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BIO: Mr. James Worden is an ac-

complished entrepreneur and busi-

ness leader with over 20 years of ex-

perience in solar photovoltaic (PV) 

component systems, including invert-

ers, maximum power trackers, PV 

modules, arrays and complete PV 

systems. He co-founded Solectria 

Corporation in 1989 with Mrs. Anita 

Worden, was an internationally rec-

ognized developer and manufacturer 

of electric & hybrid vehicles and com-

ponents. He served as Solectria Cor-

poration’s CEO until 2005 when the 

company was sold. After the very 

successful sale of Solectria Corpora-

tion, Mr. Worden was one of the four 

founding partners of Solectria Re-

newables, LLC which bases the in-

verter technology developed over 16 

years in electric vehicle (EV) automo-

tive applications. Mr. Worden sets the 

strategic direction of the company and 

has been instrumental in the design of 

the company’s inverters ranging in 

size from 13kW to 500kW. Mr. 

Worden is a graduate of the Massa-

chusetts Institute of Technology. 

 

About Solectria Renewables, LLC: 

Solectria Renewables, LLC is a lead-

ing U.S.-based grid-tied photovoltaic 

inverter manufacturer, offering resi-

dential, commercial and utility-scale 

inverters. The versatile line of high 

efficiency products provide power 

solutions ranging from 1 kW residen-

tial systems to multi-megawatt solar 

farms. Solectria Renewables’ prod-

ucts are backed by more than 23 

years of experience in the power elec-

tronic and inverter industries and are 

supported by world-class warranties. 

All of our commercial and utility-scale 

PV inverters are manufactured in the 

USA, ARRA compliant, Ontario FIT 

Content Compliant, and listed to UL 

1741/IEEE 1547. 

 

Interview conducted by: 

Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor 

CEOCFO Magazine 

 

CEOCFO: Mr. Worden, would you 

please explain your vision when you 

started Solectria Renewables, and 

where are you today? 

Mr. Worden: The original company, 

Solectria Corporation, worked on 

solar and electric vehicles starting in 

’89. To get to the present incarnation 

of the company, Solectria 

Renewables, which was founded in 

February 2005 after we sold the 

electric vehicle technology to another 

company, focused exclusively on 

grid-tied solar. The vision was to 

provide grid-tied inverters for 

residential to large commercial and 

utility systems. We have been 

working on that continuously since 

that time, over the last eight and half 

years. We are staying focused on this 

mission and we have not wavered 

from it. It is fun to be focused on 

building something that is going in 

one clean, simple direction such as 

this. As a business, we grow, sell our 

product to customers, develop new 

products which customers’ desire, and 

have good competition. It has been 

fun for us although there have been 

many challenges. 

 

CEOCFO: Would give us an example 

of one of the more common projects 

you work on, as well as something out 

of the ordinary? 

Mr. Worden: Most of what we do 

exclusively is designing and 

manufacturing grid-tied solar 

inverters: residential, small, medium, 

and large commercial and small 

utility. We are getting into medium 

and larger utility now. We also 

manufacture the monitoring systems 

that are built into many of the 

inverters, and all of the peripherals 

that go along with that. Either from 

communication from the inverters as 

well as from weather stations, we feed 

our data to customer viewable 

websites. We also have array string 
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combiners, which go on the roof or 

field with the solar modules and bring 

all of the modules together to connect 

them to the inverter. We do not make 

any modules or racking or perform 

installation work. In terms of out of the 

ordinary as a business in this industry 

we are profitable. We have been 

profitable for six years straight and we 

continue to keep it that way. We are 

very focused on that to ensure we 

remain a strong supplier for our 

customers and great place to work for 

our employees. We believe that is 

very vital in a fast growing, wild 

industry such as this, which is still 

formative and has many growing off-

shoot industries. People need that 

protection when they are dealing with 

long term assets that are complex 

systems such as these. Another out of 

the ordinary thing we do is what we do 

with grid control features with the 

utilities. We have a special small 

DOE grant and relationship with EPRI 

(Electric Power Research 

Institute) and about six key 

forward-thinking utilities around 

the country. We are developing, 

testing, and employing some 

exciting new ways to use the 

inverters to do more than just 

generate PV power, but also 

affect the grid in other ways, 

moving toward the smart grid and 

better control as well as reliability of 

the grid. Potentially, we are 

progressing towards PV inverters 

doing things at night or when there is 

little sun so they can allow us to 

support the grid in various ways. 

