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Dyfi Solar Club 

The Dyfi Solar Club ran from 1998 until 2003, initially part-funded by a broader European Commission 
funded grant designed to promote community-based renewable energy in the Dyfi valley, Powys, mid-
Wales. As a member of the National Network of Solar Clubs, the Dyfi Solar Club sought to make solar 
hot water heating technology cheaper and more accessible to residents of the Dyfi valley and later 
across Powys more widely. To reduce costs, club members were trained to install solar panels 
themselves, and could also take advantage of discounts on equipment secured through bulk-
purchasing by the National Network. In total, the Dyfi Solar Club trained 30 people and resulted in 18 
systems being installed within the Dyfi Valley, as well as a further 13 systems being installed across 
Powys. Policy and market developments in 2003 damaged the cost-effectiveness of the Solar Club 
approach however, and ultimately led to the closure of both the local clubs and the national network. 

Key Insights 
For the CISE project, Dyfi Solar Clubʼs innovation history is especially interesting because, throughout 
its development it exhibited many features that may be important to how community energy projects 
being developed today may grow and diffuse. In particular, it illustrates that community energy 
projects:  

• can benefit substantially from being developed in areas that are already broadly supportive 
of alternative technologies and ʻgreenʼ values. Further work might consider how such ʻgreen 
milieuxʼ could be replicated in other areas. 

• require, for their diffusion, both abstract and generalizable knowledge that can be packaged 
and therefore travel to new locations and local people with the necessary skills and 
experience to unpack that knowledge in new locations. One without the other is insufficient. 

• should be based to be flexible models in order that they can bend to and be shaped by 
local circumstances and contexts. This flexibility can be crucial to enable diffusion, and 
demands pragmatism on the part of community energy organisers and activists. 

• can have their diffusion boosted significantly by intermediary organisations and networks –
institutions that draw connections between multiple local innovation experiments. At the 
same time, because much of their work is often long-term, behind-the-scenes and political 
in nature, it can difficult to secure resources to support intermediary activity. 

• are often closely related to the private sector, serving as incubators for new innovations 
helping them to become commercially viable. This is poorly recognised and rewarded 
however. There is a need to respect and support mutual inter-relationships between the 
community and commercial sector in order to encourage cooperation and mutual benefit.  

• should think carefully about, and try to formalise, archive and share the learning processes 
they go through. This includes reflecting on both technical and social lessons being learnt, 
whilst also constantly reflecting on underlying assumptions. At the same time, it can be 
hard to predict which lessons will one day emerge as the most important and useful to other 
innovators who may wish to build on them in future. 
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The Community Innovation for Sustainable Energy Research Project 
The combined pressures of climate change, peak oil and threats to energy security are increasingly 
seen as demanding a fundamental transition in the energy system. In this context, there has been a 
surge of interest and activity in small-scale, sustainable energy projects led by local communities. 
Examples include insulation clubs, energy awareness and behaviour change networks, and co-
operatively-owned small-scale renewable energy systems. Whilst these projects have experimented 
with a wide range of different sustainable energy solutions, previous research has highlighted the 
profound challenges community energy projects face in growing, diffusing or even simply surviving. In 
particular, there is a tendency to treat them as marginal and parallel to mainstream energy systems 
and, as such, little is known about how or why community energy projects do or do not spread or 
grow into wider society, nor about their potential influence on wider low-carbon transitions.  

The Community Innovation for Sustainable Energy (CISE) research project engages with this gap in 
knowledge by examining the processes under which community energy projects have spread and 
grown within the UK. We do this with a view to providing independent advice to policy-makers, 
community groups and energy businesses about the merits and processes for supporting community 
energy. To achieve these aims, the CISE project is undertaking a variety of research activities. These 
activities include working with 12 community energy projects in-depth to explore the key challenges 
being faced on-the-ground, the extent of networking and learning between projects, and whether this 
is assisting in the diffusion of community energy.  

Inspired by the Institutional Learning and Change Initiative and by Bath Universityʼs ʻLowcarbonworksʼ 
project, the individual reports on each of the 12 projects are being presented as ʻinnovation historiesʼ. 
Unlike conventional case study reports, innovation histories aim to gather human stories of what 
happened during project development to provide a multi-voiced account of the innovation process. 
They encourage key individuals to reflect on their own actions and how they are linked with the 
actions of others, and therefore make it possible for external parties to learn from othersʼ real-life 
experiences. Rather than privileging the perspective of the researcher, innovation histories are 
presented in a narrative format that juxtaposes quotes from core participants, the researcherʼs own 
reflections on key developments, and wider theoretical insights relating to the innovation and diffusion 
of community energy. These are based on accounts gathered during in-depth interviews with project 
members and project meetings and information gained from published materials and the project 
website. Participant and project anonymity has been respected where requested. 

Participant 
quotes 

Researcher 
reflections 

! !

Participant 
reflections 

! !

Theoretical insights  
 

!
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Dyfi Solar Club: An Innovation History  

Origins  
The Dyfi Solar Club emerged in Machynlleth, in the mid-Welsh county of Powys in 1999 as part of the 
broader Dyfi Eco Valley Partnership. The Dyfi Valley Community Renewable Energy Project was 
funded between 1998 and 2002 by the European Regional Development Fund under Objective 5b 
which aimed to promote economic development in peripheral rural areas. In addition to the European 
Commission (EC) funding, some funding came from the Welsh Development Agency, and the project 
was supported in-kind by Powys County Council, the Shell Better Britain Campain and by Dulas Ltd a 
renewable energy services company based in the Dyfi valley. The project itself aimed to encourage 
local people to engage with energy issues, establish community-based renewable energy initiatives 
and improve local understanding and support for renewable energy. This was particularly important 
within the Dyfi valley because a large proportion of the valleyʼs residents have expensive electric 
heating systems as they are not connected to the national gas grid.  

