
 

 

Solar panels have become synonymous with 
green energy, yet the mining and processing 
of silicon glass and aluminum necessary to 
make them requires energy -and it’s not 
always clean. Solar panel production 
emissions depend on the amount of coal-
fired electricity in the local grid -Chinese 
panel production 40% for CO2 than modules 
built in Europe. 

But depending the the panel and installation 
site, on average photovoltaics can generate 
as much energy as was used in their 
production within 5 to 25 months. Extending the life of solar panels then becomes the 
priority, as all energy produced after this point in time, is free, clean and a net-positive for 
the environment. 

Here are three essentials of solar panel longevity that will influence their sustainability: 

*solar panels made today have 30 year warranties, made possible by robust glass 
incorporated on the back. This extends the life of solar systems and the overall cost of 
generating renewable power from the sun. 

*solar panels have a very simple structure. They consist of a translucent special glass 
pane, a translucent plastic film (EVA) underneath, a silicon cell only 0.2 millimeters thick 
with wafer-thin metal bush bars, and a plastic film on the back of the glass. Making these 
components interchangeable means that they can be repaired rather than replaced, thereby 
extending the life of the panel. 



*solar panels contain both lead and cadmium -toxic 
heavy metals- yet the risk of pollutants leaking from 
panels is minimal. Standardizing the requirements to 
properly and safely dispose of panels after their 
lifespan, and improving recycling programs to capture 
as much of the panels for re-purposing, would 
effectively increase the life span of solar panels. An old 

solar module contains raw materials worth approximately $30 USD. For this reason the 
globally booming photovoltaic industry is an important future market for the recycling 
industry, especially as million of panels will the newly installed in the coming decades. 

Be safe, be well! 
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