 

CEOCFO: Are the ideas for these 

new products coming from you or the 

utilities? 

Mr. Worden: It is a combination. 

Many of our inverter feature sets and 

options as well as standard designs 

come from customers, including 

utilities. These attributes also come 

from our customer suggestions, 

installation feedback, and other 

owners and installers of PV. We come 

up with our own ideas and see if 

customers like that idea before we 

spend money and implement them. 

Sometimes we will ask customers 

what they think, we will try something, 

and maybe it does not work out. We 

then do not bring it in production. We 

do that more than almost all, if not all, 

of our competitors. If you look at our 

machine and you talk to different 

customers, many will agree that the 

multitude of features and options you 

can get that are just how you want 

them on our inverter can make it 

easier to install and overall more cost 

effective in any particular case. I think 

configurations and options are beyond 

the capability of any supplier in the 

industry, be it the one or two 

American ones left, the European 

ones as well as the ones over in 

China. The Chinese competitors are 

lucky to put something in a container 

and let it float on the water for many 

months, they surely cannot customize 

it over here or over there, because 

the lead times are too long. Some of 

the European companies have built 

production plants over here in the 

States, but they still tend to be much 

more rigid with options and 

configurations available as well as 

more costly. They do not have 

flexibility. It is not as if we built a 

custom product, but we have a huge 

array of options that have gone 

through customer development, some 

of them from our own ideas. Those 

are all rolled out and available, and 

are very cost effective for customer 

options and different features that let 

them have a much easier, quicker, 

lower-cost installation in the end. 

 

CEOCFO: Do most of your customers 

know what they want, or do you 

present them with a number of 

options? 

Mr. Worden: A combination. More 

sophisticated customers come asking 

for a specific configuration, and we 

help educate customers that do not 

know. We will tell them the pros and 

cons of each possibility, the different 

costs, which is more efficient, and 

which is easier to install. We are 

agnostic to each inverter choice, the 

only thing we do not have currently is 

micro-inverters. We do not make 

those although we do like the idea 

and it makes sense for some small 

systems and is a nice niche. We just 

do not think it makes sense to put the 

electronics up on the roof in the 

hottest place and then have to be 

there to support that for twenty plus 

years. We decided to not get into 

micro-inverters, but with all the other 

sizes, we often pit our equipment 

against itself. Some companies only 

have commercial, some have only 

residential, some have a little bit of 

both. There are a few other full 

service companies, but even the 

largest players do not have many 

choices mid-range in commercial 

from 25 kW up to 200 kW as we do. 

There is little in that range; they have 

big inverters (500kW), super string, 

string and micro, but they do not have 

anything in the middle. That is where 

we are strongest. In the 50 kW to 750 

kW range and we have many 

different products in many 

different power steps. That is 

another thing, which customers 

enjoy, there are many steps so 

that they can pay the right money 

to get the right amount of 

equipment and not have to 

undersize or oversize. 

 

CEOCFO: What is your 

geographic range? 

Mr. Worden: North America, but we 

do have equipment in Korea and 

Taiwan. That was mainly at an earlier 

time when the local competitors had 

not come to be. Few people were 

exporting product such as ours to 

Asia, but we did try and did well. That 

ended when the local companies 

came in. We are North American 

based including Canada, Mexico, 

Caribbean, and Hawaii and are 

considered a regional player. There is 

a good map made by a solar think 

tank company which shows who is 

who and where in the industry, from 

the multinational conglomerates to 

the regional rising stars such as us. 

There are European regionals, Asian 

regionals, North American regionals, 

and then you have the multinationals. 

We are one of only three North 

American regional players, and we 

are very much the only completely 

US owned and US made company. 

