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! Read this first — solar is safe, with a few easy habits

Here's the good news first: a portable solar panel is one of the safest ways to make

your own power. There's no fuel, no flame, no engine, and no carbon monoxide, so it's

welcome right on a patio, a balcony, or the grass — no fumes to worry about. A panel

sitting in the sun is still quietly making real electricity, though, so a few gentle habits

keep it trouble-free: keep the plugs and connectors dry, never let the two bare metal

ends touch each other, and don't use a panel or cable that's cracked, frayed, or

chewed. Always plug a portable panel into a power station or battery — never straight

into your home's wall outlets or breaker panel. Set it where no one will trip over the

cord, and if anything ever looks scorched or feels too hot to touch, unplug it and let it

cool. When a panel is not charging, the fix is almost always something small and safe

to check — a loose plug, a shadow, or the wrong port — and none of it means opening

anything up.

Let's find out why the numbers look off
If your power station is not filling the way you expected, take a breath — this is

usually a five-minute fix, not a broken panel. Together we'll work through the

handful of things that cause almost every charging hiccup.

I'm Bill, and I run Bill's Home Tech here in Portage County, Ohio. A call I get often is 'my solar

isn't working' — and nine times out of ten it turns out to be a plug in the wrong spot, a switch

left off, or a shadow no one noticed. Nothing to be embarrassed about; these are easy to

miss.

We'll go slowly, in plain English, and check the simple things first. By the end you'll know

whether you have a real problem or just a gray day — and exactly what to do about either

one.

★ You won't break anything by checking

Everything in this guide is safe to look at yourself — no tools, no wiring, nothing to take

apart. If you'd rather have company while you sort it out, call or text me at (330)

200-8042. No charge for a friendly nudge.
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The quick checklist, on one page
If you only skim one page, make it this one. Most charging troubles hide in this

short list.

❑ Decide which problem you have: nothing coming in at all, or some coming in but less than

you hoped.

❑ If nothing at all, suspect the plug, the port, and the input switch — in that order.

❑ Make sure the panel's cable is in the station's solar input, not the wall-charge port, and

clicked all the way in.

❑ If some is coming in but it's low, look at the aim, the shade on the face, and the sky.

❑ A panel lying flat, or with a shadow across it, gives up far more power than you'd guess.

❑ On a gray or short winter day, low is normal — lean on the battery and let the sun catch

up.

✔ Change one thing at a time

The secret to troubleshooting anything is to change a single thing, then look at the

'solar in' number again. Change five things at once and you'll never know which one

did the trick.
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First, is anything actually wrong?
Before we hunt for a fault, let's make sure there is one. Solar surprises a lot of folks

simply because of how it's rated.

The big number printed on a panel is measured under perfect laboratory sunshine — an ideal

noon that real life almost never delivers. So on a normal day, in real weather, a panel makes

less than the sticker says. That's not a defect. Every panel is rated the same hopeful way.

So a reading that's below the label isn't a problem — it's expected. A true problem is when the

number is zero, or far lower than the same panel gave you yesterday in the same sun. That's

the kind of thing worth chasing, and that's what the rest of this guide is for.

✔ Compare like with like

The fairest test is the same panel, same spot, same time of day, on a clear day. If it

charged fine last week and reads zero in identical sun today, something changed —

and we'll find it.
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Two very different problems
No charge and low charge feel the same when you're frustrated, but they live in

different places. Telling them apart saves you time.

No charge means nothing is coming in — the station shows no solar input at all. That points to

the connection: a plug, a port, a switch, or a voltage that doesn't fit. Low charge means power

is coming in, just less than you'd like — and that usually points to the sun, the aim, or the

shade.

Problem What it looks like Where to look first

No charge Solar in stays at zero The plug, port, and switch

Low charge Some in, but less than hoped Aim, shade, and the sky

✔ Start with the zero

If you're getting nothing at all, work through the 'no charge' pages next. If you're getting

something but it's low, skip ahead to the 'low charge' pages — no sense checking a

plug that's clearly working.
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No charge: start with the plug and the port
This is the number-one cause of a dead-zero reading, and the easiest to fix. Let's

rule it out first.

