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The Florida Solar Energy Center Eliminated the Backlog for Testing and
Certification and Reduced its Reliance on State Funds
_______________
at a glance

Background

Subsequent to our 2009 report, the University of
Central Florida directed the Florida Solar Energy Center
to reduce its testing and certification
certification backlog. The
center analyzed its testing process for barriers and
made several improvements, including increasing the
number of test stands and automating test data
collection.
collection. These changes reduced test times from
227 to 129 days,
days, a 43%
43% decrease.
decrease. The center also
transferred some of the backlog to other laboratories.
As a result,
result, the backlog was eliminated and the
laboratory capacity increased.
increased.
In addition, the university directed the center to reduce
its reliance on state funds for testing and certification
services
services.
ices. The
The center significantly increased testing
fees and used other funds such as additional contract
and grant funds from the Solar Rating & Certification
Corporation to cover costs. The
The amount of state
funds used to pay for testing decreased from
$256,255 in Fiscal Year 2007
2007-08 to $77,931 in Fiscal
Year 2010
201010-11, a 70% reduction.
reduction.

Scope

__________________

In accordance with state law, this progress report
informs the Legislature of actions taken by the
University of Central Florida and the Board of
Governors in response to a 2009 OPPAGA
report.1, 2
1

Section 11.51(6), F.S.

2

Florida Solar Energy Center Conducts Research and Development;
Legislature Could Direct Fee Increases and Drop Certification
Requirement, OPPAGA Report No. 09-17, March 2009.

The Florida Solar Energy Center is a research
institute of the University of Central Florida. The
center performs four major activities.








Energy research and development – The
center develops and tests solar energy
technologies, alternative fuels, and
technologies for improving building energy
efficiency.
Education and outreach – The center provides
information on alternative energy technologies
and energy saving methods to a variety of
stakeholders, including the state’s building and
manufactured home industries and solar
energy industry workers.
Solar energy testing and certification – The
center develops standards for solar energy
systems manufactured or sold in Florida and
certifies that systems meet these standards; it
also tests and certifies solar energy systems for
manufacturers throughout the nation.3
Technical assistance – The center provides
assistance in designing energy systems and
buildings and developing energy codes and
standards.

As shown in Exhibit 1, the center’s Fiscal Year
2010-11 funding sources include contracts and
grants (71%); state Education and General funds
allocated to the center by the University of Central
Florida (19%); and other sources (10%) including
fees charged for certifying and testing solar energy
3

Section 377.705, F.S.
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systems, providing workshops and training, and
software sales.

Legislature consider directing the center to submit
a plan specifying strategies, timeframes, and costs
for eliminating the backlog to the University of
Central Florida and the Florida Board of
Governors.

Exhibit 1
The Florida Solar Energy Center Was Funded Through
Several Sources in Fiscal Year 20102010-11
Source of Funds
Contracts and Grants
State Appropriations1
Other
Total
1

Subsequent to our report, the university directed
the center to devise a detailed plan to increase the
rate of solar collector testing and reduce the
backlog. The center reviewed its testing and
certification process and identified three
performance barriers: insufficient number of test
stands; unacceptable outdoor test conditions; and
antiquated data collection and retrieval methods.
The center addressed these barriers by

Amount (in millions)
(Percentage of Total)
$11.9 (71%)
3.3 (19%)
1.6 (10%)
$16.8

Allocation of Education and General funds from the University of
Central Florida.

Source: Florida Solar Energy Center.

Our 2009 report found that the Florida Solar
Energy Center faced two challenges in testing and
certifying solar energy systems.



There was a two-year testing backlog that
negatively affected businesses seeking to sell
solar energy systems.









Testing fees charged to manufacturers covered
only 30% of the costs associated with these
services, with state funds making up most of
the shortfall.

The center also created a new interim certification
category that allows manufacturers to take their
product to market in approximately three months
rather than the previous seven-and-a-half months.
The center grants an interim certification if the
solar thermal collector passes the quality test,
which takes about 89 days from the time the
collector is received.5 It takes another 40 days for
performance testing. Consequently, the total test
time is now 129 days rather than 227 days, a 43%
decrease.

Current Status ___________
At the direction of the University of Central
Florida, the Florida Solar Energy Center examined
strategies for addressing the challenges identified
in our prior report. The center analyzed its testing
and certification process to identify inefficiencies
and methods for reducing the time it takes to get
solar systems to market. In addition, the center
reduced the amount of state funds used to support
the testing and certification process.

