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EU’s energy commissioner 

Gunther Oettinger, the director 

general for energy Philip Lowe, 

and the head of the EU’s Athens 

task force Horst Reichenbach 

have discussed the idea of 

enabling Greece to repay some 

of its debts to EU member states, 

such as Germany, by providing 

them with solar energy. 

EurActiv has learned that the 

EU’s energy directorate general 

has been asked to investigate 

the idea’s potential, which is 

so far hampered by a lack of 

enthusiasm from EU nations.

“Several German companies 

have expressed interest in the 

idea but it would clearly be more 

interesting if several member 

states were involved,” a senior 

source told EurActiv.

Marlene Holzner, a 

spokesperson for the energy 

commissioner Gunther 

Oettinger confirmed that talks 

were ongoing.

“There is a task force in the 

European Commission where 

we have energy experts looking 

into the question of how energy 

could help Greece to grow 

economically,” she told EurActiv. 

“Solar is one topic, and energy 

efficiency is another.”  

Greece enjoys 50% more solar 

radiation than Germany and yet 

its solar energy output is about 

80 times smaller, according to 

the Greek energy ministry. 

Speaking at a Brussels 

policy meeting last week, a top 

EU official told EurActiv that 

there was “no reason” why 

Greece could not benefit from 

investment in solar energy on 

its own territory – or cooperate 

in its export to other countries.

But “it depends whether the 

country or countries concerned 

are willing to allow Greek 

promoters to take advantages 

of their national schemes,” he 

said.

“There is a great need in 

Germany, and maybe with some 

other countries [involvement] 

it could get off the ground. It’s 

certainly something which we’re 

talking about with the Athens 

task force people, and they’re 

quite interested in it,” the EU 

official added. 

Earlier this month, the 

German chancellor Angela 

Merkel called for her country’s 

solar energy subsidies to be 

reduced and clean energy to be 

imported from countries such as 

Greece instead.

Such a move could smooth 

over Germany’s transition from 

nuclear power in the aftermath 

of the Fukushima disaster.

‘We want to take 
German firms to 
Greece’: Rösler

The German economy 

minister Philipp Rösler 

subsequently visited Athens 

with 60 business leaders on an 

mission to explore investment 

opportunities.

“In the spirit of solidarity, it 

is the task of all Europeans to 

help Greece get back on its feet 

economically,” he reportedly 

told the German broadcaster 

ZDF. “And we want to take 

German firms to Greece,” he 

added.

The Greek economy has 

been in crisis since 2010, with a 

succession of multi-billion euro 

bailout packages and austerity 

measures failing to satisfy the 

international banking sector.

In September, Athens 

announced Project Helios, an 

optimistic plan for a quantum 

expansion of Greece’s solar 

power production from 206MW 

to 2.2GW by 2020, and then 

10GW by 2050.

The scheme is intended to 

attract up to €20 billion and 

create between 30,000 and 

60,000 jobs, but it will first 

need to overcome what the 

Greek newspaper Ekathimerini 

rcalled “bureaucratic and legal 

obstacles”.

According to Paul Van Son, the 

CEO of the Desertec Industrial 

Initiative, Project Helios could 

face other problems too.

“Greece is very hilly, the 

infrastructure is very expensive 

and there’s less solar irradiation 

than in southern Spain,” he told 

EurActiv.

Greek locations still had to be 

found “where the conditions are 

favourable enough to create a 

feasible business case, connect 

the electricity grids and move 

power from A to B,” he added. 

Van Son declined to say 

whether Desertec was currently 

talking to the Greek government 

about investments. But a Greek 

firm, Terna Energy, recently 

bought a stake in the company, 

which is mostly active in North 

Africa.

Another leading US solar 

PV firm, First Solar, says it is 

looking at investment in Greece, 

partly “because Helios is coming 

around the corner,” Christopher 

Burghardt, the firm’s Vice 

President confirmed to EurActiv.

“The problem is that 

Greece has a real constraint 

on financing so my appeal to 

European governments is to 

provide financing guarantees to 

project investors, because that’s 

what we need,” he said.

Brussels discusses Greek solar payback

 With the support of
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Solarworld AG is preparing 

an anti-dumping suit against 

Chinese firms operating in the EU, 

following a $1 billion action the 

German company launched in the 

US earlier this month. 

The move reflects mounting 

concern in Europe and America 

about subsidised Chinese firms 

flooding the market with solar PV 

panels at artificially low cost.

Solarworld AG argues that 

China’s $30 billion of subsidies to 

its solar power companies violates 

global trade rules and constitute 

an unfair form of retailing below 

cost price or “dumping.”

“We have dumping files in the 

European Photovoltaics market 

as well as in the US market and 

this is a case, of course, for the 

European Union,” Milan Nitzschke, 

a Solarworld AG spokesman told 

EurActiv by telephone from Bonn.

“Our Chinese competitors are 

going to Greece and telling people: 

‘You can buy our products and solar 

modules and we are here with the 

Chinese bank of construction and 

they will give you the money for 

that,’” Nitzschke explained.

“This is unfair competition. It 

is state money or loans borrowed 

for projects in Europe with the 

condition that the customers have 

to buy Chinese products.”

The firm is still investigating 

several remedial courses of action 

in Europe to counter a perceived 

long-term strategy of forcing 

competitors out of business, 

and then fixing retail prices for 

Chinese firms from a monopoly 

position.

This situation was “not very 

different” from the one in the 

American solar market, Nietzschke 

said.

In the US, Solarworld AG and 

six other solar companies recently 

formed a “Coalition for American 

Solar Manufacturing” to demand 

that President Barack Obama slap 

$1 billion of duties on Chinese 

silicon cell and panel makers.

Gordon Brinser, president of 

Solarworld Industries America 

argued, that “artificially low-priced 

solar products from China are 

crippling the domestic industry.”

The company has been badly hit 

by a recession in the solar market, 

and recently laid off 66 workers at 

a Californian plant.

China denounces 
protectionist 
measures

But China maintains that what 

it calls protectionist measures 

would hurt the global economy, 

the planet’s environment and 

amount to a lose-lose situation for 

everyone.

“The US has no reason to 

criticise other countries’ efforts to 

improve the world’s environment, 

and should instead strengthen 

cooperation with other countries 

in the solar energy sphere to 

jointly respond to climate and 

environmental challenges,” 

an official said on the Chinese 

Commerce Ministry’s website.

The current trade spat has 

been given added bite by China’s 

great success in the world’s clean-

energy race. It is now the biggest 

investor in alternative energy and 

clean technology. 

Beijing is also the world’s 

largest wind energy provider, and 

manufactures 54% of the world’s 

solar panels.

Christopher Burghardt, vice 

president of First Solar, a leading 

US solar energy company which 

is not a party to the Solarworld AG 

suit, insisted that his firm’s solar 

panels were cheaper on cost terms 

alone.

“The question is whether the 

Chinese government will continue 

to pump gazillions into the 

industry over the long-term,” he 

told EurActiv.

The investment “certainly 

came at extremely preferential 

rates and in extreme quantities, so 

typically we would call that a huge 

competitive advantage,” he said.

In the developing world, the 

success of the Chinese solar 

industry could also be seen as 

a model to emulate. But solar 

industry representatives in the 

West disagree.

“Europe should be very vigilant 

and make sure that China is 

compliant with the WTO and 

other international rules about 

subsidisation,” Burghardt said.  

Nitzschke agreed. “European 

governments and the European 

Commission need to wake up,” 

he said.

“The US is already awake and 

aware and that’s one reason why 

we started the trade case in the US. 

We are investigating every option 

here. We have to act similarly in 

the European Union.”

Chinese solar subsidy storm heads for Europe

The chief economist of the 

International Energy Agency (IEA) 

has urged the world to slash 

hundreds of billions of dollars of 

fossil fuel subsidies or face the 

prospect of a catastrophic 3.5 

degrees Centigrade rise in global 

temperatures.

“Today $409 billion equivalent 

of fossil fuels subsidies are in 

place which encourage developing 

countries - where the bulk of 

the energy demand and CO2 

emissions come from – [towards 

a] wasteful use of energy,” Fatih 

Birol told EurActiv in an exclusive 

interview.

The sum represents a $110 

billion increase on the 2009 level.

According to Birol, cutting such 

subsidies in major non-OECD 

countries is “the one single policy 

item” which could help reorient 

the world towards a trajectory of 

2 degrees global warming.

It would also reduce CO2 

emissions and help renewable 

energies such as solar and wind 

power to get a bigger market 

share, according to the IEA’s World 

Energy Outlook 2011 report which 

will be released on 9 November.

Analysis in the report “indicates 

that the door for a 2 degrees 

trajectory may be closing if we do 

not act urgently and boldly,” Birol 

said.

“In our central scenario, seven 

countries introduce some form of 

carbon pricing which brings us to a 

3.5 degree trajectory,” he added.

“But if we want to keep the 

temperature increase to 2 degrees, 

many more countries need to do 

so. The most important condition 

is that there’s coordinated 

international action in place.”

Irreversible impact

A 3.5 degree temperature 

rise would cause “irreversible 

impacts” according to the Inter-

governmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC), including the mass 

extinction of an estimated 40%-

70% of the world’s species.

To avoid this nightmare 

scenario, Birol said that the 

upcoming Climate Change 

conference in Durban, South Africa, 

could be “very important and in 

fact one of the last opportunities 

if we are serious about limiting 

temperature increase to 2 degrees 

Celsius.”

“However, looking at the 

current international policy 

debate on climate change I would 

say that the wind is not blowing in 

the right direction,” he warned.

Outside of the talks, an 

international consensus already 

exists on the need to try to cut CO2 

emissions by providing start-up 

finance to renewable energy firms 

through loans, tariffs, guarantees, 

and incentives.

Lion’s share of 
spending not on 
renewable

But research by Bloomberg New 

Energy Finance in 2010 found that 

governments around the world 

were spending twelve times more 

on fossil fuel subsidies than on 

those for renewable energy.

“Since fossil fuel prices are 

heavily subsidised, renewable 

energies have to compete with 

a low price fossil fuel energy 

production, which is definitely 

unfair,” Birol said.

By 2020, the IEA expects global 

fossil fuel consumption subsidies 

to reach $660 billion, or 0.7% of 

global GDP.

If the aid was phased out, 

growth in energy demand would 

be cut by 4.1%, oil demand would 

fall by 3.7 million barrels a day and 

CO2 emissions would be cut by 1.7 

Gigatonnes.

Some developing world 

economies are unenthusiastic 

about removing aid to money-

spinning fossil fuel industries that 

are trying to compete with their 

already well-established (and 

previously subsidised) Western 

counterparts. 

Ending subsidies

Christopher Burghardt, the Vice 

President of a leading US solar 

energy firm, First Solar, said that 

the issue for him was “less about 

levelling [fossil fuel] subsidies 

than ending them”.