Solar connectors are made to click firmly together, and a plug that's only half-seated looks

connected but carries nothing. Unplug it and push it back together until it clicks and holds. Our

connectors and compatibility guide shows what each type should feel like.

Just as common is the wrong port. Most power stations have a separate solar (DC) input,

apart from the port you use to charge from the wall. If the panel's cable is in the wall-charge

port, nothing comes in from the sun. The station's solar-input guide points out exactly which

one it is.

✔ Right hole, firm click

Two quick wins on one page: make sure the cable is in the solar input, not the

wall-charge port, and make sure every connector is pushed fully together. That pair

fixes most no-charge calls I get.
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No charge: the input switch and the polarity
Two more quiet culprits live here, and both are simple to check once you know to

look.

Many stations have a switch or a button that turns the solar input on. If it's off, the panel can

be plugged in perfectly and still send nothing. Switch it on and watch for the 'solar in' light or

number to wake up.

Polarity is the other one — which wire is positive and which is negative. If an adapter or cable

is wired backward, the station simply won't accept the power. A good station won't be harmed

by it; it just ignores a backward hookup. Use the matched cable and adapter for your gear and

this takes care of itself.

✔ Look for the little light

Almost every station gives you some signal that solar is flowing — a light, an arrow, or

a number climbing. If you flip the input on and that signal appears, you've found your

answer.
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No charge: look for damage
Cables and connectors live outdoors and take some knocks. A quick look-over

catches the rest of the no-charge causes.

Run your eyes and fingers along the whole cable and both connectors. You're looking for

anything cracked, cut, crushed, frayed, or chewed — critters do love a cable left in the grass.

A broken wire inside the insulation can stop the power without any outward drama.

• Check the connectors for bent pins, grit, corrosion, or moisture inside.

• Check the cable for nicks, kinks, or a spot that's been pinched in a door or under a chair.

• Check the panel's own lead where it leaves the panel — a common spot for wear.

! Set damaged gear aside

If a cable or connector is cracked, scorched, or feels hot, stop using it and set it aside.

Don't patch it with tape and carry on — a proper replacement cable is inexpensive and

safe. Our weatherproofing guide covers keeping connectors dry so this doesn't

happen.
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No charge: the voltage has to fit
If the plug, port, switch, and cable all check out and you still get nothing, the panel

and station may simply not be a match.

Every power station accepts solar only within a certain voltage window — above a minimum

to start charging, and never above a maximum. If a panel's voltage sits below that minimum,

the station won't begin. This is most common on a dim day, or with a small panel on a station

that wants more to get going.

This is really a matching question, not a fault. Our reading-the-numbers guide explains the

voltage window in plain terms, and the buying-the-right-size guide helps you confirm a panel

and station belong together. A matched kit is built to fit, so it sidesteps this entirely.

✔ It may just need more sun

If the panel almost starts and then quits, better light can push its voltage over the line.

Try again in stronger, more direct sun before you conclude anything is wrong with the

pairing.
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Low charge: aim and shade come first
Now for the other problem — power's coming in, but it's low. Nine times out of ten

the answer is here, and it costs nothing to fix.

A panel makes the most power facing the sun straight-on, with the light hitting it square. Laid

flat on the ground it collects far less. Prop it on its kickstand, tilt it toward the sun — generally

toward the south here in Ohio — and watch the number jump. Our sun-angle guide shows

exactly how.

Shade is the sneaky one. A shadow over even a small part of the face — from a railing, a

branch, a chimney, or the charging cable lying across it — can drag down the whole panel far

more than you'd expect. The sun also moves, so a panel aimed this morning is off-target by

afternoon.

! Chase the shadows off the face

Before you blame the panel, walk around it and make sure not one corner is shaded.