The idea for the project, and particularly its focus on community-based renewable energy was to 
develop the Dyfi valleyʼs already existing cluster of businesses focussed on renewable energy. The 
Centre for Alternative Technology (CAT) had been based in Machynlleth since 1973 and had 
spawned several related business and organisations in the Dyfi valley, notably Dulas Ltd as well as a 
number of smaller renewable energy services companies.  

Green milieu 
By attracting people and organisations interested in alternative and sustainable technologies to the 
Dyfi valley from 1973 onwards, the Centre for Alternative Technology effectively transformed the local 
context, gradually making it (or at least aspects of it) more supportive of radical and new ʻgreenʼ ideas 
than other areas. In time, as the cluster of individuals and organisations increasingly began to 
develop in the Dyfi valley, so the supportive green context became self-sustaining exerting an ever 
stronger gravitational pull on those who hold ʻgreenʼ values. In this way, the Centre for Alternative 
Technology served to turn the Dyfi valley into what might be called a ʻgreen milieuʼ. That is, as a kind 
of protected space in which radical and alternative ideas for sustainability could be developed, tested 
and trialled without being subject to conventional societal and economic demands, such as for 
efficiency or profit generation. Crucially, this protection is provided by the values held by those who 
occupy the milieu, rather than by legal frameworks or financial resources. 

This implies that community energy projects might be more likely to succeed in such ʻgreen milieuxʼ 
than in other areas. In turn, this poses difficult questions about how such green milieux might be 
created in other areas – to what extent might it be possible to replicate the Centre for Alternative 
Technologyʼs influence and impacts in other places? 

 

“In this area [solar thermal] actually 
makes quite a lot of sense, bizarrely, 
because lots of people are off the gas 
grid and quite a lot of people are on 
electric heating…So energy costs tend 
to be high, so solar thermal makes 
more financial sense.” (Rob Gwillim) 

“We formed specifically around a 
European-funded project…which was 
about helping community-based 
renewable energy to develop in the Dyfi 
Valley. That was seen as a way of 
growing the cluster of related 
businesses already in the valley and a 
way of the community getting to grips 
with some of their own needs whilst 
meeting climate change considerations 
really.” (Andy Rowland) 
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In 1999, whilst still supported by the Powys County Council, the Dyfi Eco Valley Partnership formed 
as a separate company limited by guarantee in order to develop a distinct identity from the council. 
This was a deliberate move, designed so that residents in the valley would see the various 
community-based renewables projects being developed as community rather than council-led 
initiatives. The Partnership itself was not focussed specifically on solar hot water, or solar thermal 
technology, but rather had a more general target, as part of the EC grant, to complete 5 community-
based renewables projects and establish 350kW of energy generating capacity for the community. 
Accordingly, the partnership developed projects focussing on solar photvoltaics, a micro-hydro 
initiative, ground source heat pumps and domestic wood stoves as well as developing the Dyfi Solar 
Club that focussed on solar thermal technology.  

Andy Rowland, a former employee of CAT was initially employed in  mid-1998 by Powys County 
Council as a Project Officer to run the Dyfi Valley Community Renewable Energy Project. Due to the 
high levels of off-grid electric heating in the Dyfi Valley, solar thermal technology was considered an 
important technology to promote from the beginning of the project, especially as under the terms of 
the European grant, householders were eligible for support. Despite CATʼs presence within the Dyfi 
valley and despite the fact that solar thermal was already a fairly mature technology by the later-
1990s, Andy Rowland recalls that there were very few installations in the area at the time. As such, 
one of the key motivations for the project and for the partnership was simply to get more solar panels 
put on roofs in the area so as to increase their visibility more generally and, potentially, generate 
further uptake.  

With this motivation in mind, and to try and get around the high-costs of solar thermal technologies at 
the time, Andy considered that there may be interest in the valley – because of CATʼs presence – in a 
do-it-yourself approach in which people could manufacture solar thermal panels for themselves from 
scratch. Accordingly, in late-1998/early-1999 he considered a Swiss-model in which homeowners are 
guided through a fully do-it-yourself approach to solar thermal and which, at the time, was quite 
successful in Switzerland. At the same time, however, Andy was concerned that it would be difficult to 
manage and provide training to people for such a do-it-yourself model. Further, he was concerned 
that such an approach might result in inefficient systems being installed and thus reducing the 
credibility of solar thermal technologies more generally. Finally, and at around the same time, he 
learnt of an approach being developed by the Centre for Sustainable Energy (CSE) in Bristol and 
Leicester-based organisation Environ that, rather than adopting a full do-it-yourself model was using 
commercially produced panels but instructing people in how to install them themselves. Accordingly, 
he decided to direct those who wished to develop their own technologies to the solar training courses 
that had already been running at CAT for many years and to pursue the self-installation of 
commercially produced panels in more depth.  

Joining the National Solar Clubs Network 
At around the same time as Andy was beginning to think more carefully about do-it-yourself solar 
thermal technology in the Dyfi valley, the concept of Solar Clubs emerged from CSE in Bristol. Two 
employees at CSE – Richard St. George (a former employee at CAT) and Richard Simon both of 
whom had backgrounds in solar technology – had begun to train people in Bristol how to install 

Retaining a distinct identity 
from the council was crucial in 
ensuring that public trust and 

social capital werenʼt damaged 
before the projects even got 

going. Although it may often be 
seen as a peripheral and 

superficial activity, it seems 
critical for community energy 

groups to think about and 
carefully manage their 

branding and identity right from 
the start.  

!
!

“The main motivation was to get more 
on roofs. Not just for their own sake, but 
so we could get a critical mass as a 
demonstration. So other people would 
then say ʻAha, my neighbours done it. 
That makes sense to meʼ. So to get 
them better known…and kind of 
credibility, [to stop] people thinking 
ʻWhat do you mean, itʼs raining here all 
the time, not sunny!ʼ” (Andy Rowland) 

“We decided not to adopt [the Swiss 
model] being a little bit afraid of 
efficiency really and also itʼd be a much 
more difficult programme to manage 
and give training on. So we pointed 
people to CATʼs short-courses if they 
wanted to do that and we decided to 
have commercial panels but to put 
people in a position where they can 
install them themselves.ʼ” (Andy 
Rowland) 

The Swiss model would have 
demanded well-developed DIY 

skills amongst Dyfi valley 
residents and would therefore 
have been very risky. Andyʼs 
choice to avoid it shows how, 

in the beginning at least, 
community energy projects 
need to fit-in to their local 

contexts in order to succeed. 
Even if they subsequently wish 

to change those contexts. 
!

