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T
he sun has become a profitable 
business in largely Hispanic 
states such as California, 
Texas and Arizona. Despite 

the Solyndra fiasco, the decline in solar 
panel pricing and the expiration of the 
1603 Program part of the Recovery Act 
meant to partially reimburse the cost of 
installing energy infrastructure, there is 
money to be made in solar power.

In 2010, U.S. solar energy installations 
created a combined $6 billion in sales, 
of which $4.4 billion took place in the 
U.S. Eighty-two percent, or $3.6 billion, 
of the domestic value created by solar in 

the U.S. came from photovoltaics (PV).
PV, which converts sunlight directly 

to electricity, continues to be the largest 
component of solar market growth in 
the U.S., according to the Solar Energy 
Industries Association.

Te market value of residential solar 
installed in the U.S. in 2010 was a little 
under $1.8 billion, and in 2011 more 
than 2,000 residential installers compet-
ed for a market valued at $2 billion. 

In 10 of the top 21 states, nonresiden-
tial installations in first-quarter 2011 
increased more than twofold over the 
previous year. 

“Arizona is quickly becoming a center for 
solar-based technology, and the presence 
of two major and highly regarded research 
universities in the state, coupled with our 
fast-growing Latino population, means 
Hispanic entrepreneurs are poised to be-
come future leaders in the field,” said Gon-
zalo de la Melena, president and CEO of the 
Arizona Hispanic Chamber of Commerce.

Te latest renewable energy entrepre-
neurs have mainly come from high-level 
executive positions in the energy sec-
tor, Laura Murillo, Houston Hispanic 
Chamber of Commerce president and 
CEO, said.

The Blinding Sun
Solar companies catching traction in solar markets.

by REBECCA VILLANEDA, Staff Writer
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Te energy sector is so big in Hous-
ton that the chamber has organized an 
energy summit for June 27.

“Because Houston is the energy capi-
tal of the world, we are in a perfect posi-
tion to do that,” says Ms. Murillo.

Leading Solar  
Game Players
Odes Armijo-Caster opened Sacred 
Power Corp. with David Melton in 1999 
in Albuquerque, N.M.  Te solar com-
pany’s No. 1 client is the federal govern-
ment and one of its most popular prod-
ucts is its patented tracking solar carport. 
Te carport keeps cars cool while gen-
erating energy to nearby buildings—an 
ideal product for the desert state.

Te company has 48 employees and 
projects 2012 sales to be as much as $12 
million. 

Sacred Power has been growing at 20 
to 30 percent per year, “and we expect 
that same type of growth rate this year,” 
Mr. Armijo-Caster said. “You can’t stop 
the momentum of the renewable effort.” 

“We are encouraged by the amount of 
startups that are occurring,” Lawrence 
Rael, president of the New Mexico Green 
Chamber of Commerce, said. “Small 
companies are working on niche areas, 
whether it’s the retrofitting of homes or 
businesses.” Te industry is “at a point 
now that we need to support it so that it 
can become more self-sustaining.”

Frank Molina, co-owner of Akari 

Energy in Hous-
ton, started the 
company about 
three years ago 
with partner Vance 
Nobe. Tere are 
currently four em-
ployees, with plans 
to add a fifh next 
month. While Mr. 
Molina declined 
to give 2012 pro-
jected sales, he has 
more projects un-
der contract than in 
any previous year. 
In one year, he and 
Mr. Nobe were able to grow the compa-
ny by 400 percent.

Akari is a renewable energy developer 
whose most popular product is a turn-
key solar power system. 

“We’ll design it, build it, install it, 
maintain it,” Mr. Molina said, adding that 
commercial roofops and utility-scale 
solar power systems on empty lands are 
the main targets of Akari’s work.

Innovative Industry
Mr. Molina also acknowledges the in-
dustry’s potential isn’t being met, which 
to him is partly due to the lack of state-
wide and citywide incentives.

“Texas does not have a statewide in-
centive like California does,” Mr. Molina 
said. “California once upon a time had 

the best incentives na-
tionwide because they 
offered the federal tax 
credit in addition to the 
state tax credit.”

A large chunk “of so-
lar’s recent growth has 
been from large-scale 
power-plant projects de-
signed to feed the whole-
sale electricity market in 
California,” according to 
Reuters. “California has 
25,575 solar-related jobs, 
or more than one-quar-
ter of the national total,” 
according to a recent ar-
ticle in the Los Angeles 
Times.

Mr. Molina likens the solar industry 
to the computer sofware industry. Both 
were exciting, booming industries in 
their infant stage; however, the computer 
industry didn’t have to contend with an 
existing competitive industry. 
“Oil and gas—they are opposing 
forces,” Mr. Molina said. Plus, there’s 
resistance to change. “Twenty years 
ago, people for renewable energy were 
called hippies, and we still are, but now 
we’re a little bit more developed hip-
pies,” he says.

Another challenge is the partisan 
politics that comes from working with 
government contractors.

“We got sucked up in the continual 
resolution where we had projects and 
stuff on the line that they weren’t award-
ing yet” because of budgetary issues, 
he said. Te federal government “shut 
down a lot of programs that we work 
in—not grant programs, but competitive 
bids to put solar photovoltaic systems on 
military bases.”

But that’s where he turns to innova-
tion to create longevity in a business he 
believes in. He begins to toss around 
ideas: a system to detect foot move-
ments to alert border patrol agents, 
for instance, and patented products 
that can be enhanced, such as a plug-
and-play power supply for tsunami and 
earthquake early warning systems.

In a market where there were few 
companies 12 years ago, “now there 
are thousands,” Mr. Armijo-Caster 
said. “The competition has become 
greater.”

“I am very confident in the indus-
try,” Mr. Molina said. “Te younger 
generation, they are growing up learn-
ing terms like ‘dirty energy’ and ‘clean 
energy.’ I didn’t have that when I was a 
kid.” P
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Sacred Power Corp. was one of the first solar enterprises to 
sponsor a NASCAR team.

Sacred Power Corp., one 
of whose solar projects is 
pictured here, expects 2012 
sales to be $12 million.
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