“Such a step would be a critical 

one on the way to an electricity 

market in which renewable 

and traditional generation can 

compete on a level playing field,” 

he added

In an interview with EurActiv 

earlier this year, Achim Steiner, the 

executive director of the United 

Nations Environment Programme 

also argued that state aid to fossil 

fuel industries was incentivising 

greenhouse gas emissions. 

“If you remove those 

subsidies, other power-producing 

technologies for electricity and 

mobility will quickly make their 

way into the market,” he said.

IEA top economist calls for bonfire of the fossil fuel subsidies
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Solar heating systems can 

provide over half of households’ 

hot water needs, according to 

the largest ever field trial of the 

green energy devices, conducted 

in the UK.

But the year-long study, 

undertaken at 88 homes by the 

Energy Saving Trust, also reveals 

that the solar water heating 

systems will save most owners 

just £55 a year despite costing 

between £3,000-5,000, prompting 

calls from green campaigners for 

clarity on government subsidies 

for them.

Residential payment levels 

under the [UK] government’s 

£860m renewable heat incentive 

(RHI) scheme, announced 

in March, are not due to be 

announced until 2012. But if on a 

par with those for large-scale solar 

heating systems, householders 

could expect payments of around 

£96 annually. The true figure is 

likely to be higher because smaller 

installations will probably attract 

bigger subsidies.

The trust also revealed that, 

between 1 August and 9 October 

this year, 707 people took out 

new £300 grants for solar thermal 

systems. The government has put 

aside £15m for the renewable 

heat premium payment (RHPP) 

scheme, which runs until March 

2012 offering grants for a range 

of green heating technologies 

including groundsource heat 

pumps and biomass boilers. The 

separate RHI payments, similar 

to those made to owners of solar 

panels and wind turbines under 

the feed-in tariffs for green 

electricity generation, will launch 

after the RHPP.

Solar water heating systems 

work by using the sun’s energy 

to heat water or anti-freeze in 

collectors on the roof of a building. 

The heated water or anti-freeze 

is then usually pumped to a hot-

water cylinder to be stored until 

the hot water is needed.

Overall, the trust said it was 

impressed by how well solar 

heating systems were working 

in the UK. The field study found 

the systems provided a median 

of 39% of households’ hot water 

needs, rising to 60% for the best 

and plummeting to 9% for the 

worst-installed one. The trust 

had previously believed around 

35-40% would be a typical figure, 

based on laboratory tests.

Jaryn Bradford, senior 

technical manager for the Energy 

Saving Trust, and author of the 

report, said: “This is a technology 

that works, and works well in the 

UK.” He said the main impact on 

a system’s performance was how 

well insulated the home’s hot 

water tank and pipes were.

The study also showed the 

pumps powering the systems 

used between 1 and 23% of the 

energy generated, though would 

cost just £8 in electricity annually 

for a typical system. Some 

systems had pumps powered 

by free electricity using solar 

photovoltaic panels.

The market for solar water 

heating in the UK has continued 

to grow despite the economic 

climate – up 18.1% in 2010, 

compared with 13.1% for Europe 

overall, though the trust said that 

was largely because the UK was 

starting from such a low baseline. 

There are an estimated 140,000 

homes with solar water heating 

in the UK.

Founder and CEO of Good 

Energy, Juliet Davenport, said: 

“This pioneering research 

demonstrates that households 

with solar hot water generators 

really can benefit, provided their 

generator has been correctly 

installed and they understand 

how to make the most of it. Solar 

thermal panels are a fantastic, 

cost effective way for the UK to 

reduce our demand on imported 

energy whilst cutting our bills 

and also our carbon emissions.”

Friends of the Earth’s energy 

campaigner, Tony Bosworth, 

said: “Unless we end the nation’s 

dependency on increasingly 

expensive fossil fuels, homes 

and businesses will continue to 

pay the price through soaring 

power bills. The government’s 

renewable heat incentive can’t 

be delayed any longer – ministers 

must provide households with 

real cash incentives to help 

families switch to clean energy to 

heat their homes.”

The field study follows similar 

trials by the trust of micro wind 

power and heat-pumps, both of 

which performed poorer than had 

been expected.

Solar heating ‘can provide over 
half of households’ hot water

A clean-energy recession 

caused by massive over-capacity 

in the solar panel market could 

have unexpected benefits for 

the nascent renewable industry, 

industry insiders say.

“There’s going to be some 

contraction and consolidation 

but I think that will benefit the 

environment as a lot of the 

quick shops that were set up to 

flood the market with panels 

will not make it through that 

wave,” Christopher Burghardt, 

vice president of the First Solar 

energy firm told EurActiv.  

“It will lead to a much more 

mature industry instead of the 

Wild West growth which we’ve 

had in the last years,” he added. 

“When you have an explosive 

market somewhere, everybody 

rushes in and so it’s a gold rush.”

Demand for solar panels has 

mushroomed in recent years, 

particularly in Germany and 

Italy, where sales soared 87% last 

year.

The EU’s 2020 targets all but 

guaranteed a market for the 

panels and, as economies of scale 

led to a drop in manufacturing 

costs, prices also began to fall 

from an average panel price of 

$1.75 per watt at the beginning 

of 2011, to a predicted $1.10 by 

year’s end.

In 2011, there has been a 

corresponding fall in national 

subsidies known as “feed-

in tariffs,” as solar energy 

approaches market parity with 

other forms of electricity, so 

reducing demand.

This in turn has stoked a 

worldwide solar panel glut, as 

China entered the clean energy 

market at the same time, 

investing a mammoth $30 billion 

in its solar industry.

The result has been a huge 

over-supply of solar panels, with 

annual panel sales in Germany 

expected to fall by more than 

30% and global demand for solar 

sales by around 10%.

Boom and bust 
scenario

Speaking at a Eurelectric 

conference last week, Reinhold 

Butgereit, the secretary general 

of the European Photovoltaic 

Industry Association (EPIA) said 

that the prospect of retrenchment 

did not keep him awake at night.

But “the most important 

thing is to find the most cost-

effective and acceptable way of 

harmonising the [feed-in tariffs] 

system,” he said.

In America, the boom and 

bust scenario was highlighted 

when the Solyndra solar panel 

factory went bankrupt, and laid 

off 1,100 workers, after receiving 

$535 million in federal loan 

guarantees.

First Solar has also indirectly 

benefited from $3.073 billion 

in loan guarantees from the US 

Department of Energy, $1.46 

billion of which was used for 

loans by a syndicate of lenders 

including Goldman Sachs, 

Lending Partners LLC, and 

Citigroup.

Burghardt said that the 

guarantees had been a “critical 

enabler” for First Solar projects, 

and that the firm was the lowest-

cost maker of solar panels.

“The projects we’ve got 

loan guarantees for are solid,” 

Burghardt said. “They’ve been 

commercially vetted by banks 

and insurance companies. There 

is no question of the government 

taking risks, because they are 

secure.”

And with the cost of solar 

power dropping, its long-term 

competitiveness with fossil fuel 

energy sources can only improve.

Burghardt said that the 

industry’s current consolidation 

period would be “a very 

favourable thing” in the long-

term because it would allow 

production below investment 

costs, with “risk tolerance” 

factored in.

China

In the meantime, solar energy 

enthusiasts note that despite the 

Solyndra collapse, solar power 

installations doubled in the US 

and the sector’s job base grew 

6.8% last year, nearly 10 times 

faster than the economy as a 

whole.

David Nelson, a senior director 

at the Climate Policy Initiative 

told a Brussels policy meeting 

recently that cost reductions 

brought on by over-supply 

could be very positive if more 

panels were sold on the Chinese 

domestic market. 

“Only China can soak up a lot 

of that,” he said, “and if China 

goes forward it could mean that 

the [solar industry] shake-out 

won’t be nearly as large as you 

might think.”

“The big question really is 

China,” he added.

Solar recession 
signals end of ‘Wild 
West’ gold rush
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A US Department of Energy 

decision to invest $60 million in 

concentrated solar power (CSP) 

research and development over 

the next three years is a boon for 

an industry that is struggling to 

gain traction.

But around the world, the 

technology has been hit by price 

declines caused by overcapacity 

and recession that have 

increased the competitiveness 

of the industry’s main rival, solar 

photovoltaic (PV) energy. 

Mariàngels Pérez Latorre, 

the secretary general of the 

European Solar Thermal 

Electricity Association, said 

the US government’s move, 

announced on 25 October, would 

not dramatically change the US 

situation.  

“This is nothing,” she told 

EurActiv. “It is one-fifth of the cost 

of a small 100MW plant, which 

would typically cost about half a 

million dollars.”

Decisions on whether to 

fund the building of such plants 

in the US are yet to be taken, 

she added. But CSP supporters 

are not encouraged by the US 

government’s funding decision.

Cutbacks

In August, Solar Trust 

of America, a joint venture 

between the German firms Solar 

Millennium AG and Ferrostaal 

AG, announced that they were 

changing technologies from CSP 

to PV for a new multibillion dollar 

plant in Blythe, California. 

Then in October, Solar 

Millennium – a CSP specialist 

company – sold its entire 2.25GW 

US solar portfolio, saying it would 

“be available as a project partner 

as soon as the US demand for 

storable solar energy starts 

growing once again”.

A few weeks earlier, the utility-

scale CSP developer, Stirling Energy 

Industries, filed for bankruptcy.

A ‘VHS-Betamax 
moment’

Christopher Burghardt, vice 

president of the First Solar PV 

company, told EurActiv that 

the solar technology race was 

approaching a ‘VHS-Betamax 

moment’ – a reference to the 

1980s videotape war that the VHS 

format won.

“But the analogy is not great 

because Betamax was actually 

better than VHS and they’re both 

dead now,” he added.

“Commercially PV has won 

the race,” he said. “The problem 

is that the World Bank’s clean 

technology fund is only available 

to CSP in North Africa – and there 

is a big push by some European 

governments to try and support 

their industries there.”

“Governments in those 

countries are to some extent being 

pushed into adopting a technology 

that clearly hasn’t worked 

successfully in the developed 

world,” he said. “We should just 

be technology neutral.”

Many CSP projects in the 

North Africa region are currently 

being harnessed by the Desertec 

Industrial Initiative, which 

ultimately aims to provide Europe 

with 15% of its electricity needs.

Paul Van Son, chief executive 

of Desertec, says the technology is 

“very expensive” and “at the very 

beginning of its learning curve”. 

But he thinks this will change.

“It is legitimate to have all kinds 

of ideas about the future,” he told 

EurActiv. “Many technologies that 

no one believed in have broken 

through one day, while others 

- which people said would be the 

future - never took off.”

“We simply say it looks 

promising, there is an industry and 

interest from governments, so lets 

go for it.”

Some environmental groups 

fear that if the two technologies 

are played off against each other, 

the only winners will be the fossil 

fuel and nuclear industries.

“We need the whole range of 

technologies in the renewable 

sector to move to 100% [energy 

supply from] renewables as 

quickly as possible,” Sven Teske, 

Greenpeace international’s 

renewables director told EurActiv.