!

“The reason it started is that there was 
a feeling that there were quite a lot of 
people who probably could do this on 
their own, what they needed was a bit 
of guidance, bit of technical guidance, 
some practical, kind of, hands-on 
training in how to do that and then they 
would be able to just go on and do it. 
So there had been these various 
projects where people had done it on 
particular buildings and the question 
was then could it be rolled out.” (Mark 
Letcher) 
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commercially produced solar panels by themselves. Subsequently, the running of the Bristol Solar 
Club was passed on to other CSE employees – Mark Letcher and then Ian Preston. The key idea 
behind this training was that although solar thermal technology was relatively mature at the time, it 
remained somewhat unusual and unseen and also very expensive – with commercially produced 
systems costing from £2000-£4000 at the time. By training large numbers of people to install the 
technology themselves, the idea was not only to make solar panels more visible in different areas but 
also, through bulk-purchasing from suppliers and self-installation to significantly reduce costs – to 
around £1000-£2000. At the same time, this would help to develop the solar industry more widely and 
thus play an important part in tackling climate change. 

Having succesfully trained people in Bristol, CSE then wanted to roll-out the approach more broadly 
and so developed a manual providing a step-by-step guide to how to self-install solar thermal 
technologies with details of where different components could be purchased at a discounted rate as 
well as a training course to assist people in working through the manual. One of the earliest groups to 
take-up the approach was Environ in Leicester and, together with CSE they decided to roll-out the 
approach further by forming the National Solar Clubs Network.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By constructing a Manual, 
CSE took a major step towards 

helping their knowledge and 
experience diffuse beyond 
Bristol. For Solar Clubs to 

work, however, this codified 
knowledge needed people with 
the necessary skills to unpack 
and apply the learning built-in 

to the manual… 
!

!

!

…it is perhaps harder to 
diffuse such embodied 

experience and skills widely, 
which is why CSE needed to 
develop training courses to 

support the manual. In short, 
whilst knowledge might travel 

fairly easily, enabling people to 
apply that knowledge in 

specific circumstances can be 
much harder to achieve.   

1 
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To develop the network, CSE and Environ developed further training courses for those intending to 
organise their own Solar Club and for those who would run the training sessions to guide people 
through the manual. In addition they agreed bulk-purchase discounts with a number of technology 
suppliers including Thermomax and FilSol. 

Andy Rowland heard of these developments in Bristol just as he was trying to work out how to expand 
solar thermal technology in the Dyfi valley, and shared exactly the same aims and motivations as the 
National Network of Solar Clubs – to improve the credibility and visibiltiy of solar thermal technology 
and to reduce the cost.  

Andy applied for membership of the National Solar Clubs Network in early 1999 and heard, in April 
1999 that they had been granted membership as one of its very first members. Membership granted 
local clubs access both to the Manual that guided people through the installation process,  to the bulk-
purchase schemes that the network had pre-arranged with technology suppliers, as well as to a range 
of other materials such as publicity materials (to recruit local members) and templates for contracts 
e.g. with suppliers and professional installers. On being granted membership, Andy attended a 
training session in Bristol designed for local solar club organisers at which he learnt more about the 
suggested process.  

On his return to the Dyfi valley, Andy set about building the Dyfi Solar Club making good use of the 
materials provided by the National Network. In particular, Andy planned to base the Dyfi Solar Club 
around the central Solar Clubs Manual developed by the national network, he also used the contracts 
and publicity materials as templates but adopted them to be locally more appropriate, and he signed 
up to the pre-arranged deals for discounted components with Thermomax and FilSol.  

Whilst a good deal of preparatory work had thus been undertaken by the Network on behalf of its 
members, Andy still had to arrange several aspects of the Dyfi Solar Club that demanded local 
knowledge and networks. In particular, he needed to find someone to run the training sessions to 
guide club members through the installation process, as well as to identify independent engineers to 
conduct feasibility surveys at interested properties and to check the quality of installations once 
completed.  

To find a suitably qualified trainer, Andy turned to his own contacts at CAT and asked his former 
colleague – Rob Gwillim, who also ran CATʼs own do-it-yourself solar training courses – to help out. 
Rob agreed and initially went to a training course for trainers run by CSE in Bristol. At this course, 
however, Rob felt there wasnʼt enough hands-on training that would give local club members the 
confidence necessary to install their own system – a process that would involve conducting work 
whilst on a roof and integrating the solar technology with existing heating and hot water systems.  

In addition to developing the training courses with Rob at CAT, Andy made use of other local 
networks to identify two suitably qualified local heating engineers who could conduct feasibility 
surveys and post-insallation checks. These were Nick Mills who had been working for Dulas Ltd. in 
Machynlleth and Chris Lord Smith who, at the time, had recently relocated to Machynlleth from 
Chester with his company ʻLlanisolarʼ. Whilst Nick Mills agreed to undertake the work as a favour and 

“We felt we had to address [the cost] 
and so the ability to bring cost down 
through, firstiy, avoiding some of the 
installation fees and, secondly, by 
getting a discount from suppliers, we 
saw as the viable way forward.” (Andy 
Rowland) 

“I actually went down to a training day 
[in Bristol] to their version of the solar 
club training and we modified it a bit….It 
was pretty much the sort of theory of 
solar thermal really and just sort of 
showing people…what we did was we 
added quite a lot of more practical 
things to it, so we had people soldering 
stuff up and trying to actually make 
some things to get it into their hands 
and their heads really.” (Rob Gwillim) 

One of the aims of Solar Clubs 
was to help develop and 

kickstart the UK solar hot water 
heating industry. Today, 

community and commercial 
activities are usually seen as 

distinct or even in competition. 
Solar Clubs show that they can 
be complementary whilst also 
showing the potential value of 
community-based initiatives in 
developing commercial activity. 