With permission from the federal government, the
center transferred some of its testing backlog to
other facilities around the world.6
The U.S.
Department of Energy paid additional costs for
these tests, including fees and shipping. As a
result of the changes to its testing processes and
the distribution of testing services to other sites,
the center eliminated its testing backlog.

centter analyzed its testing process and
The cen
reduced test times by three months
Our 2009 report found that it took 227 days to
complete solar energy system tests, resulting in a
backlog of 32 testing requests that the center
estimated would take two years to resolve.4 To
address the backlog issue, we suggested that the
4

increasing the number of test stands from one
to four;
installing an artificial wind machine on all test
stands to create the minimum amount of wind
required for testing; and
planning a computerized database system with
automated reporting applications that will
facilitate data retrieval.

The testing period is lengthy because systems must be exposed to
varying weather conditions over time to determine if they meet
durability standards. In addition, staff manually performed certain
data collection tasks rather than using an automated system.

2

5

The interim certification is a temporary solar collector rating.

6

In addition to test labs in the United States, the Solar Rating &
Certification Corporation, a private nonprofit organization that sets
national standards for solar energy systems, lists accredited test labs
in various countries including Australia, Austria, Canada, China,
Germany, Spain, and Sweden.
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The center increased
increased fees and reduced
reduced the
amount of state funds used for testing

In addition, the center increased its use of other
funds to cover testing costs. The center obtained
contract and grant funds from the Solar Rating &
Certification Corporation. In Fiscal Year 2007-08,
other funds covered less than 1% of testing-related
expenditures, while in Fiscal Year 2010-11 they
covered 14%.

Our 2009 report also found that the center did not
charge sufficient fees to cover the costs of testing
and certification activities. In Fiscal Year 2007-08,
fees covered only 30% of testing costs, with state
education and general university funds covering
69% of the remaining costs. To eliminate the need
for state funds to pay for testing and certification,
we suggested that the Legislature consider
directing the center to increase fees to cover the
costs.

In Fiscal Year 2010-11, state funds paid for 21% of
testing and certification expenditures, compared to
69% in Fiscal Year 2007-08. See Exhibit 2.

Exhibit 2
The Percentage of State Funds
unds Used to Cover Testing
and Certification Costs Has Declined1

Under the University of Central Florida’s
oversight, the center increased its testing and
certification fees. In May 2009, testing fees nearly
tripled, and in May 2010, they were readjusted for
certain tests. For example, solar thermal collector
fees increased from $3,000 in March 2009 to
between $10,000 and $14,000 in May 2010.
However, collectors waiting to be tested (i.e., the
backlog) paid fees according to the old schedule.
Consequently, the center has yet to determine if
the new fee structure will fully cover future testing
costs.

Testing and Certification Expenditures
(Percentage of Total)
Funding Sources
Fees
State funds
Other
Total
1

20072007-08
$111,714 (30%)

$244,686 (65%)

256,255 (69%)

77,931 (21%)

310 (<1%)

50,747 (14%)

$368,279

$373,364

These figures do not include the estimated annual cost of $175,000 for
updating and maintaining Florida’s certification standards.

Source: Florida Solar Energy Center.

3

2010
201010-11

The Florida Legislature

Office of Program Policy Analysis
and Government Accountability

OPPAGA provides performance and accountability information about Florida
government in several ways.


Reports deliver program evaluation and policy analysis to assist the Legislature in
overseeing government operations, developing policy choices, and making Florida
government better, faster, and cheaper.



PolicyCasts, short narrated slide presentations, provide bottom-line briefings of
findings and recommendations for select reports.



Government Program Summaries (GPS), an online encyclopedia,
www.oppaga.state.fl.us/government, provides descriptive, evaluative, and
performance information on more than 200 Florida state government programs.



The Florida Monitor Weekly, an electronic newsletter, delivers brief announcements
of research reports, conferences, and other resources of interest for Florida's policy
research and program evaluation community.



Visit OPPAGA’s website at www.oppaga.state.fl.us

OPPAGA supports the Florida Legislature by providing data, evaluative research, and objective analyses that assist legislative
budget and policy deliberations. This project was conducted in accordance with applicable evaluation standards. Copies of this
report in print or alternate accessible format may be obtained by telephone (850/488-0021), by FAX (850/487-3804), in person, or by
mail (OPPAGA Report Production, Claude Pepper Building, Room 312, 111 W. Madison St., Tallahassee, FL 32399-1475).
Cover photo by Mark Foley.

OPPAGA website: www.oppaga.state.fl.us
Project supervised by Kara Collins-Gomez (850/487-4257)
Project conducted by Bill Howard and Susan Munley
R. Philip Twogood, Coordinator
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