“CSP has the advantage that 

its storage technology is relatively 

well developed, so CSP power 

stations can deliver dispatchable 

electricity that you can store and 

use at night as well,” he said.

In the medium term, both 

technologies would complement 

each other, he argued, despite 

the current “hard competition” 

between them.

Concentrated solar gets a boost from US

The prospects for solar energy 

are bright, but an industrial policy 

that attracts investment for 

renewables and fair global energy 

subsidies are needed, a leading 

industry figure says.

Christopher Burghardt is the 

Brussels-based vice president of 

government affairs for First Solar, 

an Arizona company that has a 

manufacturing plant in Germany. 

He spoke to EurActiv’s energy and 

environment correspondent, Arthur 

Neslen.

The solar energy sector 
is facing a retraction, but 
do you think that long-
term prospects will be 
better once investments 

in technologies, like long 
distance transmission 
lines, come online?

Generally, yes. You have to be 

careful when you get what you’ve 

been wishing for – in our case 

pleading for. First Solar has been 

saying for years that costs need 

to come down. We came in 35% 

below the market when we first 

started, and from a production cost 

perspective we’re considerably 

cheaper than even the Chinese 

now. But we’re in a situation 

where supply has outgrown 

demand, and solar panel prices 

are set in an over-capacity market.  

That’s actually very good for policy 

makers and for competitive firms 

in the industry. The question now 

is keeping that competition stable 

and fair and ensuring that that 

these short-term ripple effects 

have long-term benefits for the 

whole industry.

How many firms do 
you think could go bust?

Your guess is as good as mine. 

There are so many companies out 

there that make solar panels that 

it’s not a question of two or three 

or 10. It’s a question of how is this 

going to happen. In the future, it 

will be more important to be cost 

competitive, because if you’re 

selling at or below your production 

cost, you can’t operate a business. 

Having access to financing is going 

to be absolutely critical - you need 

to be a bankable company. It will 

also be critical to develop demand 

in a sustainable manner, within 

a competitive landscape, and 

regulatory perspective. We’re 

going to have to work with policy 

makers in the next 10-20 years to 

level that playing field.

Which specific subsi-
dies would you like to 
see levelled?

There are a tonne of different 

subsidies that are going into fossil 

fuels today. Look at the electricity 

market. There are subsidies going 

to the coal industry for extraction. 

You’ve got a few new coal plants 

being built in Europe, and subsidies 

that go to companies that are 

running coal-fired power plants. 

Nuclear insurance guarantees 

are also very hard to quantify 

commercially.

Although if you take 
those away, there is no 
nuclear industry…

If there isn’t, that means that 

nuclear is only a viable energy 

source if there is government 

intervention. We’ve never had a 

deregulated electricity market. 

So I’m talking about the kind of 

advances that companies have 

been getting in the last 40 or 50 

years, to develop and build nuclear 

power plants, coal-fired power 

stations, coal mines, uranium 

extraction and gas pipelines. 

I mean, look at the EU Energy 

Infrastructure package. Two-thirds 

of it is about gas pipelines, and I 

don’t want to be negative about 

it because I think that overall 

it’s a good package, but there’s a 

lot of emphasis on bringing gas 

to Europe. Those infrastructure 

developments have not happened 

without state intervention so that 

gas might come very cheaply from 

the gas tap, but the process of 

bringing it there has been heavily 

subsidised.

Maybe it is really about levelling 

some subsidies and ending others 

to create a true level playing field. 

Maybe it is about how we create 

a competitive playing field with 

certain parameters that we want 

the future energy market to have. 

We want to have a low carbon-

based energy market. We want 

to have manageable and stable 

energy prices. Renewables are 

actually very good at stabilising 

electricity prices because you 

know at least on the solar side, 

when we’re going to produce.

In terms of the current 
over-supply problem, 
how severe do you think 
the coming retrenchment 
will be – and how will the 
market look afterwards? 
Could cost-cutting feed 
into other environmental 
or safety problems?

It’s an interesting question. 

Generally it will lead to a much 

more mature industry instead of 

the Wild West growth which we’ve 

had in the last few years, because 

when you have an explosive 

market somewhere, everybody 

rushes in and so it’s a gold rush. 

On the feed-in tariff side, I do 

think that support systems are 

stabilising and governments are 

looking at new mechanisms. There 

are, for example, a lot of tenders 

coming up for large-scale projects.

How do we work around our 

consumption? Optimising roof-

system metering according to 

how much electricity you use 
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is an example. We see that as 

very favourable because your 

benchmark is not household or 

business electricity prices. You 

need to produce below that 

because of the investment cost 

and risk tolerance. This is close 

to happening in places like Italy 

and Spain already. I think these 

new, more mature systems, are 

long-term sustainable, and that’s 

very good for us. The industry has 

suffered whenever governments 

have taken erratic decisions.

Around environmental 

sustainability, there was big 

pollution from a silicon production 

solar spill in Jinko, in China, but we 

use a different technology. What’s 

extremely important is that people 

comply with environmental 

legislation when they’re building 

a manufacturing plant, and 

that the products are safe and 

environmentally beneficial. We 

have an added responsibility 

in the renewables industry, 

and we spend a lot of time 

comparing technologies from an 

environmental perspective. Some 

of our competitors have used 

legislation like RoHS [restriction 

of hazardous substances] to try to 

paint black some technologies like 

thin-film PV that are actually much 

more environmentally sustainable 

from a life-cycle perspective.

Could cost-cutting in 
the solar industry prevent 
some of the investments 
that are needed?

The companies that are going to 

go into that phase of maturity are 

solid and have their manufacturing 

processes under control. 

Companies that don’t have that 

won’t be scalable into a mature 

industry. It’s an over-capacity 

market. Financing is only going 

into new capacity that’s really 

seen as long-term sustainable. 

We’re still expanding. There’s 

going to be some contraction 

and consolidation but I think 

that will benefit the environment 

as a lot of the quick shops that 

have contributed to flooding the 

market with panels will not make 

it through that wave. It will be like 

any other industry.

How long until the 
new technologies 
come online?

It’s going to be a long-term 

process of the next 10 to 20 years 

but the innovation curve is going 

to be very steep at the beginning. 

Technology that works in a lab 

doesn’t necessarily work in the 

market. But innovation potential 

is always underestimated.

The real challenge for us 

is a system design one, and 

that means you’re disrupting 

fundamentally the functioning of 

the whole electricity market. In the 

past you could dispatch electricity 

whenever it was needed, some 

assets more flexibly than others. 

A nuclear power station takes 

days to ramp up and ramp down, 

the same with a coal-fired power 

plant. A lot of innovation will be 

needed to change that market 

design to one in which renewables 

like wind and solar produce when 

natural elements allow them to.

How important 
are the attempts to 
develop hybrid-gas-solar 
electricity plants?

It’s a niche market. But it’s a 

pretty large niche market. It is 

mainly going to be important in 

developing countries. So many 

people in India live on diesel 

generation today, which is the 

most polluting form of electricity, 

because there is no grid and it is 

the only thing they can afford. 

You’ve also got a number of 

mining companies in remote 

locations that need power from 

diesel generators. These things 

function at rates where solar is 

highly competitive today. It’s just a 

matter of creating the technology 

and getting it there.

We’re looking at exactly how 

large that market is. To me it is a 

critical market for solar. From a 

climate change perspective, it is a 

very obvious market to serve. You 

want to have seamless power that 

transitions automatically. Some 

technical development still needs 

to go into that.

It also looks like gas 
will pick up some of the 
slack as nuclear comes 
offline in Germany.

I think that renewables and gas 

are a pretty good combination for a 

future electricity system in Europe. 

The question is how much will be 

biogas and how much natural gas? 

Either way it’s going to be good for 

the environment. You can’t use 

solar alone, for example, to serve 

peak demand.

What lessons can be 
learned from the fallout 
from the Solyndra 
bankruptcy in the US?

I will just say that the projects 

we’ve got loan guarantees for 

are solid. They’ve been vetted by 

banks and insurance companies. 

The loan guarantees have been 

an absolutely critical enabler but 

there is no question of the US 

government taking risks, because 

they are secure. The amount of 

jobs and additional tax revenues 

that they’re creating are a pretty 

good return.

I think that in Europe, a big 

part of the [renewables] directive 

looking at post-2020 in June 

next year will hopefully focus 

on how we provide financing, 

and potentially guarantees, for 

renewable investments because 

all your capital costs are upfront. 

Financing accounts for about 40% 

of your cost reduction potential 

on a renewable power plant. 

If money is available through 

the EIB [European Investment 

Bank] and so on, it will always 

be needed. How do we enable 

large-scale projects in places like 

Greece and Portugal where the 

EIB doesn’t want to lend at the 

moment because of risk profile, 

but everyone agrees that they’re 

necessary?

And the lessons 
learned?

(Laughs) We need to work 

better with journalists to make 

sure that the coverage of these 

things is proportionate to the 

fallout.

Do you agree with 
the argument that we 
are approaching a ‘VHS-
Betamax moment’ in the 
competition between 
CSP and PV?

Yes but I think the analogy is 

not great because Betamax was 

actually better than VHS and 

they’re both dead now, although 

in 20 years who knows what we’re 

going to be producing electricity 

with? CSP [concentrated solar 

power] has been around for about 

30 years and we’re seeing a lot of 

projects being switched around 

in the US and re-permitted to PV 

[photovoltaics]. Commercially, PV 

has won the race.

The problem is that the 

World Bank’s clean technology 

fund is only available to CSP in 

North Africa – and elsewhere 

– and there’s a big push by some 

European governments to try and 

support their industries there 

(in North Africa). Governments 

in those countries are to some 

extent being pushed into 

adopting a technology that clearly 

hasn’t worked successfully in the 

developed world.

We should just be technology 

neutral and let PV and CSP compete 

with each other, offering them the 

same advantages in financing, 

and letting the local governments 

choose which technology they 

want. That’s important. We 

shouldn’t pick winners when it 

comes to technologies. We should 

largely let the market drive them. 

Of course you’ll have to support 

solar until it becomes commercially 

viable but we’re close. It’s not a 

question of 10 years anymore, just 

four or five years in most places, 

assuming of course we get the 

market design right and establish 

a level playing field.

With China now making 
54% of the world’s solar 
panels – and becoming 
the world’s largest wind 
energy provider last year 
– is the green energy race 
over? Has China won?

That’s a good question. I think 

it’s a marathon, not a race and 

we’re somewhere in the middle 

of it. There’s been a start-up race 

about technological development, 

cost reductions, and it continues 

to be about that, but also about 

large-scale deployment to get 

that learning into the market. The 

Chinese have clearly developed a 

strong industry with government 

backing - up to $30 billion’s 

worth.

China can secure market share 

by having superior financing 

abilities and by being a low-cost 

manufacturing location. I don’t 

think they’ve won that race. The 

Chinese will need to focus on 

meeting worldwide environmental 

standards for their products. The 

question is whether the Chinese 

government will continue to 

pump gazillions into the industry 
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over the long term, and create a 

competitive advantage for itself. 