Move the cable off the face, and re-aim toward the sun a few times a day. This single

habit recovers more lost power than anything else.
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Low charge: the sky and the season
Sometimes the panel is doing everything right and the number's still low. That's

when it's time to be honest about the weather.

Clouds, haze, smoke, a low winter sun, and short winter days all cut what a panel collects —

sometimes by a lot. On a heavy overcast day a panel may make only a small fraction of its

sunny-day output. It rarely makes nothing in daylight, but it can make surprisingly little.

None of that is a fault — it's just solar being solar. The panel is faithfully turning the light it gets

into power; there simply isn't much light to work with. Our how-much-sun and cloudy-day

guides go deeper on what to expect through the seasons.

✔ Let the battery carry the gray

This is exactly why you keep the station charged. On a dull day, lean on the power

you've already stored and let the panel top it back up when the sun returns. Solar is a

top-up, not a promise for every single day.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
Where you live changes how you troubleshoot — how much sun you're working

with, how long an outage tends to run, and how much a low reading matters on any

given day.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town or the suburbs, your water keeps flowing from the city main and outages tend to be

shorter, so a low-charge day is usually just an inconvenience. The trouble is more often shade

than sky.

• Buildings, fences, and trees throw shadows that move through the day — the top suspect

for a low reading in town.

• A balcony or patio may only see direct sun for part of the day; aim for the sunniest window

and re-aim as it shifts.

• Check any lease or HOA rules before you clamp a panel to a railing to chase the sun.

• For phones, lights, and the internet box, a modest amount of charging goes a long way —

don't panic over a slow afternoon.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country you usually have open sky and plenty of sun, so a genuine low reading

more often points to aim, shade from a lone tree, or a dirty face than to the weather. Just

remember what solar can't fix for you.

• More open sky means fewer shade problems — so check the aim, the face, and the cable

first.

• Longer outages make a steady charge matter more, so it's worth getting the angle right

and re-aiming often.

• Your well pump is 240-volt and cannot run on portable solar no matter how it's charging —

store drinking water for the outage.

• A bigger setup with room to spread out lets you keep phones, lights, medical devices, and

the freezer cycling along.

★ Not sure if it's your setup or the sky?

Tell me your spot — city balcony or open country — and what you're seeing, and I'll

help you tell a real fault from a normal gray day. Call or text (330) 200-8042.
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Low charge: a dirty or snowy face
The panel's face is its window to the sun. Anything on it stands between you and

your power.

Dust, pollen, bird droppings, and road film all quietly shade the cells and shave off some

output. A gentle wipe with a soft cloth and plain water usually brings it right back — no

abrasive cleaners, which can scratch the surface.

Snow is the extreme case: even a thin layer blocks the panel almost completely. Brush it off

gently with a soft broom, and tilt the panel steeper in winter so snow slides off on its own.

Heat works the other way — a panel baking in full sun runs a little less efficiently, though

that's normal and nothing to fix.

✔ A clean face is free power

Wiping the face takes a minute and asks for nothing but a cloth and water. It's the

cheapest boost there is, and easy to forget after pollen season or a dusty stretch.
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Low charge: cables and panel size
Two quieter causes can hold a good panel back even when the sun is cooperating.

A cable that's too long or too thin loses power along the way — electricians call it voltage

drop, and it's worst on long, skinny runs. If you've added an extension, that's a fair suspect.

Use the kit's own cable when you can, or a solar-rated cable of adequate thickness for the

distance.

The other is simply size. A panel smaller than the most your station can accept will only ever

charge at its own modest pace — that's not a fault, just a small faucet filling a big bucket. Our

buying-the-right-size and series-vs-parallel guides cover matching a panel, or adding a

second one, to charge faster.

✔ Shorter and thicker wins

If you must run a long cable, thicker (lower-gauge) solar-rated wire loses less than thin

wire. Keep runs as short as you can, and keep the connectors up off the wet ground.
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Make the 'solar in' number your guide
Your station is trying to help you. The reading it shows for incoming solar is the best

troubleshooting tool you own.