!
!

“I suppose it was a bit like a franchise 
arrangement in that we used their 
manual, we had access to these UK-
wide negotiated agreements, we had 
access to some training days.” (Andy 
Rowland) 

Rob Gwillim running one of the 
training courses 
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not offer commercial services, some delicacy was required to ensure that Chris Lord Smith undertook 
the work in a genuinely impartial manner and did not promote his own commercial interests through 
the club. Nonetheless, both ultimately agreed meaning the club was ready to operate.  

How do community energy projects travel? 
By constructing a manual, as well as various other resources, CSE did an awful lot of work to 
generalise, abstract and package the key knowledge required to install solar thermal technologies in 
order that it might easily travel to other areas and thus the Solar Club concept could diffuse more 
widely. At the same time, theories about the diffusion of innovations suggest that whilst this 
generalizable and abstract knowledge is critical for diffusion to occur, it is also crucial that the 
necessary skills and experience are available in the destination areas such that the knowledge can 
be ʻunpackedʼ and applied. This is a much more difficult thing to do, yet by developing training 
courses for both organisers and trainers, CSE took a crucial step towards helping Solar Clubs diffuse.  

In short, for community energy projects to diffuse, they require both abstract and generalizable 
knowledge that can be packaged and can travel, as well as appropriate skills, experience and local 
knowledge allowing them to be unpacked in new destinations. Attempts to promote the diffusion of 
community energy projects thus need to operate on two fronts at the same time, developing 
repositories of global, abstract knowledge and acting to develop necessary skills in local areas. 

Running the Solar Club 
Although subsidised by the European Commission grant, the Dyfi Solar Club was only cost effective 
to run if groups of 6-8 members could be taken through the training at the same time. As a result, 
Andy organised public meetings in Machynlleth to try and recruit groups of members at the same time 
so they could all be trained on the same day.  

Publicity for the public meetings was achieved by writing press releases and getting stories in the 
local newspapers and by reproducing a leaflet from the National Solar Club Network. At the meetings, 
which Andy recalls werenʼt badly attended so far as public meetings go – with a dozen or so people 
turnign up – the audience were introduced to solar thermal technology and had its potential explained, 
particularly how it might help in the Dyfi valley, the club itself was then introduced and the various 
benefits it offered. Interested audience members then signed up to have a home visit for feasibilty 
study at the meeting or soon after. 

  

 

 

 

The careful negotiations with 
Chris Lord Smith again show 

how careful the Dyfi Solar 
Club were in trying to 

manage public perceptions 
so as to maintain trust and 

build social capital. I wonder 
how crucial this has been in 
the ongoing and now long-

running success of the 
partnership. 

!
!

“We used what publicity channels we 
could get hold of without too much 
expense. So we didnʼt run press 
adverts, but we ran press stories and 
we did reproduce this leaflet…it was 
mainly to get people to come to 
meetings…and that was to explain the 
potential for solar and the mechanism 
of this club.” (Andy Rowland) 

“One of the challenges was that we had 
to run it in tranches or batches, 
because of the training day element. 
One of the critical things was getting 
enough people booked up for the 
training day all at the same time…It 
wasnʼt a continuous batch process, we 
had to say ʻright, now weʼre having 
another public meeting with the aim of 
getting X people to attend the training 
day six weeks henceʼ.” (Andy Rowland) 
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Within the Dyfi valley, and because of CATʼs presence, there were already a relatively high proportion 
of people who were interested in taking pro-environmental actions as well as those who were keen on 
alternative modes of technology and do-it-yourself approaches, many of whom had specifically moved 
to Machynlleth because of CAT. Andy Rowland suggests that whilst the Dyfi valley community as a 
whole may not be any more environmentally friendly than the community in other areas, there was a 
component of the community who were already doing things to try and reduce their climate impact 
when the solar club got going and, as such, there was a ready audience, albeit a fairly small one. As 
a result, the sorts of people who signed-up to the club tended to be fairly middle class, with some 
being retired and having backgrounds in engineering and being keen on do-it-yourself.  

For those who wished to have a home visit, a £35 sign-up fee was charged that covered the cost of 
the home visit which was used to assess the suitability of the home for solar thermal insallation. Nick 
Mills or Chris Lawton then undertook the visits at which they completed a checklist at each which 
variously assessed the roof size and orientation to determing the mounting position of the panels, the 
loft, airing cupboard and floor space available as well as an assessment of the existing heating 

“I wouldnʼt allege that the community is 
particularly more environmentally 
friendly than most areas…but certainly 
thereʼs a large component of it who 
are…Many of them have moved here 
from elsewhere because of CAT. Either 
come to CAT specifically or because 
they know this is a nice place to be if 
youʼre slightly less materialistic and itʼs 
more to do with lifestyle and 
environmental consciousness. (Andy 
Rowland) 

Solar Clubs have been set up to help 
you heat your water with the sun. 

 
A well-designed system in Wales will provide 50 – 
60% of a home’s domestic hot water from solar power 
(over an average year). 
 
Solar Clubs 
 
• Undertake local promotional activity 

• Offer training and support to householders  

• Offer access to discounts from a range of equipment suppliers 

• Look for other ways to bring down the costs, e.g. grants 

• Don’t take a profit for themselves 

• Support each other 

 
 
Members of Solar Clubs 
 
• Access independent advice, including home visits to assess 

suitability 
 
• Have the price of buying a system reduced by discounts and 

grants 
 
• Pay a small contribution to Club costs 
 
• May choose to install it themselves if they wish 
 
• May help each other 
 
• Are offered training to fully understand their system and to install it 
 
• Are empowered to take control of their energy usage 

 

An extract from one of the publicity leaflets  
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system and the type of system that would be most suitable. In addition, the checklist included some 
questions about the householdʼs current hot water usage to determine the size of system that would 
be required, as well as some questions about alternatives, such as cheaper ways to save energy to 
ensure the systems, once installed, were likely to be used as efficiently as possible.  