Is that something that world 

governments would see as fair 

competition in the long term? 

Chinese industry has gotten a 

huge advantage through that 

available financing.

Has it been unfair?

It certainly came at extremely 

preferential rates and in extreme 

quantities. So typically we would 

call that a huge competitive 

advantage.

Is it effective?

You just mentioned a number 

– 54% market share. It sounds 

like they’ve done a good job but 

at what profitability though? Are 

they making money?

So does the EU need 
to up its subsidies if it 
wants to stay in the 
green energy race?

I don’t think a subsidies race 

would do anyone any favours. 

The answer is certainly not for 

European or American industry to 

try to match Chinese subsidies. 

Europe and the US need to create 

an industrial policy that helps 

companies attract investment and 

get to the next competitive stage, 

and ensure that everyone lives up 

to the same rules. It’s more about 

trying to level the competitive 

playing field than increasing 

subsidies.

Where should that 
levelling take place?

It’s a good question. Europe 

should certainly be very vigilant 

and look at what China does and 

make sure that it is compliant with 

the WTO and other international 

rules. Europe needs to up its 

game to continue to develop a 

competitive renewables industry. 

We need to look at an industrial 

policy for renewables, and solar in 

particular.

We’re a big manufacturer 

in Europe so we have a big 

interest in this place remaining 

attractive for manufacturing. Our 

technologies are produced here at 

levels that are more competitive 

than the Chinese. Draw your own 

conclusions about what that 

means for innovation and R&D 

policy. China has a five-year plan 

for its solar industry to deliver 

about 20GW of manufacturing 

capability, so they are clearly 

looking at this as a long-term 

game. We need to do the same.

Do you mean set-
ting up a new industrial 
framework, with devel-
opmental plans?

I think the targets are 

fundamental because if you stop 

a system change halfway, you 

destroy visibility for investors. 

Targets tell you what the 

milestones are in the system 

change to 2050. So 2020 targets 

have been critical and binding 

targets for 2030 will be equally 

critical because that creates 

investment visibility and security, 

and that creates a market. To 

ensure that it is competitive, we 

need an industrial policy that 

helps companies drive R&D, 

investment and competitiveness. 

We need to enable and guarantee 

financing, through a European 

energy fund, as we’ve done 

before in this electricity market 

for infrastructure, and generation 

assets.

What would you like 
to have seen in the EU’s 
energy infrastructure 
proposals?

It’s a very good and necessary 

proposal. We need infrastructure 

investment and overall it sets 

a good tone. There’s just a lot 

of emphasis on oil and gas 

infrastructure needs, and the 

weighting of what’s needed in the 

electricity system is relatively low. 

A lot of it seems to be around gas. 

Is that deplorable? I don’t know. 

We need to make sure that our 

grids are upgraded so we can run 

flexible, smart infrastructure in 

the electricity system that we’re 

transitioning to. We will also need 

new corridors. Offshore wind is 

one that we’ll need.

To be competitive, you need a 

pan-European industry. We can no 

longer live with national markets. 

They will not give us the scale, as 

an electricity industry to drive that 

system change. We can optimise 

where we build, either because 

there’s a void of infrastructure 

close to consumption centres 

or because there are natural 

resources that are superior in 

some places. Harmonisation of 

the European energy market does 

not mean that solar will only get 

built in the south, but we need 

that energy market.

Are you hopeful that 
the creation of European 
coordinators [in the 
infrastructure package] 
could help the approval 
and implementation of 
renewable projects?

Yes, the two positive things 

[in the infrastructure proposals] 

are speeding up permitting and 

ensuring that there’s a single 

coordinator because we see 

permitting and administrative 

barriers as huge hurdles, even for 

distributed generation. To have 

the administration simplified is a 

huge benefit.

But solar energy is only 
mentioned once in the 
whole document.

Solar will not be the biggest 

driver of transmission needs, 

which also shows its cost-

effectiveness. We benefit from 

transmission lines so we are an 

additional reason why you might 

need them, especially north-

south lines. I heavily doubt that 

any transmission line will be built 

specifically for solar, but there 

are some places where it would 

help. For example, we would 

like to have more transmission 

lines between Spain and the rest 

of Europe because the Spanish 

market is currently constrained. 

Do you have any plans 
for new investment 
in Greece after the 
announcement of Project 
Helios?

Helios will drive investment in 

solar if it takes off and we would 

like to be part of that. Do we want 

to invest in Greece today because 

Helios is coming around the 

corner? We’re looking at Greece. 

The problem is that Greece has a 

real constraint on financing so my 

appeal to European governments 

is to provide financing guarantees 

to project investors, because that’s 

what we need most.
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Traditionally a market reserved 

for niche players, the solar sector 

is now drawing increasing interest 

from energy behemoths like 

General Electric and Total as well 

as unexpected new investors like 

Google.

US giant General Electric 

entered the solar power race 

in April when it announced the 

acquisition of PrimeStar Solar, 

Inc. — a company in which GE has 

held a majority equity stake since 

2008.

GE entered the wind energy 

business about a decade ago 

and has since grown its turbine 

manufacturing arm to generate 

about $6 billion in annual sales.

It now hopes to repeat this 

success with solar, with plans 

to open America’s largest solar 

photovoltaic factory in 2013.

Global demand for solar PV is 

likely to increase by 75 gigawatts 

over the next five years, GE said, 

justifying a decision to invest $600 

million in solar technology and 

commercialisation.

Scale – and cost – is 
everything

The move marks the US giant’s 

entry into the race to build low-

cost photovoltaic panels with the 

aim of bringing solar power to the 

mainstream.

The new US factory will produce 

thin-film photovoltaic panels 

relying on Cadmium Telluride 

(CdTe), a market now dominated 

by First Solar, another American 

company, which pioneered the 

technology.

Although less efficient than 

conventional solar panels, CdTe 

allows for quicker assembly and 

mass production of solar panels 

at lower cost, a method designed 

for energy production at utility-

scale rather than for small rooftop 

installations.

And for GE as well as First Solar, 

scale – and cost reduction – is 

everything.

“This will be the initial market 

to focus on: utility-operated and 

utility-scale solar farms,” said 

Mark Vachon, vice-president 

of GE Energy’s Ecoimagination 

programme. “I still think the 

market is largely immature and 

I think our scale will bring us to a 

position we will be proud of,” he 

told EurActiv.

Vachon declined to say how 

big the scaling up was going to 

be, simply saying “it is pretty 

big”. “You can imagine we want a 

return on that investment.”

The company’s chief executive, 

Jeff Immelt, told investors in 

December that he believed it 

could be a $2 billion to $3 billion 

business for GE by 2015.

Total bid could 
signal further 
acquisitions

In a related move, French 

energy major Total SA has offered 

in April to buy up a majority stake 

in US company SunPower Corp. for 

a price of $1.37 billion.

Total’s move is one of the 

biggest ever by an oil and gas giant 

into the market for renewable 

energy and could signal the start 

of large-scale consolidation in the 

solar sector, something for which 

investors have been waiting for 

years.

Big utilities have so far shunned 

the sector – which predominantly 

features small roof-installed 

systems – in favour of large-scale 

wind farms that fit better into 

their business models.

The deal “is something we have 

been waiting for and with the 

industry gradually moving more 

from Germany, Italy and the rest 

of Europe to the US and China, the 

utilities and power groups will get 

a bigger role,” said Jon Sigurdsen, 

renewable fund manager at DnB 

Nor Group unit Carlson.

“We are now becoming a lot 

more positive [on the sector] and 

we have recently bought a lot of 

solar shares actually since the 

start of the year,” Sigurdsen told 

Reuters.

Arno Behrens, head of energy 

at the Centre for European Policy 

Studies (CEPS), a Brussels-based 

think tank, believes the sector is 

braced for further consolidation. 

“With constant pressure on the 

solar industry to become more 

competitive, further consolidation 

of the sector is unavoidable, also 

in view of increasing competition 

from China,” Behrens told 

EurActiv.

“This will involve mergers 

within the industry, but also 

take-overs from other power and 

energy companies.”

Growing interest

The moves by GE and Total are 

not isolated. In April, US Internet 

search giant Google announced 

$168 million of investment to 

help build a thermal solar plant in 

California’s Mojave Desert.

Google’s venture into solar 

thermal follows a $5 million 

investment in a solar photovoltaic 

power plant near Berlin, Germany 

– Google’s first investment in 

Europe.

Although smaller in scale 

than the GE and Total deals, 

the investment signals growing 

interest in the solar sector from 

big listed companies.

With the EU mandating a 

2020 target for renewables and 

the Fukishima nuclear disaster 

in Japan, energy utilities have 

an incentive to diversify their 

portfolio, said Georg Zachman, 

a research fellow at Bruegel, a 

Brussels-based economic policy 

think-tank.

“Solar companies are […] a great 

hedge for a conventional portfolio 

and also provide a potentially 

valuable ‘ear on the ground’ in 

the highly politicised renewables 

sector,” Zachmann told EurActiv.

However, he said solar is still 

far from entering the energy 

mainstream as it cannot yet 

compete with lower cost fossil 

fuels and still relies heavily on 

subsidies.

According to experts, solar 

photovoltaic is on track to reach 

so-called grid parity with fossil 

fuels in 2017 on average across 

the European Union.

Big boys enter solar race

 With the support of

A slowdown in subsidies for 

solar power across European 

countries has encouraged 

companies to look oversees for 

greener pastures, threatening 

Europe’s lead in this promising 

high-tech sector.

Europe’s wobbling solar energy 

market has again been jolted by 

news that a world market leader, 

First Solar, has agreed a strategic 

cooperation deal with China’s 

state-owned solar firm China 

Power International (CPINE).

“We’ve had to put an emphasis 

on new and emerging markets 

because the markets in Europe 

are plateauing or shrinking,” 

First Solar spokesman Brandon 

Mitchener told EurActiv.

“There is a slowdown going on 

across the continent,” he said.

Last year, the European market 

accounted for 80% of all solar 

panel demand, but uncertainty 

about the future of the feed-in 

tariff programmes run by several 

EU governments has knocked 

business confidence.

Feed-in tariffs are policy 

mechanisms designed to provide 

a level playing field for renewable 

energy sources, which receive ten 

times less government subsidies 

than fossil fuels, according to 

studies.

Tariffs could include, for 

instance, long-term contracts for 

electricity produced, guaranteed 

grid access, or preferential 

purchasing rates.

But in Germany, France, Italy 

and Spain tariff cuts are pending. 

In Bulgaria the industry could be 

chopped off at the knee, while 

the UK is considering ending 

tariffs altogether for installations 

generating more than 50kW of 

capacity.

“It was a moratorium. 

Everything stopped, the market 

stopped,” said Eleni Despotou of 

the European Photovoltaic Industry 

Association (EPIA), commenting 

about France’s decision to cut its 

feed-in tariff.

