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Northern Kentucky native Carly
Pearce won big recently at the Country
Music Association Awards in Nashville,
taking home Female Vocalist of the Year.

Pearce, who was born in Taylor Mill,
about seven miles outside Covington,
was nominated for two CMA Awards:
Female Vocalist of the Year and Album
of the Year for her album, “29.”

According to the Tennessean, Pearce
nearly fell to her knees before she could
reach the podium to accept her award.

“I really didn’t think this was gonna

happen,” she said. 
“Country music saved me in a time

that I needed it and I want you guys to
know this is all I’ve ever wanted in the
entire world,” Pearce said. “I just hope
you know country music is all I love.”

When she was 16, Pearce, now 31,
convinced her parents to let her move
away to perform at Dollywood in Ten-
nessee, she told WCPO Cincinnati after
her rise to the top of the charts. 

After three years, she moved to Nash-
ville and has since performed at the
Grand Ole Opry venue more than 85
times. 

Pearce’s three studio albums, “Every
Little Thing,” “Carly Pearce” and “29,”

combine elements of contemporary and
bluegrass country, with a focus on sto-
rytelling. 

In 2020, Pearce was nominated for
CMA Awards’ New Artist of the Year,
Song of the Year, Video of the Year and
Musical Event of the Year, which she
won with Lee Brice for “I Hope You’re
Happy Now.” 

She was invited to join the Grand Ole
Opry in June and was officially inducted
as a member on Aug. 3.

CMA Awards: Ky.’s Carly Pearce wins Female Vocalist of the Year
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Carly Pearce reacts to winning Female
Vocalist of the Year. ANDREW NELLES/
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INDIANAPOLIS – All across the
country, how we produce energy is in a
huge transition period: Coal plants are
retiring as renewables such as wind and
solar are coming online. That is playing
out right here in Indiana. 

Last week, we wrote about a huge so-
lar farm — what will be the largest in the
country — coming to northwest Indi-
ana. At 13,000 acres, it will have more
than 2.5 million panels and power close
to a quarter million homes. 

It might come as no surprise, but this
story generated a lot of interest and
many questions from you, our readers.
And it’s no wonder — solar can be tricky.
It’s further complicated by the fact that
not all solar is the same. There are sig-
nificant differences between rooftop so-
la (panels on the tops of homes), com-
pared with utility scale solar, or some-
thing like the Mammoth solar project. 

While it’s the same general technol-
ogy, how it’s deployed “matters a great
deal” for how the energy is used and
who owns and benefits from it, said
Zach Schalk with Solar United Neigh-
bors, an organization that helps Hoo-
siers with access to rooftop solar. 

More specifically, rooftop solar is
generally used on site, or behind the
meter, and the electricity that isn’t used
on site is shared directly with neighbors
on the distribution grid, Schalk ex-
plained. This differs from utility scale
projects that are centrally controlled
and plug directly into the transmission
grid.

Still, Schalk said, “We’re going to
need both rooftop solar and utility-scale
solar if we’re going to decarbonize our
energy system as quickly as we need to.”

Here at IndyStar, we’re going to try to
answer some of those top questions,
keeping those distinctions between
rooftop and utility solar in mind where it
applies — so keep reading. 

What is solar energy,
in simple terms? 

At its most basic, solar energy is the
act of harvesting sunshine to make elec-
tricity that we can then use to power our
homes and businesses. Nick Cohen, the
president and co-founder for Doral Re-
newables LLC, the company behind the
Mammoth Solar project, describes it as
“a one-step process to convert free sun-
light to electricity.”

How does solar energy work? 

Solar panels are made up of what are
called photovoltaic, or PV, cells. And
those cells are made of silicon. The indi-
vidual cells are wired together to form a
solar panel, which is typically roughly 3
feet by 5 feet and coated in tempered
glass to help withstand harsh weather. 

When the sun’s rays hit the panels,
Cohen explained, the sunlight excites
the electrons in the silicon technology.
Those excited electrons produce direct
current electricity that is transferred
out of the panel through wires. In a roof-
top system, that electricity goes into
what’s called an inverter that turns it
into alternating current electricity that
can be used in our homes, according to
Schalk. 

How many solar panels
are needed to run a house? 

This depends a lot on different fac-
tors, such as how much electricity the
house uses, whether there’s good sun
exposure, the type of solar panel being

used, etc. On average, solar panels for
residential use produce between 300 to
400 watts each. Schalk said it’s better to
think about the overall size of the sys-
tem instead of the number of panels. 

The typical residential solar installa-
tion ranges between 7,000 and 8,000
kilowatts, which Schalk said is enough
to cover all of the electrical usage for
many homes. That would mean the av-
erage home would need about 20 panels
to power it. For larger homes with higher
usage, however, the system sizes can be
much larger. 

Do you really save money 
with using solar panels? 

To Schalk, the answer when it comes
to rooftop solar is simple: “Absolutely!
As soon as your solar panels are
switched on and producing electricity,
you will see immediate savings on your
electric bill.” 

How much money is saved over time
depends on each individual situation —
how much energy you use and how
much your panels produce — “but
there’s no question” that people’s bills
will go down, he said. Still, as long as
homeowners stay connected to the grid,
they will always have a monthly fixed
cost on their bill, even if their panels
cover all their electric usage. 

While people will save money each
month, it will take time to break even af-
ter the initial upfront investment.
Schalk said that the monthly bill sav-
ings coupled with the federal invest-
ment tax credit usually allow many so-
lar owners in Indiana to recoup their up-
front costs to install the system in about
10 to 12 years. The monthly savings will
then continue as panels can be expected
to produce electricity for at least 25
years. 