Following the home visit, those who wished to proceed could then decide between four different 
routes to having the solar panels installed. The initial route – known as ʻDIYʼ - and the original model 
for the solar club, involves a full do-it-yourself installation. Here, the member would pay a £100 
membership free (£50 to cover training and £50 to cover administration costs) and would then 
undertake a full day training course at CAT where they would receive and be guided through the 
manual and they would then be allowed to purchase discounted equipment and self-install at their 
own rate before a final commissioning check. The second route, known as ʻSemi-pro Aʼ involves 
members doing part do-it-yourself installation but with some professional labour bought-in to assist. 
This route again costs £100 to cover training and administration. The third and fourth routes, known 
as ʻSemi-pro Bʼ and ʻProfessionalʼ involve, respectively, members who wish to purchase discounted 
equipment themselves but make use of professional labour to install it, or those who simply want to 
choose a professional installer who would then specify, purchase and install the system on their 
behalf. Both of these routes involved a £50 membership fee to cover administration costs and 
involved professional installation before an optional commissioning check.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Routes to obtain Solar Water Heating through the Solar Club 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
  
  
 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

HOME VISIT 
£35.00                                 

To assess suitability of solar 
thermal installation 

DIY  
Member wants to 
choose and buy 

discounted equipment 
and install it 

SEMI-PRO B 
Member wants to 
choose and buy 

discounted equipment 
but buy professional 

labour 

PROFESSIONAL 
Member chooses 

installer, who 
specifies, buys and 
installs the system 

SEMI-PRO A 
Member wants to 
choose and buy 

discounted 
equipment. Part DIY 
installation with some 

professional labour 
bought in. 

BASIC MEMBERSHIP 
 

£50 
 

(£50 Administration Fee) 

TRAINING NOT REQUIRED 
‘Semi-pro B people’ buy materials 

PURCHASE and 
INSTALLATION 

Carried out fully or partly by the Solar 
Club member 

Member wants to be actively involved in the 
installation process 

Member does not want to take part in the 
installation process 

TRAINING DAY AT 
CENTRE FOR 

ALTERNATIVE 
TECHNOLOGY 

FULL MEMBERSHIP 
 

£100 
 

(£50 Training & £50 Admin Fee) 

INSTALLATION 
Carried out by professional 

installer 

COMMISIONING CHECK 
To be carried out by Solar 

Club Heating Engineer 
COMMISIONING CHECK 

Optional 

Potential members might 
decide to stop after the initial 

home visit with no further 
financial commitment 

Investigate grant possibilities 
e.g. Clear Skies 

Switch sun on! 

A summary of the different ʻroutesʼ of Solar Club 
membership 
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Flexible models 
Innovation theories stress the importance of ʻinterpretive flexibilityʼ in helping new innovations to 
diffuse. That is, innovations must exhibit a degree of flexibility, being able to bend to and be shaped 
by local circumstances in order that they become appropriate to and fit in with the many and various 
local, social, cultural, economic and/or legal contexts to which they might travel. Over time, the Solar 
Club model developed this flexibility. Initially, it was designed solely to promote the self-installation of 
solar thermal technology. Over time, however, the network and local organisers recognised that 
restricting the Clubs to self-installation alone would severely limit club membership by effectively 
restricting it only to do-it-yourself enthusiasts or those with some relevant engineering experience. 
Accordingly, the model developed and expanded to enable people to receive help with installation, 
even helping to find trusted installers where people wished to have systems installed entirely by 
professionals. This ʻinterpretive flexibilityʼ was crucial to the success of the Solar Clubs model in the 
Dyfi valley and elsewhere and, by strategically building it in from the start, could help other community 
energy projects to diffuse more rapidly and more widely. 

Rob Gwillim, who ran the training days for those taking either of the first two routes, recalled that 
different Solar Club members faced quite different challenges when it came to learning how to install 
the equipment. Perhaps the key issue, however, and as Mark Letcher who ran the Bristol Solar Club 
and the Solar Club Network recognised, was developing sufficient confidence in club members that 
they could install the systems by themselves. For this, the hands-on training offered at CAT was seen 
as crucial for the success of the club.  

Following the training day, and in an effort to help boost this confidence within Dyfi Solar Club 
members, at least, there was some effort to generate mutual support groups amongst members, but 
essentially, once the training was completed the Dyfi Solar Club had played its part and the task of 
purchasing equipment and getting it installed was left up to the members themselves to complete.  

This basic model for the Dyfi Solar Club was applied to households in the Dyfi valley from 1999 until 
2002. During this time several public meetings had been run – including one, which coincided with the 
International Solar Energy Societyʼs ʻInternational Sun Dayʼ (18th June 2000) for which an open 
homes day was organised allowing those who were interested to see already installed systems and 
talk to the solar club members who had installed them. By July 2002, this process had resulted in 37 
home visits, with 30 people across 24 homes attending training days and 18 systems being installed.  

“Either you have the complete novice, 
and we did take quite a few complete 
novices through who really didnʼt seem 
to have any engineering background at 
all, and they coped reasonably well.  
We also took one or two novices 
through who didnʼt cope quite so well 
but they did get there in the end. We 
[also] had some engineering types, a 
builder type, a civil engineer…The 
systems were pretty straightforward 
and people did seem to cope quite well, 
so I donʼt think there was any one 
common issue really.” (Rob Gwillim) 

Training people to develop 
the skills necessary to deliver 
community energy projects 

seems critical to their 
success. At the same time, 
such skills development is a 

very resource and time-
intensive process and thus 
difficult for many community 

energy projects to deliver 
effectively. 

!
!