“We are seeing a migration 

of factories from Europe to Asia 

already. This is happening and it’s 

really quite important,” she told 

EurActiv in an interview.

But Despotou said she still 

believes there is a future in Europe 

for the solar PV sector. “We have 

done an analysis of the value chain 

from mining to the end product 

and recycling. And [...] we have 

found that the segment where 
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the Chinese are coming into play 

is the module part, which is the 

assembly part.”

But before reaching the 

assembly part, Despotou said 

there are intermediate steps 

where European firms maintain a 

competitive edge. “And in those 

previous steps, you have lot of 

European added-value, namely 

on the wafer part and on the 

equipment part”.

In the long run, Despotou said 

stop-and-go subsidies, like in 

France and Spain, were putting 

the industry at risk.

“I cannot predict what will 

happen in Europe. What we believe 

is that there is still a lot of added-

value in Europe. You have countries 

like Germany that have managed 

to make a real global business, and 

PV is a global business.”

Small is beautiful?

With subsidies falling, some 

countries - like Britain and 

Germany - want to concentrate 

tariffs on small households who 

mount solar panels on their 

rooftops.

But Mitchener argued that 

where solar power was concerned, 

a “small is beautiful” strategy was 

counter-productive.

“The large projects are most 

cost-effective and help reduce 

the cost of solar electricity for 

customers, because their feed-in 

tariffs are lower than they are for 

small projects,” he said.

Some in the solar energy 

industry welcome phased tariff 

reductions in principle as a sign of 

the technology’s maturity.

But this sentiment mingles 

uneasily with a growing concern 

that the cuts are happening too 

quickly, unpredictably and, often, 

retroactively.

“Reductions in feed-in tariff 

programmes may result in a 

significant fall in the price of and 

demand for [solar photovoltaic] 

products,” Suntech Power 

Holdings (STP) warned in their 

annual report on 9 May.

“We believe that in a time 

of uncertainty of political and 

policy developments, competition 

among solar manufacturers could 

become fierce,” the report said.

First Solar also cautioned that 

lower tariffs could “significantly 

[reduce] industry-wide demand 

and/or price levels, and our results 

of operations could be adversely 

affected”.

The company reported a 33% 

fall in first-quarter earnings 

for 2011 on 2010, as a result of 

higher costs, lower sale prices, and 

the more generalised European 

market slowdown.

Earlier this month, Rainer 

Hinrichs-Rahlwes, president of 

the European Renewable Energies 

Foundation (EREF), appealed to 

EU Energy Commissioner Günther 

Oettinger for EU operational 

funding to be made more easily 

available to Bulgaria.

The country’s argument that 

its grid system was insufficiently 

developed to handle electricity 

generated from renewables risked 

“throwing the baby out with the 

bathwater,” he warned. 

According to a recent 

Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change report, Solar 

photovoltaics (PV) have the 

potential to provide up to one 

third of the world’s electricity 

supply by 2050.

But to achieve that amount 

would require tremendous 

investment, which does not 

appear to be forthcoming at the 

moment.

Instead, solar PV is likely to 

deliver less than 10% of the total.

Solar photovoltaic (PV) 

power is set to achieve the 

environmentalists’ holy grail of 

grid parity – the same cost price as 

fossil fuels – across the European 

Union by 2017, according to a UN 

expert.

But Sven Teske, a contributing 

author to the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)’s 

recent report on renewable 

energies, also warned that 

progress could be endangered 

by market uncertainty over the 

future of feed-in tariffs.

These tariffs are subsidies 

allowing fledgling renewable 

industries to compete with fossil 

fuels that receive up to 10 times 

more state aid.

In an exclusive interview, Teske, 

who is also renewables director at 

Greenpeace International, told 

EurActiv that on current trends, 

he expected Spain, Italy, France 

and Germany to reach grid parity 

by 2015.

Attaining parity across the 

EU as a whole would take “five, 

maybe six years,” he said, “and 

therefore we urge governments 

not to change their policy. We are 

almost there and what we need is 

a stable feed-in tariff policy”.

In 2007, the EU’s PV Technology 

Platform estimated that grid 

parity would only “apply to most 

of Europe by 2020”. The European 

Photovoltaic Industry Association 

made the same prediction.

“Reaching grid parity will 

depend on the geographical 

situation, irradiation and the price 

of electricity,” said Eleni Despotou, 

secretary-general of the European 

Photovoltaic Industry Association 

(EPIA).

“We have recently done a 

study that shows that in Italy we 

can reach grid parity in two years’ 

time, in Germany in all market 

segments by 2017, Spain 2016,” 

she told EurActiv.

Stop-and-go policies 
undermining solar 
PV sector

But while the solar PV 

industry’s rapid growth has 

surprised many observers, cuts 

to national subsidies have also 

startled the markets, leading 

some companies to look 

eastwards for opportunities in 

emerging markets.

The EU’s climate action 

commissioner, Connie 

Hedegaard, told EurActiv that 

EU nations should remember the 

Commission’s 2020 targets for 

renewables when taking such 

decisions.

“Take care that you, the 

member states, are not doing 

anything retroactively that will 

just make people fear to invest 

in this area,” she said. “It’s in 

nobody’s interests.”

“That does not mean that if 

you’ve had the feed-in tariff once 

it can never, ever be changed. But 

you have to be very cautious and 

you have to give very, very long 

warnings.”

Stop-and-go policies are exactly 

the sort that spook investors, said 

EPIA’s Eleni Despotou, citing feed-

in tariff cuts in France and Spain 

as examples.

“Governments may introduce 

a law [with] something wrong in 

[it] from the beginning. You may 

have very generous incentives 

in order to kick off the market 

and once the incentive is too 

generous, that of course creates 

some speculative bubbles.”

“We used to have a leader in 

2008 which was Spain and today 

it is just far behind – it is not a 

Gigawatt market,” said Despotou, 

criticising Spanish cuts which had 

a retroactive effect.

Even with long warnings, 

market uncertainties caused by 

tariff cuts have apparently led 

companies such as First Solar to 

announce major new deals in 

China and Total to invest in the 

US.

Teske expected Europe’s global 

market share to drop as a result.

He stressed that solar PV 

companies should also be allowed 

to provide as well as produce 

electricity because at present, 

utilities could double their 

overnight backup prices – when 

the sun is not shining – and so 

nullify the benefits of any feed-in 

tariff.

“The main focus should be on 

allowing all electricity to be fed 

into the grid at a certain minimum 

price,” he said, “even if it’s lower 

than the market price. You just 

need something reliable”.

EU on track for solar grid 
parity by 2017

Continued from Page 7
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Despite generous feed-in tariffs 

and abundant sunshine, Greece 

and Portugal are “pioneers” when 

it comes to bureaucratic hurdles 

to solar PV deployment, said 

Eleni Despotou of the European 

Photovoltaic Industry Association 

(EPIA).

Eleni Despotou is deputy 

secretary-general of the European 

Photovoltaic Industry Association 

(EPIA). She was speaking to 

EurActiv’s Frédéric Simon.

There is no EU-wide 
support scheme for 
renewables at the 
moment. And we’ve 
seen countries recently 
roll back some of their 
national support schemes 
for solar, in France and 
Germany, for example. 
How has this affected 
your industry?

Saying that there is no European 

framework is not exactly true 

because there is the Renewables 

Directive, which gives the member 

states the possibility to have a 

support mechanism.

But of course, for the time 

being the markets are driven at 

national level. As we are still in the 

precompetitive phase, we rely on 

support mechanisms. But which 

kind of support mechanisms? 

We are definitely prone for 

support mechanisms which are 

sustainable, that decrease over 

time and provide security to the 

investor, providing a fair margin 

to industry and investors. So 

definitely, we don’t go for stop-

and-go policies.

You have mentioned Germany. 

You probably know that Germany 

is the pioneer in the photovoltaic 

sector. It is the first country in 

terms of new added installed 

capacity – this year, reaching 

7.4 Gigawatt (GW) of installed 

capacity, which is almost half the 

installed capacity in Europe, for a 

total of almost 30 GW.

So the market is still growing 

in Germany, although the support 

decreased faster than foreseen. 

This shows that to kick off a market 

you need a support mechanism 

that is foreseeable in the future. 

The government, looking at how 

industry was able to reduce the 

prices and costs, decreased the 

subsidies even sharper, but still 

the market is going.

So you think this is 
proportionate to the 
market development, to 
the gains in efficiency 
that the PV sector has 
been making?

Yes, in efficiency and cost 

reduction, because in the last five 

to six years we have had 65% cost 

reduction and we foresee to have 

another 50% in the years to come.

So you think that this 
is in line with what you 
were expecting, for 
Germany at least?

Yes.

Was that different for 
France?

In France, the government 

wishes to create an industrial 

basis covering the whole value 

chain. The strategic segment in 

which the French government bets 

upon is the building integrated. 

With the moratorium which has 

been recently imposed on the PV 

projects, France applies stop-and-

go policies that have been proven 

not to be effective in case a market 

is to be kicked off and a sector to 

be developed. 

You know Germany is the 

only country for the time being 

that has really a very stable 

framework. What is happening 

in other countries is that you 

often have stop-and-go policies. 

Governments may introduce a 

law and then probably, there is 

something wrong in that law from 

the beginning – you may have very 

generous incentives in order to 

kick off the market. And then once 

the incentive is too generous, that 

of course creates some speculative 

bubbles…

This was the case in 
Spain, for example…

Yes, but then the introduction of 

retroactive measures in Spain does 

not really arrange things. So we 

used to have a leader in 2008 which 

was Spain and today it is just far 

behind – it is not a Gigawatt market, 

they don’t even reach the cap.

Of course, depending on 

the country you have different 

specificities. There are countries 

where a very good feed-in tariff is in 

place but the market is not taking 

off, because of administrative 

barriers and high installation and 

administrative costs.

Can you cite a few 
examples?

Greece is the pioneer on 

bureaucracy, for example. You 

have a generous and important 

feed-in tariff but the market has 

not kicked off, because of the 

multitude of procedures and the 

administrative barriers. Moreover, 

other factors like access to finance 

could influence the market 

development as well.

Portugal could be another 

case. You know, in every country 

you have more or less still 

administrative barriers and costs, 

so the only country that is the 

benchmark is Germany. 

EPIA together with national PV 

associations are realising a project 

called PV Legal, financed by the 

European Commission, that aims to 

identify and remove administrative 

barriers with some positive results.

Returning to the 
specific French example, 
is that in your view an 
example of a stop-and-
go policy?

Yes. Spain is the same, with other 

effects and other concerns because 

you have to consider the energy 

mix of this country. You need to 

consider the strategic priorities 

of this country related to energy, 

you need to consider the financial 

situation of this country, especially 

after the financial turmoil, etc.

So concretely, on the 
ground, how has the 
impact been felt? Have 
new installations in 
France been stopped?

