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s the days get shorter, many boaters 
wonder if they should put away or somehow protect their solar panels during the 
winter months. Boaters often ask us if snow and freezing temperatures will affect 
the panels? Can solar panels actually withstand months of inclement weather? 
Let’s take a look at some of the options.

I AM A big believer in leaving your solar panels on year-round. On my own Cata-
lina 36, I have a 450-watt solar array that has been mounted to the canvas with zip-
pers. Those solar panels have been out in the weather, 365 days a year for the last 
seven years. When I use my boat during the shoulder season and on many clear, 
crisp winter days, I still see some tangible input from the solar array.

The main reason I recommend keeping your solar panels active on your boat 
is that if you are accidentally disconnected from shore power or there is a power 
outage, your batteries will still be charged and therefore maintained. Even if there 
is only a fraction of sun, a solar panel can float charge your batteries. For example, 
flooded lead acid (FLA) batteries will discharge at a rate of five to 10 percent per 
month without a charge. Therefore, a 600AH battery bank will lose approximately 
30 to 60AH per month or one or two AH per day. Even a modest 100-watt solar 

panel can keep up with that. 
If you don’t get to your boat as often 

as you would like or if you are away for 
the winter months, a solar array offers 
peace of mind. Remember that the 
sun’s position changes throughout the 
year, and it takes a much lower path 
during the winter months. If you are 
able to angle your panel, you will col-
lect more energy and less snow.

Solar panels are designed for an out-
door installation because that is where 
they will receive the most direct expo-
sure to sunlight. High-end, marine-
grade, flexible panels, like those from 
Solbian or Gioco Solutions, use a 
techno polymer base on a thermoplas-
tic poly matrix. This allows the panels 
to be IEC 61701 (salty mist) certified. 
This material also enables the panels 
to be manufactured without a frame 
because the water and humidity can-
not pass through. And the backing on 
the panels is made from plastic that is 
specifically designed for the marine 
environment, so it does not fade, yel-
low or crack.

SNOW  If you have snow build-up on 
your panel, carefully remove the snow 
leaving at least a centimetre or so on 
the panel. This will ensure that the 
cells are not scratched by the brush, 
cloth or your glove. Scratches create 
shadows and reduce the performance 
of the panel. Once the panel starts to 
warm from the sun, the balance of the 
snow will melt.

If the snow starts to accumulate, the 
weight can cause flexible panels and 
canvas to bend excessively and break. 
In this instance, if you are planning 
to be away for an extended period of 
time, it may make sense to remove 
the panels or have a backing plate in-
stalled beneath the panels. Panels that 
have been attached to canvas using 
zippers, Velcro or snaps can be taken 
off and stored away.

MAINTENANCE  Proper maintenance 
of your flexible solar panels is impor-
tant to maximize the energy that the 
panels produce. Flexible solar panels 
accumulate dirt primarily from wind-
blown dust, sand, pollen and bird 
droppings. When it rains, the water 
and dust can pile up on the corners or 
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edges of the panel causing a decrease 
in output.

Try to clean the panels early in the 
morning or in the evening. I find the 
morning is the best time, as the dew 
that has settled on the panels will have 
softened the dirt. Do not clean your 
panels in full sun as the water will 
evaporate too quickly and smear the 
dirt. Manufacturers recommend that 
they be washed regularly with a soft 
cloth, mild soap and fresh water. It is 
important to rinse them completely 
as any dried soap will affect the per-
formance of the panel. Do not use 
any harsh abrasive cleaners or coarse 
cloths as they will scratch the pan-
els and, again, the scratches will cast 
shadows, which will affect the per-
formance. Denatured alcohol (meth-
ylated spirit) can be used to remove 
grease.

When it comes to cleaning frequen-
cy, it is best to monitor changes in the 
power output of your panels before 

and after cleaning. Even panels with a 
light dusting of dirt can lose up to 20 
percent efficiency.

Some manufacturers recommend 
sealing the panels with a water-clear, 
thin-film polymer coating that pro-
vides a high-release surface through-
out the year. Products such as Plexus 
Plastic Cleaner, Novus Plastic Clean 
and Shine No. 1, RejeX cleaner, Glass 
Science Solar Shield and Clean-X Re-
pel claim to clean, shield and protect 
the panels, however they can make the 
panels very slippery. 

All solar panel installations should 
include an appropriately sized MPPT 
charge controller, which protects your 
batteries from being overcharged. It 
is important to also check the display 
and/or flashing lights as these con-
trollers can fail. If the controller has a 
display error or you suspect a failure, 
check all of your electrical connections 
between the panels, controllers and 
batteries. 

A SOLAR ARRAY is a perfect complement 
to boats in the Pacific Northwest. With 
long hours of sun in the summer, and 
relatively low snowfall in the winter, 
solar panels offer another charging 
source for boaters. This redundancy 
protects your batteries from draining 
due to a power failure at the marina or 
a disconnected shore power cord. And, 
in both situations, you usually don’t 
find out until it is too late. 
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We have qualified power & sail buyers looking now!  Get your vessel SOLD & list with us today!

33' 1996 Bayliner 3388  – SUPER CLEAN & READY TO 
GO! -  Economical Twin 150 hp. Hino’s diesels, HUGE 2 

Stateroom layout with KING master, Espar heat and 2018 
Tender package on Seawise davit.

$79,000 CDN

2006 48' navigator 4800 Pilothouse – STUNNING 
CONDITION & HUGE list of upgrades, BOW & STERN 

THRUSTERS, Northern Lights Gen.,Water-Maker, Deluxe 
Tender and FULL WINTER COVER. 

$509,000 CDN

40’ 1977 tollycraft cPmy – Re-Powered in 1995 w/ 
Twin Detroit Diesels, Clean & Updated, SAT TV, Tender 

package on crane davit and more. Great iconic PNW cruiser 
or live aboard!

$89,000 CDN

32' 2004 sea ray 320  – BOW-THRUSTER, Beautiful 
Shape, HARD TO FIND MODEL!, TWIN Mercury MAG 
8.1L 496’s (375 Hp.) Each w/ 442 hours!, New SIMRAD 
Chartplotter, DELUXE Canvas extended back, Tender 

package on Seawise davit

$129,000 CDN

Char les  Dav id  yachts

2015 26’ cutwater 26c – FISHING PACKAGE, 
LOADED! Volvo D3 Diesel, 145 hours, BOW & STERN 

THRUSTERS w/ remote, Full NAV.Electronics, Upgraded 
Galley, Inverter, Solar Panels, Wabasto Heat, 2 X Scotty 
Downriggers, YAMAHA 25 Hp KICKER W/ STEERING 

STATION, RIB Tender on davits, BOATHOUSE AVAILABLE! 

$163,900 CDN

47’ 1960 defever - “Pau hanna ii”  – is HIGHLY 
MAINTAINED, ICONIC & STUNNING through-out, Onan 
eQ-d 5Kw genset, Webasto Hydronic Heat, Full service 
records, RIB Tender package and more A MUST SEE IN 

PERSON.

$169,000 CDN

Jeff Cote is a systems design 
engineer and owner of Pacific Yacht 

Systems, a full-service shop delivering 
marine electrical and navigation solu-
tions for recreational boats. Visit their 
website and blog for info and articles 
on marine electrical systems, projects 

and more. pysystems.ca


