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Florida Power & Light chose single-axis trackers for the 25 megawatt DeSoto Next Generation Solar Energy
Center. It's the biggest photovoltaic plant in the United States.

A market in movement

Trackers: Tracking systems are being used more and more often in large solarplz;t;
They assure a higher performance but are also technically more complex. And the jury is
still out on which system will perform best over the long term.

Utility-scale solar is becoming increas-
ingly popular. Investors and energy pro-
ducers want to build ever larger solar
power stations in the U.S. and in many
European countries. Two examples are
the 60 megawatt Parque Fotovoltaico
Olmedilla de Alarcén in Spain or the 25
megawatt Desoto Next Generation Solar
Energy Center completed in Florida in
October 2009. The goal is to achieve an
"optimal energy yield at the lowest possible
cost. The system selected plays a consid-
erable role. The choice essentially consists
of three different systems, each of which
has its pros and cons. The least expen-
sive option is a fixed system installed on
the ground; during the course of the day,
the sun passes over the fixed system. This
option costs the least but at the same time
does not utilize the modules’ full capacity.

In the second option, the modules move
from east to west along one axis, tracking
the sun. As a result, the amount of energy
produced increases; however, additional
costs arise because of the more com-
plex technology and higher maintenance
requirements.

The last option is a two-axis tracker sys-
tem. The modules are not only aligned to
follow the course of the sun from left to
right, but also based on the height of the
sun in the sky. In other words, the mod-
ules can be tilted forwards and back-
wards. The advantage is that the modules
can provide the maximum performance
possible for the position; the disadvantage
is that the technology is even more com-
plex than the single-axis tracking system
and hence more prone to fail. Which tech-
nology is best for a given place depends

on the geographical position and further
factors; for example, module prices and
property prices. The local feed-in-tariff,
of course, also plays a role.

The number of large-scale projects
using tracked arrays jumped between
2006 and 2008. According to the study
“Large-Scale Photovoltaic Power Plants”
(pvresources) roughly a third of them
have tracking systems. The proportion of
tracked arrays was still relatively small in
the U.S. and Germany, whereas in Spain
the number of immobile arrays in 2008
was almost the same as those fitted with
trackers. More than two gigawatts were
connected to the grid on the Iberian Pen-
insula that year - 1,057 megawatts with
tracking systems and 1,230 megawatts
from fixed arrays. The cap on the Spanish
market and the collapse in module prices
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