It was a moratorium. Everything 

stopped, the market stopped, 

which means that if you are an 

investor, you have invested your 

money, you have your business 

plan and you expect something 

to come back, but you have 

completely failed. Or you have 

taken all the necessary steps of 

administration in order to take 

your license to connect to the grid, 

and then you are not connected 

because everything gets stopped.

Have some companies 
gone bankrupt or 
are some thinking of 
moving?

Yes, it happens as well, 

consolidation of markets and 

industries is a process that occurs in 

every sector on its way to maturity.

What was the impact 
of the financial crisis on 
the PV market? Were 
you shielded from these 
market changes by the 
feed-in tariff?

The PV markets and industry 

have been affected like every 

other industry, especially as far as 

the cost of money is concerned. 

Borrowing money from banks has 

become more difficult. They are 

more reluctant to give loans and 

the cost is higher.

Acess to finance has become 

one of the first barriers to 

overcome when one envisages 

installing PV. We had positive 

growth but of course certain 

difficulties, especially for small 

companies.

On the grid parity 
issue, which is the Holy 
Grail in the renewables 
sector, how much closer 
have you got in recent 
years?

We have accelerated the path 

to grid parity, and the learning 

curve that we have seen for at 

least ten years is following the 

same path.

Reaching grid parity depends 

on different factors such as the 

geographical situation, irradiation, 

the market segment and the price 

of electricity. We have recently 

done a study which assesses the 

expected time when grid parity is 

reached in different countries in 

different market segments.

It shows that Italy can reach 

grid parity by 2015, Germany in 

all market segments by 2017, 

Spain 2016, the UK around 2019. 

It is expected that grid parity will 

be reached in the major markets 

in Europe before the end of the 

decade.

Of course everybody asks the 

question that follows: does that 

mean that after grid parity you 

won’t need any support?

So allow me to ask the 
question: will the solar 
PV industry need support 
after grid parity?

You know it has been proven 

that feed-in tariffs are the most 

efficient support mechanism 

to kick off a market. So we can 

distinguish three phases: the pre-

competitive era, which is now, 

then the grid parity phase, and the 

post-grid parity era.

We define ourselves as being 

between the first and second stage, 

so we need a feed-in tariff in order 

to kick off the market, but a feed-in 

tariff which really has a decreasing 

rate and follows the markets trends 

in order to phase it out.

Let’s say, by 2020 we believe 

that we may phase out financial 

support mechanism as such. 

However, we would need some 

other mechanisms – and for the 

moment, we are trying to define 

them – to trigger investments, 

installation and probably financial 

support as well.

Even after grid parity?

Yes, even after grid parity.

One would imagine 
that, once grid parity is 
reached, then renewables 
would have a natural 
competitive advantage 
over fossil fuels, because 
they’re clean.

For us, the critical point will be 

the moment where an investor 

that has all the choices for an 

energy portfolio chooses PV 

instead of gas, for instance. And 

this is the moment for us which is 

the most critical.

And what can make 
the balance tip in the 
post-grid parity phase?

Everything is related to cost. If 

we are able to reduce costs fast 

and be sustainable without any 

support mechanism, that is what 

our industry tries to do. But we 

are saying that, at the same time, 

we need to phase out support 

mechanisms by 2020.

What about the 
environmental impact 
of PV panels? Is there 
much water used for 
washing those panels, 
for example?

Not really, except if there is a 

sand storm from North Africa – it 

might happen if you are in Greece 

or Italy for instance – you might 

have some sand. But apart from 

this no, water consumption is not 

a real issue for PV as it could be for 

other technologies.

Overall, photovoltaics have an 

excellent environmental footprint. 

We care about the whole value 

chain from mining to the final 

production and even recycling. 

We have an in-house association 

called PVcycle and we established 

our own recycling scheme.

For us there are questions 

about the utilisation of land, 

such as agriculture land or high 

productivity land, etc. We are 

against putting photovoltaics in 

 

 

EPIA: Red tape hindering Europe’s solar PV take off
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high productivity land. However 

we are promoting large systems 

in areas such as deserts or former 

mining or industrial sites, where 

land cannot really be exploited. 

These can be excellent fields for 

large-scale PV farms.

Another important point is 

energy payback. Our energy 

payback time is about six months 

when solar panels are situated in 

the south of Europe, up to three 

years maximum. So we recover in 

maximum three years the energy 

that we have utilised to produce 

solar PV cells.

On water, we are doing 

an assessment within the 

sustainability working group at 

EPIA. We are leading the task force 

of the International Energy Agency 

of Photovoltaic Power Systems 

programme that we are leading 

together with US colleagues.

So we are evaluating the 

utilisation of water in order to 

promote PV. But we don’t have 

specific concerns. We have a 

very, very small, close to zero 

maintenance cost. So we are trying 

to be as sustainable as possible.

What about raw 
materials supply?

First of all we are recycling our 

products so you can recover about 

80% of what is in the module. There 

are a few concerns about indium. 

which is used in one specific 

technology. But this technology is 

really has a very small share of the 

total. And regarding lead, there are 

already substitutes. There are few 

manufacturers that are producing 

lead-free modules.

Have lead-free PV cells 
now become an industry 
trend?

Progressively, yes.

From a global perspec-
tive, are you looking at 
regulatory developments 
in countries like China 
or the United States? 
Are you concerned with 
production lines moving 
away from Europe?

Yes, we are seeing a migration 

of factories from Europe to Asia 

already. This is happening and it’s 

really quite important. We have 

done an analysis of the value chain 

from mining to the end product and 

recycling. And in order to identify 

where the added-value is in Europe 

for instance, we have found that 

the segment where the Chinese are 

coming into play is the module part, 

which is the assembly part.

But to reach the assembly part 

you have different steps. And in 

those previous steps, you have lot 

of European added-value, namely 

on the wafer part and on the 

equipment part.

And so of course installation 

is done mainly by local national, 

regional installers. So there is still 

a lot of European added-value and 

from our side we don’t advocate for 

any local content requirements. We 

advocate a global level playing field, 

fair competition rules and everyone 

should have the same possibility to 

compete on the markets.

Is it a heavy, predictable 
trend that assembly lines 
are likely to move to 
these low-cost countries? 
That’s been done in many 
other sectors…

I cannot predict what will 

happen in Europe. What we 

believe is that there is still a lot 

of added-value in Europe. You 

have countries like Germany 

that have managed to make a 

real global business, and PV is a 

global business. In our association, 

we have Chinese, American and 

European companies. We are a 

global association.

But typically the re-
search and development 
is often done in Europe. 
And maybe we should 
accept as a fact of life 
that assembly should 
now move to low-cost 
countries?

I cannot state something like 

this. I can only say that definitely 

on the research side we have to 

make a lot of efforts to increase 

the R&D expenditures as well as to 

accelerate the path from research 

to implementation.

Decisions take too long 

before they are implemented. 

For example, on the SET-Plan 

[Strategic Energy Technology 

Plan], we have been discussing 

for three years, and we still don’t 

really have implementation 

even though the plan as such is 

promising. Three years, after the 

launch, financing modalities are 

not defined and industry priorities 

are evolving fast.

So I believe there are still things 

Europe can do, especially on the 

industrial policy side. And how to 

incentivise companies, European 

companies, to remain there. Or 

even create the necessary legal 

framework for companies, whatever 

their origin, to invest in Europe.

But you’re talking here 
more about industrial 
policy, not technology or 
research.

Everything is inter-linked. When 

we speak about development, at 

EPIA we have a double mission, 

which is: develop markets and 

develop the industry sustainably. 

So this is what we are trying to do, 

first in Europe and then of course 

open the markets globally.

On China, this is for us a kind 

of sleeping giant because its 

development will depend on the 

framework. If China decides to go 

solar it will go for it. There is some 

movement towards this direction. 

On wind for instance, they have 

exceeded Europe in installed 

capacity. And I believe it should 

come for solar as well.

In the US, you know that they 

decide this more at the state level. 

In California they have agreed to 

have a 33% renewable target by 

2020 if I’m not mistaken. So targets 

are extremely important because 

they are driving the development 

and they are pushing states to 

implement adequate policies.

Targets are one thing 
but then there’s actual 
implementation. China 
has no targets but it 
is moving forward 
anyway…

China doesn’t have any market 

for the time being. Of course they 

have a very aggressive policy for 

industry and exports, which is also 

true for other sectors, not just PV.

Any coming regulatory 
issues maybe at the 
European level?

For us an important point is to 

keep the support schemes in place 

and that the national member 

states should have the competence 

to deal with this. No harmonisation 

until competitiveness is reached 

– that is a must for us.

From a regulatory point 

of view, we are following the 

Commission’s communication 

on grid infrastructure and 

energy infrastructure, which is a 

priority for us in 2011. We have 

participated in the consultation 

of road to 2050 and produced a 

position paper and elaborated a 

scenario based 100% renewables.

The Commission has identifies 

the need to invest in transmission 

and distribution networks. And for 

us distribution networks are quite 

important.

The first solar-powered 

aeroplane to fly day and night 

“represents the European dream” 

and should spur politicians to find 

pioneering solutions to reliance 

on fossil fuels, guests at a Green 

Week event heard yesterday (23 

May).

Solar Impulse, which recently 

landed in Brussels following its 

first international flight, is being 

used to showcase renewable 

technology – chiefly of use to 

the electric car market – to 

policymakers during Green Week.

With a wingspan the size of 

a medium-sized passenger jet 

and weighing about as much as 

a family car, including its sole 

passenger – Swiss pilot Andre 

Borschberg – the plane is the 

largest of its weight ever to have 

been built.

The culmination of seven years’ 

work, solar cells integrated into 

the carbon fibre wings supply four 

electric motors with renewable 

energy and charge lithium polymer 

batteries during the day, enabling 

the so-called ‘Solar Impulse’ 

aircraft to fly at night.

Borschberg safely landed in 

Brussels on the evening of Friday 

13 May after leaving Payerne 

airfield in Switzerland shortly 

before 9am, following a delayed 

departure as the Swiss-based 

‘mission control’ team waited for 

high winds over the Alps to abate.

The plane reaches an altitude 

of 3,600 metres, at which height it 

can soak up an optimum amount 

of sun, and Borschberg – a 57-

year-old former Swiss soldier 

– wears a parachute in case he 

needs to ditch.

Plane to drive 
electric cars

The plane is not designed as 

a prototype passenger airliner, 

however, and its innovative 

technologies are more adaptable 

for use in electric cars.

Claude Michel, a senior vice-

president at Belgian chemicals 

company Solvay – which has 

been the main partner of Solar 

Impulse since 2004 – said: “Both 

the technologies which are used 

in the plane – the maximisation 

of battery efficiency-to-weight 

ratio and the ultra-lightweight 

materials – are both of great 

application to the development of 

more efficient electric cars. If you 

can reduce weight then you can 

save on emissions.”

Air show attraction

The plane will be the centre 

of a flurry of attention during its 

stay in Brussels over Green Week 

– where it is located in a hangar 

at Zaventem airport given over to 

education and entertainment.