“I think what [the National Network] 
potentially lacked was very hands on 
training, because ultimately it comes 
down to confidence. If youʼre going to 
do something like that, you need to feel 
confident. So the people who tended to 
come along [to the Bristol club] we had 
a lot of retired engineers…and they 
were good practical DIY-ers…I think 
with some of the franchise clubs, they 
didnʼt have that level [of hands on 
training], they were essentially relying 
on the manuals, Many of them got on 
fine but it didnʼt have quite the same 
level of confidence that went with the 
training.” (Mark Letcher) 
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Beyond the Dyfi Valley 
Following a six month extension to the European Commission grant,  due to the 2001 foot and mouth 
disease outbreak, the Dyfi Valley Community Renewable Energy Project ended in June 2002. The 
Dyfi Eco Valley Partnership continued, however, as a fully independent social enterprise. As a direct 
result of the end of the European grant, Powys County Council developed the Powys Energy Agency 
with the express aim of learning lessons from the Dyfi Valley experince and applying them more 
widely across Powys. Working alongside the newly formed Brecon Beacons Solar Club – which was 
supported by funding from the National Park authority – the Dyfi Solar Club then sought to expand 
across Powys in the form of the Powys Solar Club. 

The Powys Solar Club applied exactly the same model as had been used for the Dyfi Solar Club, with 
traning still provided at CAT. The central difference, as Andy Rowland recalls, however, was that with 
Powys being the largest Welsh county, the distances that needed to be covered were substantial 
making it far more difficult to coordinate public meetings, to arrange for heating engineers to conduct 
home visits and get people to attend training at CAT which might involve upwards of a 100-mile trip in 
some cases. Andy recruited an engineer called Trevor Francis who, as he did not have a background 
in solar technology, was supported by a mentor from the Organic Energy company based about 35-
miles east of Machynlleth. Whilst Andy Rowland recalls that the basic Solar Club model applied 
equally well to the wider geographical area, he also reflects that, because of the logistical challenges 
it would have required a much more substantial promotion budget to recruit sufficient members to the 
club, as well as more time to develop. 

“When our three year project ended [the 
Powys Energy Agency] were very 
helpful in generally trying to roll out our 
experiences as well as help us in our 
sort of succession planning if you like… 
they were deliberately “Right, how can 
we learn from the Dyfi experience and 
do that across Powys then?” And the 
Solar Club was, was an obvious 
candidate for that.” (Andy Rowland) 

“When we expanded into Powys, we 
used a heating engineer who was just 
getting into solar water heating and we 
arranged a kind of mentoring service for 
him with the Organic Energy company 
who at that time were PV and solar 
water heating, based need Welshpool. 
So, the two between them covered the 
Powys part, the bigger geographical 
area.” (Andy Rowland) 

I was struck by how whilst the 
model was the same in both 
the Dyfi valley and across 

Powys, applying it effectively 
at the countywide scale posed 

substantial difficulties as it 
demanded local knowledge 
and connections to make it 
work. This shows that even 
very effective models donʼt 

always scale well, or work in 
the same ways in different 

places.   !
!

Installing one of the panels 
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Alongside the Dyfi Solar Club experience, several other solar clubs had started across Wales and 
become part of the National Network of Solar Clubs.  In addition to the Dyfi and Powys clubs, these 
included the Brecon Beacons Solar Club and Ceredigion Solar Club, as well as another in 
Pembrokeshire. Working alongside one another as well as FilSol as a commercial partner, these 
clubs branded themselves Cymru Solar and attempted to win funding to try and learn from one 
anotherʼs experiences and to really develop the solar water heating industry across Wales. 
Unfortunately, whilst Cymru Solar took the idea to the National Assembly Sustainable Energy Group 
(NASEG) in the hope of winning funding and support they were ultimately unsuccesful so the idea 
never quite took off as hoped.  

Intermediary networks 
Theories of Strategic Niche Management emphasise the critical importance of ʻintermediariesʼ in 
developing and diffusing innovations. Intermediaries assist in the diffusion process by looking across 
multiple local experiences of innovation development and identifying the common issues and 
challenges being faced. By drawing knowledge of these diverse local experiences together, 
intermediaries can then help to develop specific local innovations by generating solutions to common 
problems, facilitating the sharing of best practice and also by lobbying and campaigning to generate 
support for the innovations and to improve the general context in which they are being developed.  

By engaging in the National Network of Solar Clubs and by attempting to develop Cymru Solar, Dyfi 
Solar Club clearly recognised the importance of intermediaries and the benefits they can provide. At 
the same time, however, and as the failure to get funding to develop Cymru Solar shows, the value 
that intermediary organisations and networks add is not always immediately apparent. This is 
particularly so because they are not always engaging in immediate, on-the-ground and practical 
activity but rather in the often long-term, political and behind-the-scenes activity of trying to shape the 
conditions and context in which local innovation projects develop. It can therefore be difficult to 
generate resources to develop intermediary institutions. This suggests a need for more research into 
and evidence of the importance of intermediaries in developing innovations, as well as a need to 
recognise that intermediaries require resources and funding to conduct their work successfully just as 
much as local on-the-ground projects do. 

Solar Clubs come to an end 
By May 2003, and mostly through the wider Powys Solar Club, the Dyfi Eco Valley Partnership had 
been involved in training a further 15 people (including three members of the Brecon Beacons Solar 
Club), and a further 13 households installing a system in the area, although four of these had not 
received any training but had simply had a system professionally installed by one of the heating 
engineers associated with the solar clubs.  