Watch that number as you make each change. Tilt the panel a little and the number should

climb toward its best angle. Move a shadow off the face and it jumps. Plug into the right port

and it wakes from zero. Let the reading tell you whether what you just did helped.

It also settles the big question calmly: a steady zero after you've checked the plug, port, and

switch points to a connection or matching problem; a low-but-real number points to sun, aim,

or shade. Our charging guide walks through a normal first charge so you know what good

looks like.

✔ Aim by the number, not by eye

The easiest way to find the sweet spot is to tilt the panel slowly while you watch the

reading, and stop where it peaks. Your eyes can't judge the angle nearly as well as that

little number can.
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Which part is at fault? A simple test
If you've checked everything and still can't tell whether it's the panel or the station,

here's how to corner the problem.

The trick is to test one piece at a time. If you have another power station — or a friend does —

try your panel on it in good sun. If the panel charges that one, your panel is fine and the

trouble is in the first station or its cable.

Then test the station on its own by charging it from the wall. If it takes a wall charge normally,

the station's fine and the trouble is on the solar side — the panel, the cable, or the match.

Swapping one piece at a time is exactly how a repair shop would find it, and you can do it at

your kitchen table.

✔ Borrow to compare

Even a neighbor's small panel or station, tried for five minutes in the same sun, can tell

you which half of your setup is misbehaving. Comparing against a known-good piece is

the fastest answer there is.
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The calm, in-order check
Here's the whole routine in one place, cheapest and easiest first. Do them in order

and stop as soon as the number comes to life.

❑ Step outside in real sun — is it actually bright, and is the whole face clear of shade?

❑ Tilt the panel to face the sun and watch the 'solar in' reading.

❑ Confirm the cable is in the solar input, not the wall-charge port, and clicked fully in.

❑ Turn on the station's solar-input switch if it has one.

❑ Look over the cable and connectors for damage, grit, or moisture.

❑ Still zero? Try the panel on another station, and the station on wall power, to see which

part is at fault.

✔ Stop when it works

You don't have to run the whole list every time. The moment the number climbs, you've

found it — note what did the trick so it's a quick fix if it happens again.
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When to contact the maker
If you've isolated a genuine fault to the panel or the station itself, the next call is to

whoever made it — not a repair you attempt inside the case.

Portable solar gear is sealed for a reason, and there's nothing a homeowner should open up.

Once you've confirmed a real fault — a panel that gives nothing in strong sun on a

known-good station, or a station that won't take solar it should — gather your model details

and reach out to the maker or the seller.

Have your purchase date and where you bought it handy; many panels and stations carry a

warranty, and an honest description of what you tried helps them help you. Keep the receipt

and the box with your home papers so it's easy when you need it.

! Don't open the case

Never pry open a power station or a panel to poke around inside. There's stored

energy in a station's battery, and opening it can void the warranty and create a real

hazard. If it needs to come apart, that's the maker's job, not yours.
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A quick symptom guide
Find what you're seeing on the left, and start with the fix on the right. Most days you

won't need to go past the first row or two.

What you see Likely cause What to try first

Nothing at all Wrong port or loose plug Use the solar input, click it in

Nothing at all Input switch left off Turn the solar input on

Suddenly low A shadow on the face Clear the whole face of shade

Low all day Panel lying flat Tilt it to face the sun

Low, gray sky Clouds and a low sun Lean on the battery, wait for
sun

Slowly fading A dusty or snowy face Wipe or brush it gently

✔ One change, then look

Whatever row fits, make just that one change and check the reading before you try the

next. That's how you learn what your own setup likes.
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Common mistakes to sidestep
A few honest slip-ups account for most 'my solar's broken' calls. Now you'll spot

them before they fool you.

• Blaming the panel when it's really a shadow, a flat angle, or just a gray sky.

