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The last few years have seen growing concern over what happens fo solar panels

at the end of their life. Consider the following statements:

o The problem of solar panel disposal “will explode with full force in two or
three decades and wreck the environment” because it “is a huge amount of
waste and they are not easy to recycle.”

o “The reality is that there is a problem now, and it’s only going to get larger,

expanding as rapidly as the PV industry expanded 10 years ago.”
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o “Contrary to previous assumptions, pollutants such as lead or carcinogenic
cadmium can be almost completely washed out of the fragments of solar

modules over a period of several months, for example by rainwater.”

Were these statements made by the right-wing Herttage Foundation? Koch-

funded global warming deniers? The editorial board of the Wall Street Journal?

None of the above. Rather, the quotes come from a senior Chinese solar official, a
40-year veteran of the U.S. solar industry, and research scientists with the

German Stuttgart Institute for Photovoliaics.

With few environmental journalists willing to report on much of anything other
than the good news about renewables, it’s been left to environmental scientists

and solar indusiry leaders to raise the alarm.

“I've been working in solar since 1976 and that’s part of my guilt,” the veteran
solar developer told Solar Power World last year. “T've been involved with

millions of solar panels going into the field, and now they're getting old.”

YOU MAY ALSO LIKE

The Trouble With Solar Waste

The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) in 2016 estimated there
was about 250,000 metric tonnes of solar panel waste in the world at the end of
that year. TRENA projected that this amount could reach 78 million metric tonnes
by 2050.

Solar panels often contain lead, cadmium, and other toxic chemicals that cannot
be removed without breaking apart the entire panel. “Approximately 90% of most
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PV modules are made up of glass,” noies San Jose State environmental studies
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professor Dustin Mulvaney. “However, this glass often cannot be recycled as float
glass due to impurities. Common problematic impurities in glass include plastics,

lead, cadmium and antimony.”

Researchers with the Electric Power Research Institute (EPRI) undertook a study
for U.S. solar-owning utilities to plan for end-of-life and concluded that solar
panel “disposal in “regular landfills [is] not recommended in case modules break
and toxic materials leach into the soil” and so “disposal is potentially a major

1ssue.”

California is in the process of determining how to divert solar panels from

landfills, which is where they currently g0, at the end of their life,