It was launched with a dinner 

yesterday attended by Connie 

Hedegaard and Viviane Reding, EU 

commissioners for climate action 

and justice respectively.

Pilot and co-founder Bertrand 

Piccard told the gathering: 

“Politicians need the same 

pioneering spirit as those in the 

aviation industry now more than 

ever, because the challenges 

facing us in terms of fossil fuel 

reliance are greater than ever.”

The Solar Impulse was likened 

by Justice Commissioner Viviane 

Reding to “the bird that represents 

the European dream”. She said: 

“We need to have something 

to dream of and to see that the 

dream can become a reality.”

Alexandra Gindroz, a 

spokeswoman for Solar Impulse, 

said the Solar Impulse team 

also anticipated visits from the 

presidents of the Commission, 

José Manuel Barroso, Transport 

Commissioner Siim Kallas, Energy 

Commissioner Günther Oettinger, 

ambassadors, and German Social 

Democrat MEP Joe Leinen with 

members of the Parliament’s 

environment committee, which 

he chairs.

The plane will remain in 

Brussels until it flies to the Paris 

Air Show in late June, where it is 

featuring as a special attraction. 

The team will subsequently focus 

on an Atlantic crossing, before 

attempting a round-the-world 

flight in 2013, making only five 

stops along the way.

Solar plane is European ‘dreambird’

Continued from Page 9
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The solar thermal sector has 

been hit badly by the crisis in the 

construction sector, which had 

a direct impact on the heating 

industry, said Xavier Noyon, 

secretary-general of the European 

Solar Thermal Industry Federation 

(ESTIF).

Xavier Noyon is secretary-

general of the European Solar 

Thermal Industry Federation (ESTIF). 

He was speaking to EurActiv’s 

Frédéric Simon.

What was the impact 
of decreasing feed-
in tariffs on the solar 
thermal sector?

This is largely irrelevant 

as overall solar thermal does 

not produce electricity and 

consequently whole debate on 

the regulatory framework is very 

different from that for solar PV.

In fact, there are two solar 

thermal technologies:

There is Concentrated Solar 

Power (CSP), which produces 

electricity. As there is only one 

site running in Europe, it is really 

a marginal technology which is 

represented by an association 

called Estela (the European Solar 

Thermal Electricity Association).

And there is solar thermal, 

which produces only heat. Solar 

thermal is a renewable source of 

heat production and therefore not 

at all involved in electricity supply.

It has nothing to do with the 

feed-in tariff.

Has the solar thermal 
sector been impacted by 

the financial crisis since 
2008?

We have been seriously hit by 

the financial crisis, since we are 

closely linked to the construction 

sector.

In terms of renewables, we 

are associated to sectors such 

as biomass, geothermal, heat 

pumps, etc. – i.e. renewable heat 

production.

We have experienced two 

consecutive years of recession. The 

decrease in 2009 was around 10% 

and in 2010 it will be around 20%, 

after a peak year in 2008, which 

was historically the peak year for 

the solar thermal market.

Grid parity is the kind 
of Holy Grail to measure 
performance in the solar 
PV sector. Do you have 
similar projections for 
solar thermal?

People always try to apply the 

grid parity concept to the heat 

market, to the detriment of our 

industry for the debate in the 

public arena. Once again it must 

be stressed that the concept of 

grid parity cannot be applied to 

heat, there is no such thing as 

a unit price for heat, nor a heat 

distribution market.

In terms of figures, heat 

represents 50% of the final 

energy demand, so it is much 

more important than electricity 

production. And this heat demand 

can be met by various technologies 

– electricity included, but only 

with a small share.

Therefore, the market, 

the concept and the support 

methods are very different. Also 

awareness, understanding and 

the right political measures have 

been progressively incorporated 

in the political debate, but only 

gradually and at a very low level. 

And we still have to explain 

that by tackling electricity and 

renewable electricity, the whole 

heat demand, the whole energy 

demand, will not be met.

What we share with our 

colleagues from renewable 

electricity is the need for a 

framework which also includes 

incentives. Those incentives are to 

a large extent of a financial nature 

but not all of them.

Typically, the work that has 

been undertaken at European level 

is related to standards in the field 

of energy efficiency of buildings 

and of the construction sector. 

That has had a direct impact on 

the heating industry and it is a 

strong incentive for the market 

while not being financial.

There have been a 
number of EU initiatives 
there…

Yes, there is the EPBD [Energy 

Performance of Buildings Directive], 

as well as the upcoming legislation 

on the energy efficiency of heating 

appliances, which should have 

some impact. But of course there 

are also incentive schemes at 

national level – such as the feed- 

in tariff – but this debate was 

taken up at European level,  

so what we need is a similar 

debate.

 

The industry, backed by 

environmental activists, is 

promoting solar power for its 

light impact on biodiversity, 

highlighting the sector’s anxiety 

to preserve its green image.

Virtually no source of energy 

can claim to have zero impact 

on biodiversity. Fossils fuels are 

the obvious worst offenders, as 

their burning emits gases which 

contribute to climate change and 

desertification. Nuclear accidents 

and oil spills, meanwhile, can 

decimate wildlife, as recent 

examples have shown.

However, even renewable 

sources of energy can pose 

problems. Wind turbines can 

upset the migratory patterns of 

birds and have triggered protests 

among some rural communities 

for causing noise or spoiling 

pristine landscapes.

The issue of deforestation 

directly or indirectly caused by 

the cultivation of biofuel crops 

has proven divisive within the 

industry, and has stirred a huge 

debate on the green merits of agri-

fuels. Hydroelectric dams, which 

still account for the overwhelming 

majority of renewable electricity 

production, require flooding local 

habitats.

Solar energy appears to be 

largely free from these problems, 

a fact industry proponents are 

keen to emphasise. In December 

of last year, the German 

Renewable Energies Agency, with 

the backing of German ministry 

of the environment and private 

renewable energy companies, 

published a study on the benefits 

of solar parks to biodiversity.

The study found that “as well as 

making an important contribution 

to future energy supplies, solar 

parks can also provide a refuge for 

plants and animals”.

Similarly, many environmental 

activists have enthusiastically 

backed solar energy for its low 

impact on biodiversity. Speaking 

to EurActiv, Friedrich Wulf, a 

biodiversity campaigner at Friends 

of the Earth Europe (FoEE), said 

that of the major energy sources 

“solar energy so far has the least 

impact on biodiversity”.

Efficient land use is among the 

credentials put forward by the 

industry. Large solar parks tend to 

thrive on deserts, abandoned land 

or former industrial sites, with a 

minimum impact on biodiversity.

“We are against putting 

photovoltaics in high productivity 

land” such as agriculture land, the 

secretary-general of the European 

Photovoltaic Industry Association 

(EPIA), Eleni Despotou, told 

EurActiv. “We are promoting large 

systems in areas such as deserts 

or former mining or industrial 

sites, where land cannot really be 

exploited. These can be excellent 

fields for large-scale PV farms.”

For FoEE’s Wulf, however, small-

scale decentralised installations 

are preferable to large solar parks 

from an environmental viewpoint. 

“Sometimes you have acres of fields 

of solar panels, obviously that’s 

not as good. But it is decentralised 

in many cases, you can just put it 

on your roof, so there is a lot of 

potential there,” he said.

Impact on water supplies is also 

negligible, according to Despotou. 

Solar panels do not need frequent 

washing, “except if there is a sand 

storm from North Africa,” she 

said. “It might happen if you are 

in Greece or Italy for instance, you 

might have some sand. But apart 

from this, no.”

Few studies

Others, however, are more 

cautious. Bruce Robertson, a 

researcher with the University of 

Michigan’s Kellogg Biological Station, 

said “there are very few published 

studies of the impact of solar energy 

on plant and animal life. I’ve never 

seen anything like it”.

Last year Robertson conducted 

a study in Hungary with 

local environmental research 

institutions which found that 

solar panels could pose as a “false 

habitat” for up to 300 species of 

aquatic insects.

The latter were found to 

confuse the reflective surface of 

the panels with water, leading 

them to deposit their eggs there. 

The resulting reproductive failure 

might have knock-on effects 

throughout the food chain, the 

study said.

Regarding desert-based solar 

power facilities, “they’re simulating 

water in the most water-poor 

environment in the world. It would 

be very surprising if there wasn’t 

an impact on animals that use 

polarised light to find water”.

Craig Winneker, media relations 

manager with the European 

Photovoltaics Industry Association 

(EPIA), defended the industry’s 

record on biodiversity protection. 

Responding to the University of 

Michigan study, he said: “the 

industry is looking at its effect on 

biodiversity and is adopting best-

practice guidelines to ensure that 

biodiversity is protected and that 

installations are put in the most 

suitable locations”.

Solar industry polishes its green image

Solar thermal chief:  
‘We have experienced two years of recession’

Continued on Page 12



12 23 - 27 May 2011 | SPECIAL REPORT | SOLAR POWER | EurActiv 

A European debate on 
incentives for heating?

Yes. Most European countries 

– which are usually the most 

developed markets also in terms 

of renewable electricity – have 

support measures for heat.

Which ones are the 
leading countries?

In terms of markets and 

development of the industry, 

Germany and Austria have a very 

strong solar thermal market, 

and, traditionally Greece, Cyprus 

and Southern Europe have a very 

strong tradition.

…mainly for cooling I 
guess?

No, for hot water demand. 

Whereas in Austria and Germany 

solar thermal is used mainly 

for space heating and always in 

conjunction with another heat 

source.

So there are financial measures 

and incentives. What we demand 

is exactly the same as the 

electricity sector: what we need 

most are measures which are 

predictable, sustainable. It’s not 

the level of the incentives that is 

the most critical issue.

If there were to be a concept 

of grid parity for heat, nearly all 

technologies would have reached 

great parity. The question is more 

the investment length as well as 

the issue of price transparency. So 

to what extent the prices of gas 

and fuel take into account all the 

external factors and are really fair 

prices.

So your main 
benchmark in terms 
of assessing your 
competitiveness is to 
compare with gas?

Gas, fuel and to a certain extent 

with heat pumps.

What kind of price 
differences are we 
talking about? Is solar 
thermal more expensive 
than gas or not?

It’s a bit difficult to compare 

because with solar thermal you 

don’t pay any more once you’ve 

installed it. So you only have the 

initial investment costs.

The difference is that you must 

have a heating system, whether 

it is solar thermal or another, so 

it’s more a matter of calculating 

a return on your investment: does 

solar thermal pay for itself when it 

replaces fuel? Over what period? It 

depends on the country. It depends 

on the size of the installation.

Turning to the 
environment, are there 
specific issues for solar 
thermal?

It’s a less complex technology 

than solar PV to a certain extent. 

It’s using glass, copper and 

aluminium. The share of labour 

costs is estimated around 10%. So 

90% of production is in Europe. The 

main industry is in Germany. Most 

of the manufacturers are German, 

but there are also factories in 

France, Spain and Portugal.

The prices of cop-
per have increased im-
mensely…

This is an issue for the whole 

heating sector because it is the 

best heat-conducting material. 

