Private Schools Go Solar
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Lessons from Great British Energy’s Public
Rollout and How to Capitalise on the Momentum

The UK’s Great British Energy (GBE) is accelerating its ambitious solar panel
programme for public institutions, but private schools hold a distinct advantage.
With full autonomy over energy decisions—unconstrained by the bureaucratic
hurdles of public funding—independent schools can swiftly adopt solar PV
systems to cut costs, boost sustainability credentials, and attract eco-conscious
parents. GBE’s recent successes in state schools, with savings up to £25,000
annually per site, highlight solar’s proven value. This article explores GBE's latest
school-focused progress, then tailors insights for private institutions: outlining
benefits, commercial funding pathways like Power Purchase Agreements (PPAs),
finance options, upfront payments, key considerations for next steps, and
actionable guidance to go solar today.

GBE’s Solar Momentum in Schools: A Blueprint for Success

Launched in March 2025 with £180 million in funding, GBE’s rooftop solar
initiative targets public sector decarbonisation, starting with schools and
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hospitals. By October 2025, the programme has expanded to £255 million,
covering 250 schools, 270 NHS sites, and 15 military locations, demonstrating
rapid deployment and tangible results in the UK climate.

Key milestones since June 2025:

» June Installations: The first 11 state schools in England installed GBE-
backed solar arrays, generating 851,715 kWh annually and saving
£176,000 total—averaging £16,000 per school. Standouts include Harris
Academy Chafford Hundred (256 kW system, £44,500 yearly savings) and
Feversham Primary Academy (£13,000 savings, 5-year payback).

= September Expansion: Three additional schools and five NHS sites
joined, with eight more schools planned for autumn. Early adopters are
projected to save £3.8 million over system lifetimes, redirecting funds to
textbooks, staffing, and facilities.

» October Acceleration: At the Labour Conference, Energy Secretary Ed
Miliband announced a further rollout to 50 schools, reinforcing GBE’s role
in the “Plan for Change” for net-zero by 2030. Lifetime savings across
school sites could reach £400 million over 30 years, with batteries
enhancing efficiency by storing daytime generation for evening use.

These public sector wins—despite reliance on global supply chains—showcase
solar’s quick ROI (4-8 years) and resilience against volatile fossil fuel prices. For
private schools, GBE’s success is a market signal. With only 20% of UK schools
solar-equipped, independents can act now to mirror these savings without
navigating government bureaucracy.

Why Private Schools Should Piggyback on GBE’s Wave: Tailored Benefits

Private schools, often with expansive campuses and high energy demands (e.g.,
laboratories, boarding facilities), are ideally suited for solar. GBE’s public model
highlights universal benefits, but independents enjoy faster implementation and
additional revenue streams, such as exporting surplus power. Here’s how solar PV
delivers:
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These benefits compound: a Gloucestershire private school with over 200 panels
now funds extracurriculars with £11,000 in annual savings, while GBE’s state
schools reinvest in core services. For independents, solar is not just cost-
cutting—it’s a competitive advantage in a market where parents value forward-
thinking institutions.



Funding Options for Private Schools: Commercial Pathways with No
Strings Attached

As commercial entities, private schools access flexible, market-driven funding
tailored to their needs. With 0% VAT on installations since 2022 (saving
£2,000-£5,000 on mid-sized systems), the barrier to entry is low. Focus on PPAs,
finance, and upfront payments enables swift adoption, bypassing public grant
restrictions like ECO4 or the Warm Homes Plan, which target low-income
households.

= Power Purchase Agreements (PPAs): The gold standard for zero-
upfront-cost solar. A third-party developer installs, owns, and maintains
the system for 15-25 years, selling electricity at a fixed rate 20-40%
below grid prices, typically with 2-3% annual inflation. Ideal for capital-
conscious schools, PPAs are cash-positive from day one, with options to
buy out post-term.

» Finance Options (Leasing and Loans): Spread costs without ownership
delays. Solar leasing involves monthly payments for 5-15 years, with the
system gifted at term’s end—fully maintained and cash-positive. Green
loans from banks (0-3% interest) or asset finance repay via bill savings.
Enhanced Capital Allowances (ECA) offer 100% first-year tax relief on
qualifying equipment.

= Annual Investment Allowance (AIA) with Upfront Payment: For
schools with available capital, paying upfront allows a 100% deduction on
plant/machinery costs (up to £1 million/year) against taxable profits in the
first year, boosting ROI. Combine with SEG for export earnings
(2-15p/kWh). No public approval is needed, suiting high-energy
independents like boarding schools.

Consult solar specialists for tailored audits, many of which manage applications
end-to-end, including ECA claims.

Key Considerations for Taking the Next Step

To move from interest to implementation within 3-6 months, private schools
should focus on these critical factors:

= Roof Suitability: Confirm roof condition, orientation, and shading. Most
modern roofs support 100-200 kW systems; heritage sites may require



low-profile panels or council approval (4-8 weeks for listed buildings).

 Energy Audit: Review annual bills (£50,000-£100,000 for mid-sized
schools) to model savings (£15,000-£30,000/year) and ensure system size
matches demand.

= Funding Fit: Select PPAs for zero upfront cost, green loans for phased
payments, or AIA for tax-efficient upfront investment. Engage bursars to
align with budgets.

= Supplier Selection: Partner with MCS-certified installers experienced in
school projects. Secure 20-25-year warranties and maintenance plans
(£200-£500/year).

= Stakeholder Engagement: Involve governors and parents early for buy-
in. Promote ESG benefits (5-10% enrolment boost) through newsletters or
a “Green Legacy Fund” for parent-sponsored panels.

» Regulatory Tailwinds: Leverage 0% VAT (until at least 2027, saving
£2,000-£5,000) and AIA tax relief. Monitor SEG rate changes for export
revenue planning.

= Timeline Urgency: Act within 3-6 months to secure benefits before
potential policy shifts (e.g., VAT reinstatement) and gain a competitive
edge, as only 20% of schools are solar-equipped.

Next Steps: Capitalise on GBE’s Momentum Today

GBE’s rollout proves solar’s value: rapid installations, immediate savings, and
community uplift. Private schools can leapfrog state schools by leveraging
autonomy for bespoke systems. Start with a free roof assessment from MCS-
certified installers to model ROI, with many achieving 6-10 year paybacks. As
Energy Minister Michael Shanks notes, “Solar panels mean... money invested
directly into improving young people’s education while tackling climate change.”
For independents, it’s also a recruitment tool in an ESG-driven era.