Perhaps because of the success of the Solar Club network – both in the Dyfi Valley and more widely 
– in 2003 Chris Lawton who ran his ʻThe Very Efficient Heating Companyʼ in and around Machynlleth 
and was, at the time, acting as chair of the UK-arm of the International Solar Energy Society began to 

“Cymru Solar was the brand that we 
created for ourselves and the aspiration 
was to form a networking and lobbying 
organisation, not just for solar clubs to 
share experience, but to promote water 
heating throughout Wales, to all 
stakeholders, you know, so into 
government and industry, to generally 
act as an engine for growth for solar 
water heating. We actually had quite 
high aspirations.” (Andy Rowland) 

“Chris Lawton…at the time he was, I 
think, the Chair of the UK-arm of the 
International Solar Energy Society and 
was very keen to drive-up standards 
within the industry. So he was 
concerned that we were leading people 
to believe they could go out and design 
and install their own system after 
essentially only a day of training.” (Andy 
Rowland) 
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raise some concerns to the Dyfi Eco Valley Partnership as to the quality of the do-it-yourself 
installations and also with regards to potential liability of the Dyfi Solar Club on two grounds. First, 
with respect to product liability and who might be deemed responsible should any faults arise in the 
installed systems, and second with regards to health and safety concerns arising from the fact that 
many of the self-installs were being undertaken without proper scaffolding equipment being erected 
first. Whilst the training sessions did specifically demand the use of a properly constructed scaffolding 
tower,  the nature of the do-it-yourself process meant that several members had not taken the full 
precautions recommended.  

To address these concerns - concerns raised by professional installers working within the expanding 
industry (at least partly because of the solar clubs activity and enthusiam) – would have demanded 
extending the solar club training to a two-day session to ensure that self-installations were of 
sufficient quality. In turn, extending the training made the whole model, which up to that point had 
been subsidised by the European grant, less viable and attractive to perservere with. As Andy 
Rowland points out, this hole in funding made it still harder to justify spending time on trying to 
develop the clubs further. 

Whilst these concerns were developing within the Dyfi valley, policy developments designed to bolster 
the now rapidly growing solar water heating industry that took place in Whitehall ultimately spelt the 
end of the Dyfi Solar Club and of the whole National Network of Solar Clubs. Rob Gwillim recalls that, 
to promote further growth in the industry, the Department for Trade and Industry (DTI) initially 
announced a reduction of VAT to just 5% on professionally installed solar thermal systems. Soon 
after, the DTI launched its Clear Skies grant which gave provided a flat-rate grant of £500 to any 
householder who wished to install a solar hot water system. Whilst often seen as one of the earliest 
government-led efforts to support the development of community renewables, the Clear Skies grant in 
fact only supported professionally installed systems and, as such, made the do-it-yourself approach 
adopted by solar clubs still less viable.  

Together, these various developments made the financial savings that solar clubs promised smaller 
and smaller, whilst members would still have to install systems themselves, a process that involved 
both training and hard work. At CSE in Bristol, Ian Preston, who was by now coordinating their solar 
club activity, also recalls that new and still cheaper market entrants had emerged that yet again 
challenged the basic solar club model meaning, essentially that only those who were especially keen 
to self-install their own system would be likely to do so – a still more limited market than the already 
fairly small, niche market being targetted by solar clubs.  

CSE did attempt to extend the £500 Clear Skies grant to support do-it-yourself installations as well, 
but recalls hearing that Ministers and/or Civil Servants did not trust the quality of do-it-yourself 
installations and therefore preferred to support commercial insallations and professionallse the 
industry. 

These developments ultimately led, in 2003, to the end of the National Network of Solar Clubs as well 
as the local clubs. Reflecting on the closure of the network, many of those involved at the time 
suggest that the very concept of solar clubs was very much of its time – which was one in which solar 

Whilst Solar Clubs were partly 
designed to kickstart the solar 
thermal industry, after a certain 
point they were perceived as 

falling-short of the new 
professional standards being 

created in the industry. I 
wonder how other community 

energy projects may both 
contribute to the development 

of, yet also be ultimately 
harmed by such formalisation 

and professionalisation 
processes. 

!
!

“Access through the roof was an issue 
and became a bigger issue, it's actually 
one of the reasons why we've backed 
off it in the end...The trainers always 
said from the beginning, don't just run a 
ladder up there, you know, you need 
something better than that, but in 
practice people did run ladders up 
there.” (Andy Rowland)!

“We welcomed [Clear Skies] with open 
arms at the time, because it was a big 
step forwards that there would be a 
government grant to install solar…then 
it became apparent that they were 
wanting to use it to grow the 
industry…and therefore they were 
restricting it to commercially installed 
systems, so it wasnʼt available to our 
members who were going to DIY it.  So 
again, it ate away at the financial 
benefit from bothering with the solar 
club.” (Andy Rowland)!

I wonder to what extent current 
policies aiming to develop 

community energy are being 
hampered by how previous 
policy measures have led, 

perhaps unintentionally, to the 
loss of much accumulated 

expertise and experience in the 
community sector. This 

suggests the need for a long-
term strategy on community 
energy that recognises the 
close inter-dependencies 

between the community sector 
and policy initiatives.  

!
!

“Once you took in the price reductions 
and the Clear Skies, you pretty much 
were only doing it if you were a DIY 
enthusiast…and then that becomes a 
very limited market.” (Ian Preston)!

“Somebody, either a Minister or a 
relatively senior Civil Servant basically 
said ʻhave you seen the state of British 
DIY?...you canʼt trust the British to do 
something themselves…we do not 
believe that a DIY solar installation will 
be of sufficient quality.”  (Ian Preston)!
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was a little known, barely visible, poorly understood and barely trusted technology – and also that the 
clubs served their purpose by making the systems more visible, increasing public trust and thus, 
ultiumately kickstarting the industry.  

Competition or cooperation  
Innovation theories often view the community or ʻthird sectorʼ as separate from the private and 
commercial sector. Indeed, they often see the principal source of innovation as arising through 
research and development activities undertaken in the private sector in pursuit of further profit. By 
contrast, the Solar Club story inverts this picture by showing that much innovative activity occurs 
within the voluntary and informal community sector and indeed that this can serve as a kind of 
incubator to help develop innovations and thus kickstart related industrial and commercial activity. At 
the same time, however, the Solar Club story also demonstrates that once this commercial activity 
really got going it ultimately played a key role in killing-off community initiative in this area. This 
suggests that further developing community energy initiatives, or indeed all kinds of grassroots 
innovations, may require that further thought is given to the often very close relationships between the 
private and the community sector. In particular, it suggests a need to develop systems and 
frameworks that attempt to avoid competition between these sectors (in which the better resourced 
sector seems likely always to win out) and instead to encourage the generation and realisation of 
cooperation for mutual benefit.  

