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FIRE FIGHTERS GUIDANCE NOTE # 6-34
ISSUE:
SOLAR POWER SYSTEMS 
Fire Departments should develop SOPs/OGs on fighting fires involving solar power systems (photovoltaic module or photovoltaic panel). 

A solar panel is a packaged interconnected assembly of solar cells, also known as photovoltaic cells. These solar panels can be used as a component of a larger photovoltaic system to generate and supply electricity in commercial and residential applications.

Because a single solar panel can only produce a limited amount of power, many installations contain several panels. This is known as a photovoltaic array.  A photovoltaic installation typically includes an array of solar panels, an inverter, and interconnection wiring. Photovoltaic systems are used for either on or off-grid applications.

Safety concerns:

· The solar modules cannot simply be "switched off".  Photovoltaic systems can produce DC voltages with up to 600 volts. Switches commonly found at the electrical panel disconnect the array from the structure and or the grid but do not shut off the array

· Solar power systems may add significant weight to the roof of a structure and may require alternative ventilation tactics 

· Power cables may pose a trip hazard for roof operations

· Voltage is high enough from multiple panels to cause a shock hazard to firefighters

· Where solar panels are used as a solar thermal system (i.e. water heaters), there are additional weight (from the water) and hot liquid hazards (note:  these types of panels are usually called “collectors”, as opposed to “modules” for electricity production)
FIREFIGHTING SAFETY PRECAUTIONS:

When dealing with fires in solar power equipped structures, the following should be considered:

· Treat the solar array as electrically charged at all times
· Inform the Incident Commander that a solar power system is present

· Securing the main electrical panel does not shut down the solar power system; in the daytime, electricity continues to flow from the panels to the inverter

· Covering all solar power systems with 100-percent opaque material such as a salvage cover to block sunlight will significantly reduce sunlight to the array but electricity can still be generated through the material of the salvage cover 
· Stay away from the panels and conduit. Don’t break, remove, or walk on the solar power system

· Wear proper PPE including SCBA

· Fight the fire based on flow, pattern and distances as recommended in the “Electrical Safety Handbook for Emergency Responders – Best Practices for Coping With Electrical Hazards in Rescue and Fire Situations”, revised 4th Edition 2003.
Note:  At night, apparatus-mounted scene lighting does not produce enough light to generate electricity from the arrays.
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