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Tucson grabs share of big solar bucks
By Nicholas Smith, Inside Tucson Business
Published on Monday, April 27, 2009

Several players in the Tucson solar panel industry grabbed a fair chunk of Science Foundation ArizonaÕs $4
million investment, many of which involve a partnership between the stateÕs two largest univerisites.

A venture between Tucson Electric Power and the University of Arizona and Arizona State University wil l
expand a solar power testing lab that uses current technology to explore efÞciency and reliability in the Arizona
sun received $500,000 from the public-private science foundation.

ÒWeÕve installed small photovoltaic arrays from various manufacturers,Ó said TEP spokesperson Joe Barrios.
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Arizona Corporation Commission
Commissioner Paul Newman (right) and
Science Foundation Arizona President and
CEO William Harris stand in front of a solar
Þeld that will play a part in the organizationÕs
new Solar Technology Institute. Photo
courtesy of Science Foundation Arizona
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ÒPeriodically, we collected data from the arrays in an effort to see which manufacturer series and which types of
photovoltaic arrays were the most productive. IÕve not been involved in the collection of the data, but I know
one thing weÕve been interested in was to see how temperature affected the efÞciency of each array.Ó The
Science Foundation set up the Solar Technology Institute to
create a state-wide industry for solar energy through research
partnerships between the UA and ASU. The $4 million given
earlier this month comes from a combination of public and
private contributions.

ÒFor solar technology development, new research grants on
solar, thatÕs a nice research grant and each of these will have
money coming in from industry to match these grants,Ó said
institute co-director Dick Powell.

If the results are successful, it would put the state in greater
contention to be the capital of the solar industry.

ÒWeÕre trying to do all of these projects in three years,Ó Powell
said. ÒAt the end of three years we would like to have major
prototype facilities or major results that can actually be
commercialized.Ó

The TEP and university partnership includes three professors
from each of the two universities, including physics and optical
science professor Alex Cronin.

ÒIÕm helping to learn how they perform in the Tucson
environment by measuring their power output, their temperature
and doing this on a daily basis,Ó he said. CroninÕs work revolves
around the premise that not all solar panels are created equal. A
particular type of panel may work well in Tucson, but wouldnÕt
necessarily be as efÞcient in Seattle. By CroninÕs estimation, the
TEP testing yard contains 650 photovoltaic modules from at
least 20 different manufacturers.

ÒIt was last November that I started working out there to collect
preliminary data,Ó Cronin said. ÒBy this coming November, I
hope that weÕll have installed three new systems with additional
new technologies and by this next November weÕll have a public
webpage of each of the 20 different systems that are out there.Ó

Although it will be some time before more houses have solar panels then those that donÕt, the industry is
deÞnitely on the rise.

ÒEvery installer that IÕve spoken with told me business is booming,Ó Cronin said. ÒTwo or three years ago they
might have done one instillation per week and this year itÕs up to three instillations per week. So the rate of
adoption is increasing at a healthy rate.Ó

Two million dollars are set to go to a UA-ASU collaboration called Rehnu, which will explore the commercial
aspect of innovations made at the two universities.
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ÒMy goal is to save the planet through low-cost solar energy,Ó said UA astronomy professor and Rehnu Director
Roger Angel.

Although the commercial venture is in the very early stages, Angel is still at work developing a solar array that
uses mirrors to redirect sunlight on a tiny, high-quality solar panel.

Other grant projects include a half-million dollars to explore power grid efÞciency. Another $500,000 will go
toward university collaboration and local companies to improve nano-structured Þlms for photovoltaic panels. A
half-million dollars will also be given to produce a solar-powered compressed air system that would provide
energy when the sun isnÕt out.

Cronin is one of the professors who will speak at the ÒSolar Power 101Ó lecture this Wednesday (April 29) at 5
p.m. in room 350 of the UAÕs Modern Languages building.

Contact reporter Nicholas Smith at nsmith@azbiz.com or (520) 295-4238.
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