“The Solar Industry is big, growing, 

and it is here to stay. It has grown an 

average of 50% each year and we 

have grown up to 300% some years. 

We have price competitive products 

that perfectly matched to the Solar 

Industry’s requirements.” 

                                     - James Worden 
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Others are outsourcing significant 

assembly work to China. 

CEOCFO: Do your customers know 

and understand that, and does it 

make a difference? 

Mr. Worden: Some, but in the end 

reliability, cost, efficiency, and 

features are what really matters. I 

would say American made might be a 

factor as well, but customers are not 

going to pay much, if any, premium 

for it. The ARRA (American Recovery 

and Reinvestment Act) requirement 

that government buildings use only 

American equipment is unfortunately 

not very well enforced and has easy 

loopholes built it so you can buy 

equipment from the biggest European 

company, which is made in Colorado 

and considered US equipment. To us, 

this is sad because all of the profit is 

going to Germany and international 

investors. We are an American 

company and nearly all of the money 

stays here in our economy.  

 

CEOCFO: You mentioned previously 

being profitable and continuing to be. 

How did you accomplish that when 

many companies in solar have not 

had the same success? 

Mr. Worden: We have a few simple 

principles. Everything we do must be 

profitable on its own; we do not mix 

things together to accept overall 

profit. Some will have more or less 

profits but we will not subsidize one 

product with another.  We also do not 

believe in loss leaders or try to make 

it up in volume. One thing that you 

have to do to always is be profitable; 

it is vital for everybody involved. 

Another thing we believe is keep it 

simple and not come up with 

complicated, convoluted ways to 

either design a product, build product 

or run the business. For example, we 

have a line of credit and we are 

financed by the banks. The banks are 

very conservative, which means we 

are very conservative. Our customers 

and vendors are safe in comparison 

to non-profitable companies funded 

by private equity firms who do very 

risky things looking for a big potential 

win sometime in the future. If they put 

money in a company which is losing 

money and the company needs the 

money to survive and banks will not 

fund them, it is risky for the company 

as well as the customers and vendors. 

We use that as a tool to help get our 

costs down. We go to vendors and 

ask for aggressive pricing, but we 

make sure they know we will always 

pay them on time, every time. We 

have not paid one bill late for the past 

eight years. We try to promote the 

same concept to our customers when 

we are getting credit set up with them. 

Keep it simple, and pay everything on 

time. We extend credit with care, 

because it is not fair to our customers, 

vendors or employees if we have 

financial trouble and if we are not 

careful. We have over 99% pay rates 

for all of our customers and a 100% 

pay rate to our vendors. We have a 

great relationship with banks. We 

have never gone to outside 

investment, and we quickly became 

profitable. We have a big line of 

credit and it has been great. We could 

have grown faster taking outside 

investment, but it would have been 

very different and we would have 

likely dropped our prices and lost 

money as the industry goes through 

different times. We have also seen 

some other companies spend money 

on lavish things which does not help 

the customer. We have private 

conversations where we help 

customers understand our fiscally 

conservative methods and, and we 

may bring the bank in and let the 

bank talk to them. We have talked to 

some of the bigger banks and they 

looked at our numbers and offered 

referrals.  

 

CEOCFO: Why should investors and 

people in the business community pay 

attention to Solectria? 

Mr. Worden: The Solar Industry is 

big, growing, and it is here to stay. It 

has grown an average of 50% each 

year and we have grown up to 300% 

some years. We have price 

competitive products that perfectly 

matched to the Solar Industry’s 

requirements. Our nose is down to the 

grindstone and at the same time, we 

are being conservative and careful as 

well as taking opportunities when they 

come. We are not growing like wild, 

but are trying to be stable and strong 

for all the people involved such as 

vendors, customers, employees and 

partners. Energy will be a major issue 

continuing along, so it is fun to be a 

part of the cleanest part of it that 

actually pays for itself. The federal tax 

credits help, but they are needed 

gradually less and less as the cost is 

coming down. We hope that the 

government has done its job and in 

another five years that 30% credit will 

not be needed and will be a self-

profitable industry competing with 

fossil fuel generated electricity. 
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