Outside rooftop solar, utility scale so-
lar is the cheapest source of energy, Co-
hen said, and that helps energy prices
for whatever utility is purchasing or
producing the electricity to be more af-
fordable. 

Cohen said ratepayers can research
their utility and see what percent of
their power is from renewables and pro-
jected to be from solar or wind. Depend-
ing on those projections, Cohen said he
would use their renewables and hope to
realize savings that way. 

How profitable is a solar farm? 

Utility scale solar farms are low-risk
investor opportunities, Cohen said —
the product is predictable and low risk.

It also is good for landowners and their
communities through jobs, taxes and
payments that can all provide a real
boost to an area. 

Before a project can go to construc-
tion, it has to have a long-term sales
contract — often called a Power Pur-
chase Agreement — with an investment
grade buyer of the power. That secures
that the power will be used and paid for.
The construction costs are also locked
in by investment grade suppliers, Cohen
said, helping to keep costs down where
possible. 

While some subsidies are sometimes
available for these projects, many times
the upfront costs are also covered by the
company and private investors who feel
confident they will earn a return on sell-
ing the energy that’s produced. 

“The investor is looking for a predict-
able return,” Cohen said, which is in line
with what they would get with typical
low-risk utility investments. 

What are the main advantages? 

Schalk said this question is impor-
tant to make the distinction between
rooftop and utility scale solar. 

For utility scale, the main advantage
is that it’s generally the cheapest source
of electricity on the market today, Co-
hen said. That’s a result of the rapid de-
crease in the cost of solar panels as the
technology has improved, and the fact
that the sun is free once the panels are
installed. It also has the benefit of pro-
ducing reliable electricity without any
carbon emissions. 

Rooftop solar has the same advan-
tage: It produces clean electricity, re-
ducing carbon emissions that help com-
bat climate change. One of its main
benefits, however, is that rooftop solar
allows the solar owner to take control of
where their electricity comes from,
Schalk said. That means they can di-
rectly reduce their electricity bill and
make the grid more efficient by produc-
ing electricity close to where it’s actual-
ly used. 

Nick Cohen adds one other aspect:
“It’s simple and easy to maintain.” 

What are the main disadvantages? 

Schalk said that’s a hard question to
answer “without asking another ques-
tion: Compared to what?”

One of the main disadvantages of so-
lar energy is that it’s inherently tied to
the cycle of the sun, Schalk said, and it’s
exact output depends on things like
weather and cloud clover. 

Without larger and more advanced
battery storage options, which are being
developed, electricity cannot be pro-
duced at night. That means that solar
power “cannot be a stand-alone source,”
Cohen said, and needs some supple-
mental generation — which often comes
from fossil fuels. 

Solar power, especially at the utility
scale, also requires a larger footprint to
produce the same amount of electricity
output as some other sources, such as a
traditional fossil fuel plant, Cohen add-
ed. It can sometimes be difficult to find
that much aggregate space to set up a
solar farm, or to find an area where the
grid is robust enough to handle the new
energy. 

Still, Schalk said he sees these as dif-
ferences from traditional energy sourc-
es, not disadvantages. 

“Solar energy is different from our
legacy energy sources,” he said, “but I
view those differences as opportunities
to shape our energy system into some-
thing that’s clean, just and equitable.” 

What is bad about solar energy? 

When some people think of solar en-
ergy, they think of toxic materials and
leaks. But modern day panels are non-
hazardous, Cohen said. The same is true
for batteries that help to store solar elec-
tricity so it can be used at night or dur-
ing inclement weather. The batteries are
mostly lithium-based like what is used
in smartphones, Cohen said, and do not
have a history of leaking. 

With both utility and rooftop solar,
some people also don’t want to look at
the panels — they consider them an eye-
sore. But many times the panels can be
hidden with setbacks, landscaping or
different films that make them less no-
ticeable. 

One of the other main issues for roof-
top solar is that not everyone has the
ability to install panels on their own
roof, Schalk said. 

That could be because there isn’t
enough room, the roof faces the wrong
direction for the panels to get sunlight,
or there is a Homeowners Association
that restricts the ability to install solar
panels. It could also be a situation
where someone can’t afford the installa-
tion cost or lives in a building where
they don’t own their roof. 

“The good news is that many of those
barriers can be lowered through good
policy,” Schalk said. 

What happens to solar panels at
the end of their useful life? 

Cohen said that most manufacturers
in the industry have recycling programs
for solar panels — there are aluminum
and other valuable components that
make recycling an economical choice.
Still, the process of recycling isn’t easy
to separate all the various parts and
pieces of a panel. 

The reality is that very few solar pan-
els in the U.S. have yet to reach the end
of their useful life, Schalk said, especial-
ly here in Indiana. That’s because the
solar industry is still in its infancy and
panels can be expected to reliably pro-
duce electricity for 25 years. Because so
few panels have been retired at this
point, the U.S. is still in the early days of
developing a robust industry to recycle
solar panels. 

Schalk said other parts of the world,
such as Europe, have a more advanced
solar market and are a few steps ahead
of us, “so we can likely learn from them
in the coming years.”

Call IndyStar reporter Sarah Bow-
man at 317-444-6129 or email at
sarah.bowman@indystar.com. 
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Solar panels are seen on the home of Joey Miles in the Franklin Trace
neighborhood in Indianapolis. He faced obstacles from his HOA to get solar
power on his home. Now he has them, but they are not optimally oriented
because they have to be away from street view. KELLY WILKINSON/INDYSTAR