The whole heating industry uses a 

lot of copper.

There is a trend in the industry 

to use more and more aluminium 

instead of copper. The share of 

copper is still high. However its 

use is diminishing thanks to some 

new technologies.

But the price of copper is of 

course high, especially because 

China is the solar-thermal 

superpower of the world and has 

huge installed capacity of solar 

thermal in individual households. 

It’s a bit like in Greece. It’s 

something extremely common to 

have solar thermal on your roof. 

And they absorb 40% of the world 

copper market.

In terms of 
recyclability?

It’s nearly 100%. It’s metal and 

glass, so it’s extremely recyclable.

Is international com-
petition a concern?

No it’s not a concern. Of 

course China is a ‘solar thermal 

superpower’ in the sense that they 

have a huge installed capacity 

because of the scarcity of resources 

in China.

They have pushed very early 

for solar thermal systems and 

they have based their market 

on very cheap systems for 

production of hot water for 

individual households. You go to 

the supermarket, buy a system, 

put it on your roof, and you can 

start producing hot water for the 

shower for a minimum price.

So they are absolutely different 

from Europe for the kind of 

products that they use and the 

markets that they operate in. 

There is to my knowledge only one 

manufacturer in Europe that is 

known to manufacture the whole 

system because it is not only the 

solar panel: it is also the pump, 

the tank, etc…

So this is an area where 
European companies are 
still competitive?

They are clearly on the 

European market, which is a 

specific market.

The labour costs for 

manufacturing are estimated at 

approximately 10% of the cost 

of the system. Most of it is raw 

materials and these have the 

same price in China as in Europe, 

so there is no issue with that.

In terms of product design 

and market requirements, the 

markets are so different that 

at the moment it’s really not a 

concern.

Speaking about another region, 

solar thermal is completely 

dormant in America, although 

there are more and more talks 

about it in terms of heating 

for swimming pools and other 

products.

North Africa is also a region of 

great development. Solar thermal 

is a bit like PV, and offers a wide 

range of decentralised solution 

for heat. It is very useful for 

remote areas where you don’t 

have access to the grid, a network 

or access to gas.

But the European industry 

is strong and is completely 

dominant on the European 

market. It’s a European industry 

for a European market.

Are European 
companies looking to 
export?

Some of the major actors are 

trying to get active in markets like 

America, South America or India. 

But the markets are still so small. 

They are still underdeveloped.

The only really active other 

region for solar thermal is China, 

which has made this choice very 

early. It’s a closed market but they 

sell all over Southeast Asia.

Could this become a 
trade issue for European 
companies?

No, because it’s really based on 

the type of markets and products 

that are designed for this market. 

They are more appropriate for the 

needs of the local population than 

those designed in Europe.

So no kind of regulatory 
protectionism?

No, not at this stage.

Any upcoming regula-
tory issues at the Euro-
pean level?

Yes, we have expressed 

some concern about a recent 

communication on the low-

carbon economy and energy 

efficiency. Especially on the low-

carbon economy, as there is the 

concept of low-carbon electricity, 

which plays a central role. And 

in this, there is a large share of 

nuclear.

What we insist on is that 

there is a similar potential as 

for renewable electricity and 

renewable heat. Our goal of 

the largest share possible of 

renewable energies in the energy 

mix cannot be met if only the 

electricity question is addressed.

As it has been playing an 

exemplary role in renewable 

energy policy and for the 

promotion of renewables, the 

Commission should carefully 

communicate on the importance 

of addressing heat as a specific 

issue.

We don’t want to mix the 

concepts of low-carbon and 

renewable electricity. 80% low-

carbon can be converted into 80% 

renewable very easily with the 

right measures.

What about building 
regulations, for example 
zero-emission buildings?

We are now in the 

implementation phase; we 

believe it is going in the right 

direction. Further regulation is 

needed because the new build 

only represents about 1% of 

the building stock so this is not 

enough.

But everybody is aware of the 

extreme difficulty in imposing 

standards on the existing buildings 

and also about the sensitivity 

of individual households to 

increased standards. It has to be 

carefully undertaken.

So we want a larger, ambitious 

plan to revive the construction 

sector at the pan-European level, 

which would benefit the whole 

construction chain, not only on 

the energy efficiency angle. We 

welcome what has been done. 

But we believe very strongly in 

the EU’s ability to set standards 

and to communicate these.

For example I will just mention 

that the feed-in tariff has not 

been imposed by Europe but it is 

a debate that is starting to take 

place at the European level and it 

has been implemented in certain 

member states. The role of the 

EU should not be neglected. Even 

though they don’t have regulatory 

power, the Commission should 

stress the importance of an EU 

policy framework.

Continued from Page 11
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Prototype solar-powered 

military uniforms, skyscrapers 

built from energy-harvesting 

glass and waterways covered 

with floating panels are all being 

developed as innovators seek 

to match photovoltaics and 

industrial demand.

Common to all solar industry 

innovations are attempts to 

mould cells to new materials or 

environments.

The usual conception of a solar 

farm, which consists of rows of 

panels lined towards the sun on 

the landscape, is being challenged 

by a number of companies seeking 

to float panels on water.

Solaris Synergy, a Jerusalem-

based company, is currently 

floating a solar ‘array’ on a 

reservoir in the south of France 

in a joint trial with French utility 

EDF. The idea is to overcome the 

need for vast land areas needed 

for traditional solar cell systems.

The pilot project at Cadarache 

experiments with stream 

technology by placing floating 

panels on moving currents. The 

pilot has begun on reservoirs 

where there is less shift in the 

water flow, but a second stage of 

the research will see greater flow 

released under the panels.

Elyakim Kassel, business 

development manager at 

Solaris, said: “If panels could be 

successfully used over moving 

streams, this would enable 

their application to a range of 

specific purposes. These include 

Mediterranean countries, where 

there is water scarcity and where 

reservoirs of industrial water and 

waste water could be adapted as 

solar farms.”

Solar entrepreneurs including 

Solaris are also trying to persuade 

Californian authorities to cover 

the 400-mile Californian Aqueduct 

with photovoltaic panels.

Ray guns

Weaving solar cells into 

materials that can actually be 

worn is the challenge facing the 

so-called ‘Solar Soldier’ project, a 

two-year research venture funded 

by the UK’s Ministry of Defence 

which comes to an end later this 

year.

It is the first time that energy 

generating materials have been 

woven directly into a soldier’s 

battle dress, according to project 

leader Duncan Gregory of the 

University of Glasgow.

The project team is trying 

to build a prototype uniform 

where solar photovoltaic cells 

and thermoelectric devices are 

combined to harness natural 

sunlight and the temperature 

change between the outside and 

inside of a soldier’s clothes.

Gregory said that the 

reduced weight of the material 

– compared with battery packs, 

which are currently used to charge 

up military equipment in the field 

– will lead to improved troop 

mobility, and make soldiers less 

visible to night vision equipment 

using infra-red technology.

Gregory is not aware if the 

search to allow soldiers to 

harness the power of light – akin 

to superhuman Captain Marvel 

– is under way in rival defence 

ministries.

Solar building 
blocks

Of most interest to the 

construction industry is research 

under way at Germany’s 

Fraunhofer Institute, where a 

method of coating a special solar-

sensitive dye onto glass panes has 

reached prototype stage.

Project leader Andreas Hinsch 

said: “The important aim is 

to upscale such a dye-coating 

technique so that the glass 

panels can be incorporated 

into architectural construction. 

With the current size we have 

already reached a stage at which 

prototype construction can begin, 

but we are also aiming to get the 

panels even bigger.”

This would pave the way for 

skyscrapers – as well as smaller 

houses – to harvest power as they 

reflect the sun.

Something new 
under the sun

Germany has imported more 

lignite coal and nuclear energy 

from its neighbours since the 

Fukushima disaster pushed it to 

begin closing its ageing nuclear 

reactors. But it is still exporting 

one source of electricity to France: 

solar power.

“When there is a lot of solar 

production at midday, then even 

France imports from us,” a trader 

told Reuters.

Germany is one of the world’s 

leading solar photovoltaic (PV) 

energy producers, with a solar 

capacity of almost 17GW, 40,000 

employees and a 2% electricity 

market share. In 2010, the country 

set a world record for installations 

of solar PV in one year.

But supplies from variables 

such as wind and solar are 

intermittent – depending on the 

elements – and their electricity 

generation on one day measured 

in February varied from a high of 

32% of supply at midnight, to a 

low of 18% at sunrise.

Solar PV generated more 

than 8,000 MW of that amount 

– 13% of the overall supply 

– for two hours at midday. But 

conventional sources such as oil 

and gas generated some 50,000 

MW during the same period.

Despite this, advances in 

weather forecasting are making 

variables increasingly attractive,  

according to a report in the 

Guardian newspaper yesterday 

(25 May).

Nuclear ‘will never 
provide electricity 
for peak hours’

Paolo Frankl, head of the 

International Energy Agency’s 

(IEA) Renewable Energy Unit, told 

EurActiv that concentrating only 

on “base load” providers such as 

coal and nuclear energy would be 

a mistake.  

“You need to balance all the 

load demand and supply,” he said, 

“and nuclear will never provide 

electricity for peak hours”.

“This is why the huge 

quantities of solar PV in Germany 

are helping to meet the peak 

demand in France,” he added.  

Balancing demand and supply 

dynamics in power systems with 

large shares of ‘variables’, has 

traditionally raised questions 

about grid integration and 

stability.

But a new report released 

on Tuesday (24 May) by the IEA, 

‘Harnessing Variable Renewables: 

a Guide to the Balancing 

Challenge’, proposes a four-step 

method for measuring existing 

resources.  

After assessing the flexibility 

of different energy sources, the 

constraints of their power systems 

are then analysed, maximum 

flexibility requirements are 

calculated, and the amount of 

extra variability that can be 

balanced in demand and supply 

chains is identified.

The IEA study found that 

Denmark had a 63% potential to 

balance large shares of variable 

renewable energies, while the 

Nordic countries’ potential was 

48%, the UK and Ireland’s was 

31% and Spain and Portugal’s was 

just 27%.

According to Frankl, “national 

political willingness” to harness 

solar PV power had partially 

eclipsed better criteria for locating 

plants.

Some well-known environ-

mentalists, including George 

Monbiot, oppose tariffs for solar 

PV in cloudy countries such as 

Germany and the UK on account 

of their low financial returns.

“In the future, we hope that 

peak demand [in France] will be 

covered more by PV installations 

in the country’s south or from 

Italy than from the north,” Frankl 

said.

Solar power aids German 
nuclear shutdown

Additional coverage on the EurActiv Network:
EurActiv.cz
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Güneş enerjisi yarışına 
büyük oyuncular da 
katılıyor
http://www.euractiv.com.

tr/enerji/article/gunes-enerjisi-

yarisina-buyuk-oyuncular-da-

katiliyor-018544

Güneş enerjisi sektörü, 
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Ceny za elektrinu zo 
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