retail
displays and in-store fixtures, now has a
650 panel solar photovoltaic (PV) system
on its roof. It was designed and installed
by Solar Service Inc. of Niles. "United Dis-
playcraft has turned to solar power to gen-
erate green electricity and take advantage
of government incentives (described more
fully below) that make great economic
sense, "said Brandon Leavitt, founder and
president of Solar Service. This 153 kilo-
watt (the maximum amount of energy that
can be generated at one given time) solar
electric system is reportedly the largest
non-publicly held commercial PV layout
in Illinois. The installation took 10 weeks
and began operation on August 30,2OlO.

Solar Panel Price Reduction

Origlnally the intent was to install
525 solar panels and then between the
time of planning and execution of the
placement of the modules the cost of the
panels diminished. "During the course of
the grant (federal/state) processing, the
cost of the solar panels decreased in price
three times," explained Rich Carrigan,
President of United Displaycraft. "By the
time we were ready to purchase the pan-
eis, we were able to buy 650 for the same
cost of 525 at the (previous) higher price."

Weather's lmpact
The maintenance free panels, which

come with a 25 year limited warranty, will
hold up exceedingly well under the ex-
treme and variable weather conditions ex-
perienced in the Midwest but many
factors affect how long they will actually
function as intended. "There are panels
currently in use that were produced over
40 years ago that are still generating en-
ergy," said Carrigan. Produced by Sharp, a

U.S. manufacturer at its two facilities in
California and Tennessee, "they are the
most durable and cost-effective modules
on the market ald (have) proven ex-
tremely durable in our climate."

Service, Installation fz Design
f rator allyour HVAC &Process Systems

- Including -
HVAC SERVICES. CONTROLS. PIPING. ENERGY SAVING SOLUTIONS

PREVENTIVE MAINTENANCE. FIRE PROTECTION . BACKFLOW PREVENTER CERTIFICATION

BOILERS. CHILLERS. PUMPS. REFRIGERATION

24/7 EMERGENCY SERVICE
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BUILDINGS & ENVIRON MENTS

diately satisfy the businesses electric demands.

Electricity Generated

The roof top system has been estimated to meet 12.5 percent
of United Displaycraft's electrical needs, which amounts to ap-
proximately 170,000 KWH annually or about one and one-half of
one month of the building's total electric bill. "We know that it
will consistently provide an average of 12 percent of the facility
power and already on some sunny and clear days we have wit-
nessed production above that level,,, said Carrigan. It will enable
the company to reduce its electricity from the ComEd grid during
peak times as it draws its power from its own apparatus. This will
allow the grid to meet the needs of other customers during those
peak times of demand. The PV system will also be wired into
United Displaycraft's transformers so that any excess electdcity
generated by the solar supply sdurce can be directed into the grid
to serve the needs of the rest of the power consuming community.

Commitment to Sustainability
The solar installation is iust part of United Displaycraft,s

commitment to sustainability. "In today,s global climate of rising
costs and growing awareness of how we all impact the ecosystem,
being green is more than an environmentally sound business phi-
losophy, it's an economic and socially responsible necessity,,, said
Carrigan. ( More on the breadth of UD,s conservation effort
below) The decision to generate solar electricity at its own loca-
tion was influenced by customers of United Displaycraft who are
very concerned about sustainability, he explained. ,,That,s the
main reason we started our Green Team.,'

Financing for Green Project
However, the solar power system was not a go when it was

first evaluated. Installation was determined to be financially un-
feasible with an estimated pay back perlod of abotrt 17 years. A
shorter recovery of capital cost outiay was necessary before United
Displaycraft could commit to the project.

A new financing arrangement was eventually worked out
with several governmental entities providing grants and credits,
which reduced the cost recovery time to five years. ,,We are able
to achieve this aggressive payback goal through an innovative fi-
nance model and hope other Illinois companies will emulate it,,,
said Carrigan.

Government Grants & Credits

The finance model has four aspects involving both state and
federal participation. It includes a 30 percent solar grant from the
American Recovery & Reinvestment Act,s Community Renewal
Energy Program, which was passed through the State of Illinois De-
partment of Commerce and Economic Opportunity; a 30 percent
federal tax credit through the U.S. Department of Energy, which is
available for all solar installations; the actual saving achieved by
using the company's own electrical system and the sale of Solar Re-
newable Energy Credits that are marketable ,,It,s 

a combination of
all of these forces," explained Carrigan. ,,Now oul payback has got-
ten down into a feasible range where many other business owners
will become interested in their own solar project.,,

The Solar Credits or carbon offsets generated by United Dis-
playcraft in its use of the sun's power are available for purchase by
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