The proof is in the heating - solar’s shining success story
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nmethingextaordinary happened to
the German national power grid
during the pleasantly mild early weeks
oflastsummer. Notonly did the coun-
trysaimost | million, mainly rooftop (photo-
viiltaie) solar panels pump 13.2 gigawatisinto
thegrid-the equivalent output of up toa
diozennuclear power plants, orabout 40 per
cent of the highest-ever demandin Australia’s
national electricity market—but they did so at
exactly theright time,
That is, when demand was peaking. What-
ever variability there might have been in the
output of individual sclar panels, due to shad-

+ owing, passing clouds orlocal rain, was
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smoothed out by the geographic range and
sheernumber of panels nationwide,

Whatthe German experience demon-
stratesisthat the starsary aligning for
conventional roof-mounted solag, or photo-
voltaic {PV] panels, asateliable and increas-
ingly competitively-priced powersourceto
makeasignificant contribution to electricity
generation.

For many reasons—including the phenom-
enal uptake of BV panels in Germany, the
economics of scale driven by mass production
of panelsin China, and increasingly efficient
soliatatrays - prices really are down,

Lastyear, roof-mounted solar panalsin
Australia were ableto compete favourably
against peak-priced electricity from coal-fired

ower stationsfor the first time - without
actoring in market-distorting subsidies, Solar
PV panel wholesaleprices ate now abiout
$1 per wart, compared to $33.50 perwattonly &
coupleofyearsago,

Industry analystsreported a 130 per cent
incresse in production worldwidein 2010
alone, and abi-fold rise hetween 2000 and 2010

The Germans kick-started their own
industrywith those much maligned feed-in
tariifs, which initially pay solarpower gener-
ators; including erdinary househalds, a much
higher price for the clean, green power they
deliverto the grid. However, Germany's
sliding tariffscale meansithasn't heen.
trapped by high costs in the same wayaswe
have in NSW-due to the sxcessively high,
fixed feed-in tariffs rolled outunder the
farmer government.

Asmuch as marketeconomists complain
ahoutthese distortions, Germany's longterm
policy vision, plus the European Union's

carbon trading market, kick-started the global

mass production nfsolar P‘:E_Jmuls.
Gilobal demand wasinitially driven by
Eurape, bt growthin the Asianand U5
marketsistaking over, thanksin partto
China'’s $48 billion "green stimulus” package.
The Univessity of NSW has exceeded the 25
percentefficiency barrier for conventional
solar PV panelsand is workingwith the world's
largest single producer, China's Suntech, to
geta premium 20 per cent efficient panel on

the world marker, up from anaverage of 14pe
centtol5percent

Suntechs fortuneis builtlargely en Austre
lian expertise developed atthe University of
AW, butwith criticalinput from Suntech’s
chiiefexecutiveand scientist, Shi Zhengrong,
who eompleted his PhD here,

There's beeh some negative press over the
commercialisativnofAustralian solar tech-
pologyin Chinaand elsewhere, But, asthe
leader of that University of NSW ressarch
team for the past 30 years, it's notsomething
that Ithinkis a majorissue.

Tammore mterestedin getting the real solar
story out, thatsolar panelsare a proven, reli-
able, ever-cheaper source of electricity that
can playamajorrolein powering the world.

If Australians don't understand that reality,
we'll heleft scrapping onthe global sidelines
longafter China, Germany and the resthave
run off with the renewsbles hall.
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