• Using the wrong port — plugging into the wall-charge input instead of the solar input.

• Expecting the sticker watts in real weather, when every panel makes less than its lab

rating.

• Changing five things at once, so you never learn which one actually mattered.

• Leaving the input switch off, or a connector only half-clicked together.

• Trusting your eye for the angle instead of watching the 'solar in' number.

✔ None of these means a bad panel

Notice that almost every item here is about setup and expectations, not a faulty panel.

Get those right and the panel usually turns out to have been fine all along.
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When it's worth a call to me
Most of this you can handle at your own pace. But there's no medal for struggling

alone, and some things are simply faster with a hand.

If you've worked through the checks and the reading still won't budge, or you're not sure

which cable goes where, that's a fine time to call. I can often sort it right on your screen for

$49 — watching your station's display with you and talking you through each step.

If it needs eyes and hands on the gear, I'll come to you for a flat $99 first visit, test the panel

and station together, and tell you honestly whether it's a setup fix or time to call the maker.

Either way, you'll know where you stand — and every visit is 30-day come-back-free.

★ A second set of eyes helps

Troubleshooting is easier with company, and there's never a silly question. Call or text

me at (330) 200-8042 and we'll get your solar behaving again.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most when someone's charging looks wrong, answered

plainly.

Q: My station shows nothing coming in. Where do I start?

Check three things in order: that the cable is in the solar input (not the wall-charge port), that

every connector is clicked fully together, and that the input switch is on. That trio fixes most

no-charge cases.

Q: It's charging, just slowly. Is something broken?

Probably not. Check the aim and clear any shade first, then be honest about the sky. On a

cloudy or short winter day, low is simply normal — the panel makes less than its lab rating in

real light.

Q: How do I tell if it's the panel or the station?

Test one at a time. Try your panel on another station in good sun, and charge your station

from the wall. Whichever works points you to the part that doesn't.

Q: It worked yesterday and not today. What changed?

Usually the sun or a shadow — a duller sky, a lower angle, or a new shade that's crept across

the face. A plug that got bumped loose is the next thing to check.

Q: Do I need any tools or to open anything?

No. Every check here is done with your hands and eyes — no tools, and never opening the

case. If a real fault turns up, that's a job for the maker, not a home repair.

★ Still stuck?

That's exactly what I'm here for, and this is one of the easier things to sort out together.

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and we'll track it down.
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You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made tracking down a low or no-charge problem feel a little less daunting

and a lot more doable. Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come back to a page

whenever you need it, and don't worry about memorizing anything.

When you'd rather have a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your home, work at your

pace, and never make you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is a flat $99, and for the

parts that don't need me on-site I can often help right on your screen for $49. Every visit

comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. Most portable solar setups are simple,

plug-and-play, and need no wiring at all — but if yours ever calls for a licensed electrician, I'll

help you line up a trustworthy local pro.

★ Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all

of Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever

not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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Need a Real Person?
You do not have to remember all of it.

You just have to remember you can call.

Friendly, in-home tech help -- I come to you.

BILL'S PROMISE

If you are not 100% happy with a visit, I will

make it right -- or refund it. No awkwardness,

no fine print. That is how I would want to be treated.

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

— Bill

Prefer help without a visit?
Bill can screen-share and fix many things remotely — a flat $49, free for Support Plan members.

© 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC · 30+ years of tech experience · Serving Portage County since 2025 · Fully Insured



A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill.

I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do my best to keep every step
accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a bit different, so I can't promise a guide
will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem. These guides are for general information only —
they're not professional, legal, or financial advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or

the manufacturer's instructions. Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here
at your own risk. If a step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or

climbing a ladder — or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional
(or give me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that comes from using these guides. Thanks for reading, and stay safe out
there.

— Bill

Book a visit —
billshometech.com/book

Use of these guides is subject to our Terms of Use (billshometech.com/terms-of-use).

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,
gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

Page 29 of 29


