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Smoller and King: California Should Have its
Own Solar Decathlon

by Fred Smoller and Richard King Jul 17, 2019 Updated Dec 8, 2020

One of the downscaled Federal clean energy programs that could greatly benefit California is
the U.S. Department of Energy’s highly successful Solar Decathlon design competition. Teams
of college students from across the world design, build and operate highly efficient houses that
are powered by renewable energy. The houses are assembled at a central location for display,
evaluation, and awards.

More than a dozen California colleges and universities have built houses since the competition’s
inception in 2002. However, no California colleges or universities are slated to participate in the
next competition in 2020. Furthermore, the competition, now downsized, has moved to the East
Coast.

This is unfortunate: According to an evaluation study by the Department of Energy, the Solar
Decathlon:

e Accelerates implementation of energy efficiency and solar technologies. Visitors who
tour the competition houses are far more likely to purchase energy efficient lighting and
appliances and report that they have a much better understanding of how their home can
be made more energy efficient.


https://voiceofoc.org/author/fred-smoller-and-richard-king/

e Introduces new technologies to the market. According to the report, “Solar Decathlon
teams and their energy partners develop, test, and showcase innovative emerging
technologies that are within five years of widespread market adoption.” Technologies
such as ultra high efficient heating and air conditioning units, super insulated homes, heat
pump hot water heaters, triple pane windows and home control systems are some of the
innovations featured in past Solar Decathlons before they entered the market.

o Increases the clean tech workforce. Student decathletes were far more likely than their
peers to enter energy fields and to start their own clean energy businesses: “The
data...supports a finding that the Solar Decathlon is a major contributor to the start-up of
new clean energy enterprises in the United States.”

e Educates consumers. The Solar Decathlon teaches the public about energy efficiency and
renewable energy. Extensive media coverage further leverages the event’s impact. The
format of the Solar Decathlon, displaying technologies and solutions that are being
actively implemented, helps educate the public, accelerating market transformation.

o Demonstrates that energy-efficient and solar-powered housing is attainable, practical and
beautiful.During and after the competition, the houses are used to reach consumers,
students, and professionals through exhibits, training, and research activities.

As the U.S. surrenders its leadership position on fighting climate change, other nations have
stepped in: Solar Decathlons are now being held in Europe, China, the Middle East and Africa.
In addition to combating climate change, countries in these regions—especially China—are
positioning themselves to take full advantage of the rapidly expanding green

economy. Incidentally, there are no teams from the United States in the European Solar
Decathlon which opened in Budapest, Hungary July 12, 2019.

While the Federal Government has pulled back on the reins, California is vigorously going
green. California’s legislature has passed ambitious climate change legislation while governors
of both parties have made tackling climate change a priority. Last month, the City of Los
Angeles released its own ambitious Green New Deal.

To increase its impact, the California competition could be expanded to include a sustainability
exposition which would include professional development and consumer workshops, as well as
K-12 education events. Sustainability vendors would display and explain their products, services
and new technologies. As many as 100,000 visitors per day could visit the competition houses as
well as the exposition.

The idea of California having its own leading-edge design competition which promotes
innovation, education, and market expansion has the support of former Governors Jerry Brown
and Arnold Schwarzenegger, Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti, and Kevin de Leon, President
pro Tempore Emeritus of the California State Senate and author of California’s 100% Clean
Energy Mandate. However, we will need everyone’s support.

California’s legislature has adopted the bold and commendable goal of state energy sources
being 100% renewable by 2045 (SB 100). To maintain California’s leadership position in the
field of clean energy, we must harness the creative energy of our youth, the academic



community, industry and labor. By working together, this competition could set a new milestone
in clean energy and help make California the sustainability capital of the world.

Fred Smoller is an associate professor of political science at Chapman University. He
spearheaded the effort to bring the Solar Decathlon to Irvine, California in 2013 and

2015. Richard King created the U.S. Department of Energy Solar Decathlon in 2000 and was its
director until he retired in 2016. He is currently in Budapest, Hungary supervising the 2019
European Solar Decathlon. King has supervised 14 competitions.

Opinions expressed in editorials belong to the authors and not Voice of OC.
Voice of OC is interested in hearing different perspectives and voices. If you want to weigh in on

this issue or others please contact Voice of OC Involvement Editor Theresa Sears
at TSears@voiceofoc.org
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