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Solar Power? 

     All energy basically comes from the sun. Oil we get out of the ground was plant life eons 

ago. Algae is the most efficient plant life at converting sunlight into energy. Depending on the 

study and the metrics used to determine energy production, 3% seems to be the figure. Oak 

trees, grasses and all other plant life are much less efficient than algae. Oak trees need branches 

roots, etc. to survive and growing those makes their energy conversion less efficient. Algae just 

lets water do the work of offsetting gravity and therefore is much more efficient at converting 

sunlight to energy. Some of the best commercially available solar panels can convert sunlight 

to electricity at slightly better than 20%. No other form of sunlight–to-energy conversion even 

comes close to this conversion rate.  

     Solar energy will eventually be the winner in how we get our electricity because it has such a huge efficiency advantage over plant life 

forms of energy. Places with a large amounts of sunlight are more than ever gearing up to take advantage of solar power. Cheaper solar 

panels are accelerating this adoption as this makes the economics work out. Saudi Arabia just announced a plan that by 2030 will provide 

200 gigawatts of installed solar power. That, by any measure, is a huge amount of power. 

     One big problem is the sun does not shine all the time and what to do at night is a big issue. There are several ways to store power. 

Somewhere around 97% of the stored energy in the U.S. today comes from hydroelectric pumped storage. When the sun shines that elec-

tricity is used to pump water up hill and then the water runs down hill driving turbines and making electricity. This is a tried and true effi-

cient process. Most places don’t have the water and the geography to make this work. Some thermal solar plants use molten salt to store 

heat and when the sun goes down they use the molten salt to create steam and turn a turbine to generate electricity. Solar thermal plants are 

not able to compete economically with cheaper solar cell plants and most likely will only be economic in limited circumstances.  

     Batteries are the future in energy storage. Tesla Energy installed a 100 mega watt battery plant last year in Australia. By comparison the 

average nuclear plant puts out 1000 watts or one gig of power. This is no small battery as it is capable of putting out 10% of what a nuclear 

plant can produce. That’s enough to power 30,000 homes. Five months in and this project is getting much praise and more importantly is 

making money for the energy company. Now many similar projects are being announced in Australia. The Aussies have a lot of sunlight to 

harness and many homeowners there have solar panels on their roofs. So much so in fact, that one of the new battery plant proposals in-

volves tying up to 50,000 homes to a battery plant to hold excess power during the day a giving it back at night. Today’s best batteries are 

lithium ion which are expensive and are prone to issues with overheating. They are getting less expensive because we are making many 

more and the economies of scale are working. The cost of these batteries is roughly 1/2 of what it was only 2 years ago. The main driver for 

this needed production is the electric automobile. China and Korea are the clear leaders in battery production.  

     The world needs a better battery, one that does not overheat and one that can work with less costly materials. The use of a solid electro-

lyte is the goal of many developers. Battery technology and the materials science associated with it is incredible hard, and progress is slow. 

There have been many dead ends. James Dyson, the British vacuum genius, and his company recently took about a 1 billion dollar loss on 

their solid state battery start up missteps. This is such an important technology with such a huge potential economic pay off it’s hard to 

imagine someone or a group of someones will eventually get this right and we will have an affordable solid state battery that will weigh 

less, charge faster and last much longer than what we have today. Like many new important technology developments there are many peo-

ple claiming this or that about their new battery tech. Elon Musk would be my pick for someone with the credentials and track record to 

believe when it comes to battery tech. Elon thinks basically there still is no new battery tech he would hang his hat on. It will come one 

day, but there is still not an economic and performance competitor for today’s lithium ion batteries.  

     Renewable power is getting better, but we still have to have base line power from coal, gas or nuclear to have a reliable grid. The world 

consensus is that we have to lower our CO2 emissions or we will keep getting warmer. As long as that premise holds,  renewable power 

will keep getting pushed through artificial government sponsored incentives. Maybe one 

day solar panels on my roof will actually take care of my household needs, but that day is 

not here and batteries to handle renewable energy intermittency in an efficient economic 

way are not here either.  
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2018 Market Results 
S&P 500                      -.06%  

NASDAQ Composite   +2.8% 

Dow Industrials            -1.3%  

Russell 2000                 +.5% 

Dow Global                  -1.1% 
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