
Energy generation is a multifaceted industry comprising 
dozens of major discrete technologies and thousands of 
companies. For reasons that are at once political, economic, 

and environmental, the energy industry occupies a central place in 
modern human society, and it will for the foreseeable future.
	 Alternative energy resources, such as photovoltaic modules and 
wind turbines, represent a particularly fast-growing segment of 

the industry. This article will 
look at this sector from the 
perspective of quality assur-
ance and safety testing, two 
extremely important con-
cerns for producers, as well 
as consumers, of alternative 
energy.

A brief history 
lesson
	 Quality assurance and 
safety-test marking within 
the energy industry goes 
back to the very beginning 
of electri�cation, to the days 
of Thomas A. Edison. From 

the outset, Edison understood the need for third-party safety-
testing and product veri�cation processes for the light bulb, 
which he invented in 1879. At that early date, Edison realized 
that much research and re�nement was necessary before his light 
bulbs were ready for mass production. Unfortunately, aggressive 
competitors were not willing to wait, and knockoff light bulbs 
soon began appearing in homes. The resulting and predictable 
�res and tragic deaths were clearly attributed to the shoddy and 
inconsistent production values of Edison�s competitors�but it 
was Edison himself who did something about it.
	 In 1896, Edison formed the Lamp Testing Bureau, both to 
assuage consumers� fears about the safety of light bulbs and to 
advance the research and development of this new technology. As 
further electrical devices were introduced to the public, the role 
of the Lamp Testing Bureau expanded and the name changed to 
the Electrical Testing Laboratories (ETL).
	 It was around this time that another well-recognized safety-
testing label came into existence. Formed in 1894, the Under-
writers� Electrical Bureau, of the National Board of Fire 
Underwriters, began to test the safety of various combustible and 
noncombustible products. The organization later became Under-
writers Laboratories (UL). Today, the UL mark and product-
safety standards written by UL have become recognized seals of 
quality and safety.

Know & Go
• Alternative energy products such as 

photovoltaic modules and wind turbines 
are increasing in popularity.

• Safety testing within the energy industry 
began with the Electrical Testing  
Laboratories (ETL) more than 100  
years ago. 

• Intertek, which absorbed ETL and uses its 
safety mark, tests photovoltaic modules as 
well as large and small wind turbines.

• SolarWorld Industries America is a  
manufacturer of photovoltaic modules 
that has moved to an automated  
manufacturing system to better ensure 
product safety and quality.
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A Fresh Wind Blows in  
Alternative Energy
As the industry expands, safety testing takes on a bigger role.