The legacy of Solar Clubs 
Following the closure of the national network, some solar clubs did continue running in some areas 
for a short length of time. For example, because of its connections with the Brecon Beacons National 
Park Authority, Andy Rowland recalls that the Brecon Beacons Solar Club continued for some time as 
they had some staff support and they were able to provide grants from their own sustainable 
development fund. In general, however, Andy recalls that the network itself went very quiet such that 
ongoing local activity would have been very piecemeal and dependent on specific local circumstances 
and support.  

Within CSE itself, whilst the Solar Club and the network came to a close, Ian Preston does recall that 
a subsequent project entitled ʻPitching for Solarʼ was developed that built on some of the learning 
from solar clubs by extending the model into commercial properties. The Pitching for Solar project ran 
from 2003-04 and promoted the installation of solar hot water systems in campsites – particularly on 
shower blocks -  across the South West of Engand.  

Beyond this direct inheritance very few of those involved at the time can identify concrete examples of 
how the solar club experience influenced subsequent developments. Several pointed to the fact that 
individual solar club members had subsequently gone on to develop solar PV systems and remained 
extremely proud of their do-it-yourself achievements. Further still, Rob Gwillim who worked at CAT 
when the solar club ws operating recalls that a few others at CAT whoʼd been involved in delivering 
the solar training courses, had subsequently gone onto develop the Bay Wind Energy Cooperative. 

I was impressed by how 
sanguine those involved were 
about Solar Clubsʼ eventual 

demise. It demonstrates a clear 
recognition that they were ʻof a 
timeʼ and that by 2003 they had 
perhaps served their purpose. It 
also shows how important the 
timing of community energy 

projects can be, and that 
projects may have limited 
lifespans after which it is 

necessary to move on, even if 
its difficult to do so.  

!
!“It wasnʼt deliberately killed-off, but I 

think it sort of ran its course….in a 
sense, government caught up…I think 
we could probably have extended its life 
for another year or two…but in a sense 
if may well be that it did its job because, 
and Iʼm speculating as to whether it 
influenced the government in terms of 
bringing in Clear Skies, but it may well 
have fulfilled part of its function which 
was to move things on.”  (Mark Letcher)!

“It went pretty quiet at the centre of the 
network…I think it was probably very 
piecemeal in the individual localities. I 
guess in some the club will have been 
run on a shoestring by bodies that more 
or less disintegrated when the network 
stopped. In others it will be just one 
activity of fairly substantial 
organisations who will pick from it 
whatever seems appropriate.” (Andy 
Rowland)!

“In a slightly tenuous way [Dyfi Solar 
Club] was partially responsible for the 
creation of Bay Wind…there were quite 
a lot of links there really…so I think it 
did have an influence…albeit subtle, 
ʻooh weʼve done this, letʼs go and do 
thatʼ.” (Rob Gwillim)!
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This  was formed in 1996 and, by 2012, operates six wind turbines in Cumbria and has formed a 
development company called Energy4All that seeks to expand community-owned renewable energy 
developments.  

In the Dyfi Valley itself, the Dyfi Eco Valley Partnership is still operating as the local regeneration 
organisation for the Dyfi valley. Now known more commonly as EcoDyfi it has expanded beyond 
promoting community-based renewables energy to become involved in tourism, transport, waste, fair 
trade, education and much more besides. Andy Rowland, who first joined as a Project Officer on the 
European grant, is now its Managing Director.  

Andy does not recall there being any formal evaluation or research undertaken on the Solar Club 
network that has helped to support subsequent developments in community energy. As such, despite 
the evident success of Solar Clubs between 1998 and 2003, much of the learning and experience that 
developed within the Solar Club network has in all likelihood been lost. At the same time, however the 
incidental and indirect influences that the Dyfi Solar Club and National Network of Solar Clubs 
appeared to generate, have helped to play a part, even if only a small one, in the substantial and 
ongoing expansion of local community-based activity on renewable energy across the UK that has 
occurred since. 

Learning processes 
Theories of Strategic Niche Management stress the importance of learning processes in developing 
and trying to diffuse novel innovations. Specifically, they suggest that ʻgoodʼ learning processes are 
both broad (encompassing technical development as well as how these impact on and are impacted 
by social developments) and reflexive (attending to underlying assumptions and being prepared to 
change course if these are found to be wanting). Finally, these theories suggest that these learning 
processes need to be formalised with key lessons stored and shared to assist other innovators in 
other locations. The Dyfi Solar Club story confirms the importance of these suggestions. It highlights 
the need for both technical and social learning in community energy projects. As well as learning 
about ʻhow toʼ install solar technologies, it reveals the critical need to learn about and reflect on the 
values and contexts from which the club emerged and the need to reflect carefully on how these do 
(and should) shape subsequent development trajectories. At the same time, however, it reveals the 
difficulty of archiving and storing lessons from community-based initiatives, particularly in the absence 
of funding for formal research and evaluation (as is often the case when community projects come to 
an end). Further still, the Dyfi Solar Club story also highlights the potential difficulty, whilst in the midst 
of the innovation process, of identifying exactly what the most important and key lessons might be for 
those who may wish to learn about the process in different and potentially distant social, temporal and 
spatial contexts.  

 

Solar Clubsʼ legacy consists 
almost entirely of indirect and 
incidental influences. This is 

nonetheless an important and 
valuable legacy. Whilst some 

evaluation and learning 
mechanisms would clearly 
have been beneficial, this 

experience also suggests that 
itʼs not easy to predict or to 

direct and control the influence 
that community energy projects 

have. !
!

“Clearly there is now, more than ever, a 
lot of local activity to do with community 
renewables. Some of those are in the 
same locations in communities where 
solar clubs were. I donʼt know what the 
inheritance was, whether there was any 
direct connection there.” (Andy 
Rowland)!


