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All RV’s are capable of off-grid living for some period of time. How long depends on the standard features and what options the RV has. The amount of time one can live effectively “off-grid” is primarily dependent on your water storage capabilities, and the size of your battery bank (or how much you want to run your generator, if you have one). Most RV manufacturers do not provide advanced boondocking technology as a standard part of their RV’s, so you are usually limited to 2-4 days without hookups. Enhancing the standard RV’s capabilities can allow you to live indefinitely without hookups. 

So what do you need to effectively live off grid indefinitely? The heart of your system is the battery bank. You will need enough battery capacity to supply your energy needs. That means translating some of the DC battery power to AC, so it can be used by your normal RV appliances. You do this with an inverter.

Next, you need a way to replenish the battery power you use. That can be either a generator in combination with a modern battery charger, or solar panels in combination with a solar controller. Or a little of both, which is what most people use. Solar is really an option here. You can live effectively off grid with just a generator and a proper battery bank, but for long term use you will find it most convenient to combine this with some solar panels. 

You also need a way to monitor the status of the system. Without monitoring the system you will not know how much energy is available for use, or when to use the generator to help recharge the battery bank. If the battery bank is the "heart" of your electrical system, then the monitors are the "brains". You need them both.

There are also considerations not related to power. Obtaining fresh water, disposing of waste water, and efficiently heating the RV need to be considered. This series of articles focuses on power issues, so we will skip these other requirements.

Use of solar and other power management components is lifestyle decision. The freedom to be totally self-contained and “live” anywhere comes at a cost – in both money, and in lifestyle compromises. You really should consider how much you plan to boondock, and for how long, before committing to a full-fledged implementation of solar and its related components. It is unlikely that you can pay back the cost of upgrading your RV for extended boondocking by campground fee savings.
Typical Components

So you’ve decided that the lure of the “wild” has overcome the desire to save money! Remember, adding the capability to effectively boondock can cost a significant amount, depending on how you do it.
The typical items you need – either supplied aftermarket, or by the RV manufacturer – are:

· A larger battery bank than normally supplied. This will allow for extended power use. In my opinion, 200 Ah of battery capacity is the minimum. This is equivalent to two twelve volt batteries or two six volt batteries.  Four batteries are more typical for those that boondock much.

· A decent battery monitor.

· A charging system that can restore your battery power effectively and efficiently. This is typically an inverter/charger. The inverter supplies 120 volt power from the battery bank for use in the RV, and also has a high-quality charger built into it. This charger is driven by a generator; either a small portable generator like a Honda 1000/2000 series, or a larger built-in generator.

· The inverter is typically a larger model that can support most of your RV 120 volt loads. Inverters cannot support air conditioning or other large electrical loads like hot water heaters – primarily because your battery bank is not large enough to store enough energy for running these loads for the time required. 

· Solar is used for longer-term battery charging. The generator is used for short-term battery charging and for large electrical loads – like running your microwave. The solar panels require a solar controller, which is really just another type of battery charger.

These components add cost to the RV, and require careful design consideration so that the proper components are chosen. Otherwise, the system will not function effectively. Many systems available from RV manufacturers do not operate optimally because of implementation and design considerations. New Horizons uses “best of breed” components in their electrical upgrades and the system is designed as a whole so it operates efficiently. Taking the off-grid “plunge” can be costly – with a New Horizons you are assured that your money is well spent and that the system will work well.

Next month I’ll cover in some more detail what to look for in an upgraded electrical system (including solar), and why so many systems do not function well.
