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Technology breakthroughs and falling solar panel prices point to a bright future for Europe's photovoltaic (PV) sector. But the industry still faces a number of obstacles, including public misconceptions and hesitant investors, says Ernesto Macias Galán, vice president of the European Photovoltaic Industry Association (EPIA).

Background:

While photovoltaic (PV) or solar technology has existed for decades, the high price of solar panels has been prohibitive, with market development often almost entirely dependent on government support. 

On 23 January 2008, the Commission unveiled plans to boost the EU's use of solar and other renewable energies by 20% by 2020 as part of a wider climate and energy 'package' (see EurActiv LinksDossier and related coverage).

The proposals set differentiated renewables targets for each member state as part of the overall 20% target whereby member states have the option of conducting cross-border trade in renewable energy certificates, so-called Guarantees of Origin (GOs), rather than subsidising renewable energy at home. 

More on this topic:
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LinksDossier:    
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Interview:   EPIA: Solar technology prices getting 'better and better' 
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News:   Nanotech to make solar panels more efficient 

Other related news:

· Turmes: Seeks revamped renewables trading, rejects biofuels target 

· Interview: MEP seeks revamped EU renewables law 

· Traders and governments at odds over renewables trading 

· EU research chief champions wind energy 

· EU wind sector confident despite cash and skills shortage 

Harvesting the sun 

"Recent reports indicate that oil could reach $200 a barrel by the end of the year. So the scenario is clear: we need to be in favour of renewable sources. And PV works," Macias told EurActiv in an interview.

Markets appear to agree. Stock values of global solar firms have been rising steadily, according to a 16 May report by the Financial Times. And shortages in supplies of polysilicon, the raw material used for making traditional PV panels, are easing. 

"This mini-crisis that hit the industry a few years ago will probably remain for one more year, but after more raw material becomes available on the market it will be resolved," Macias said.

"Companies will continue to produce the raw materials needed, as many are doing in China, Japan and the US. On the other hand the use of polysilicon is going down. We are increasing efficiency in the cells," he added. 

A recent nanotechnology breakthrough that promises to increase the efficiency of PV panels has also given the sector a boost in terms of longer-term development(EurActiv 15/05/08).

Bigger is better? 

However, despite these positive signals for the industry, a number of hurdles remain.

Several EU member states, notably Spain and Germany, provide significant financial support to solar and other renewables in the form of feed-in tariffs. These guarantee producers of electricity from renewable sources a buy-back price per kilowatt hour that is higher than the market price, making investments in more expensive renewables worthwhile. 

But the feed-in tariff policy has produced markedly different results in Spain and Germany. While solar panels can be seen on rooftops across Germany, which has the highest level of installed solar capacity in the world and a growing culture of micro-generation or 'home-made' electricity production, Spain's solar landscape is dominated by large installations. 

"In Spain, some of the utilities are taking advantage of the [feed-in tariffs] and they are becoming producers," explains Macias.

But Macias doubts whether the large fields of solar panels that dot the Spanish landscape represents a real shift in terms of how renewables are perceived. "In general terms [the utilities] are not supporting this because many of them do not think PV is a source of energy for the future," he said.

The politics of solar 

Politics may be at least partially to blame. 

"In many [EU] countries there is an interesting contradiction between speeches and political positions. You will hear [...] the government talking about the fight against climate change and support for renewables. But when we need to transform these positions into actions there is a big gap. Suddenly the finance and industry ministries do not want to commit too much as they are thinking in the short term," Macias said.

Spanish citizens wishing to install solar panels in their homes also face a tough time. "The big barriers in Spain are the new administrative processes, because for a normal citizen it is a nightmare to get a licence. The administrative procedures are absolute nonsense," explains Macias.

EPIA, which is hosting its first European 'Solar Days' on 16 and 17 May, hopes the Commission's new proposal on renewables will help matters. "The proposal complements and strengthens the existing legislative framework on administrative procedures. It foresees the introduction of several useful provisions designed to reduce administrative barriers and improve the transparency of procedures," the organisation said.

Please click here to read the full interview with Ernesto Macias Galán.

Links

EU official documents 

· Commission: 
Photovoltaic page 

Industry Federations 

· European Photovoltaic Industry Association (EPIA): 
Solar days 

