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considerations for practical solar-
hydrogen generators†

Claudia A. Rodriguez,‡ Miguel A. Modestino,‡* Demetri Psaltis and Christophe Moser

Solar-hydrogen generation represents a promising alternative to fossil fuels for the large-scale

implementation of a clean-fuel transportation infrastructure. A significant amount of research resources

has been allocated to the development of photoelectrochemical components (i.e. photovoltaic and

water splitting catalysts) that are able to spontaneously split water in the presence of solar irradiation,

which has led to major advances in the solar-fuels field. At the same time, only limited attention has

been given to understanding the key aspects that drive economically viable solar-fuel generators. This

study presents a generalized approach to understand the economic factors behind the design of solar-

hydrogen generators composed of photovoltaic components integrated with water electrolyzers. It

evaluates the underpinning effects of the material selection for the light absorption and water splitting

components on the cost of the generated fuel ($ per Kg of H2). The results presented in this work

provide insights into important engineering aspects related to the sizing of devices and the use of light

concentration components that, when optimized, can lead to costs below $2.90 per kilogram of

hydrogen after compression and distribution. Most significantly, the analysis demonstrates that the cost

of hydrogen is defined primarily by the light-absorbing component (up to 97% of the cost) while the

material selection for the electrolysis components has, to a large extent, minor effects. The findings

presented here can help direct research and development efforts towards the fabrication of deployable

solar-hydrogen generators that are cost competitive with commercial energy sources.
Broader context

Recent economic and environmental factors have triggered a strong interest towards the implementation of clean-energy generation technologies such as
electricity generation from renewable sources (e.g. solar and wind), whose output is fed into the electrical grid for immediate use. An attractive alternative is the
implementation of stand-alone solutions that couple energy capture and storage into the same process, so that renewable energy can be harvested and used as
needed. Solar-fuel generators represent a promising technology that can accomplish this task by storing solar energy in the form of energy-rich fuels, such as
hydrogen, that can be used at a later stage for either transportation or electricity generation. These generators are based on light-absorbing components that can
collect sun-light and generate electrical charges which can subsequently be used for electrochemical fuel production. The analysis presented here explores
fundamental aspects of the design of cost-effective solar-hydrogen generators in terms of materials selection and device congurations. It demonstrates that in
cost-optimized devices, the light-absorbing component dominates the cost of the generated fuel. Furthermore, this work shows that hydrogen generated from
solar sources can be competitive with that obtained from non-renewables, and it points towards design strategies that can signicantly aid in the reduction of
solar-fuels production costs.
Introduction

The need for the development of scalable, practical and clean
energy capture, generation and storage systems has spurred
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vast amounts of research in the recent years.1,2 Solar energy is
ubiquitous to the clean-energy discussion given its scale
(�120 000 TW average irradiation at the earth's surface).3

Despite it being the largest energy source of the planet, direct
solar-energy utilization only accounts for less than 0.06% of the
global electricity generation.4,5 Economic and implementation
challenges are the most important causes for the low dissemi-
nation of solar-driven energy generation systems. The price of
photovoltaic (PV) modules has declined signicantly in the past
decade (5–7% annually)6 leading to a continued increase in
their deployment and grid integration. However this energy is of
intermitted nature and adds complexity in balancing the grid
load. The challenge of efficiently using intermittent sources of
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2014
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Fig. 1 Cost analysis approach for integrated PV-electrolysis systems.
Top image shows a general representation of the systems, while the
bottom image describes the systems level approach taken to analyze
the technoeconomic aspects of solar-hydrogen generators.
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energy has resulted in signicant interest towards the devel-
opment of economically viable and scalable energy storage
solutions. Currently, energy storage takes place in its vast
majority via pumped-hydroelectrical systems (more than 99% of
storage, with a total 127 GW capacity).7,8 Although this solution
is economically viable in certain instances, its implementation
is constrained by geographical factors and can only serve as a
mean of central energy storage with limited usability in the
transportation sector. Less wide-spread technologies for energy
storage include compressed air, ywheel systems, thermal
storage systems and batteries, some of which can be used for
both stationary and mobile energy generation.

A potential solution for the capture and storage of solar
energy is integrated solar-fuel generators (i.e. off-grid). These
devices both capture solar energy and convert it in energy rich
molecules that can be readily used as fuels for transportation
and stationary energy generation.2,9–15 Since the rst demon-
strations of photoelectrochemical water-splitting in 1970's,16

large amounts of research resources have been devoted to the
development of scalable components (light absorbing and
catalytic) for solar fuel generating systems.17–24 Additionally,
recent studies have started to tackle questions regarding the
overall design and operation of such systems.25–31

Even though there has been signicant progress in under-
standing the physical challenges for the fabrication of practical
solar-fuel generators, the analysis of the techno-economical
implications for their deployment has been limited. These cost
implications are extremely important for realizing commercial
implementations of solar-fuels technologies. One of the main
challenges for the cost estimation of solar-hydrogen systems is
the lack of reference demonstrators on which to base calcula-
tions. Despite this challenge, several studies in the literature
have provided insights in the cost and energy requirements for
solar-hydrogen production using designs believed to be prom-
ising candidates.32–35 In order to circumvent the limitations
posed by the lack of practical systems, the work presented here
uses a technology agnostic approach to analyse the importance
of component selection (light absorption, catalytic, and sepa-
ration), sizing of components, and operating parameters.
Additionally, a comprehensive sensitivity analysis on systems
parameters (both physical and economic factors) is carried out
to elucidate their overall impact on the cost of hydrogen
produced. This approach allows for a fair comparison between
solar-hydrogen generation systems on a cost-based gure of
merit ($ per Kg of H2).

Methodology

The systems that were studied consisted of photovoltaic (PV)
cells electrically coupled with an electrolyzer, with the possi-
bility of a solar concentrator feeding concentrated sunlight to
the photovoltaic cell (Fig. 1). The operating conditions for a
given PV and electrolyzer were estimated from the current
characteristics of each of the components with the purpose of
calculating the production rate of hydrogen; the photovoltaic's
output curve was obtained from experimental measurements,
while the electrolyzer's load curve was modeled following
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2014
methods from the literature.25–27 In summary, the potential (V)
in the electrolyzer is described as.

V ¼ E0 + hanode + hcathode + hohm (1)

where E0 is the equilibrium potential for the water splitting
reaction (1.23 V), hohm corresponds to the ohmic drop across the
membrane, and hcathode and hanode are the overpotentials
arising from the anode and cathode which are modelled using
Butler–Volmer kinetics. Then, the operating conditions
(potential, Vop, and current density, jop) are dened as those
where the load from the electrolyzer matches the output from
the PV. A detailed description of the model is presented in the
ESI.†
The PV's output curve was adjusted to behave according to
the irradiation of a high radiation zone in Arizona. Average hour
irradiance values per month were used to calculate the hourly
hydrogen production rate for each of the systems.20 Different
material combinations were studied as the electrolyzer's cata-
lysts; these include Platinum, Nickel Molibdenum, and Nickel
for the cathodic reaction, and Iridium Oxide, Rutherium Oxide,
and Cobalt Oxide (Co2O3) for the anodic reaction.15 Kinetic
parameters for these materials were obtained from the litera-
ture and are referred in detail in the ESI.† Naon® membranes
were chosen as the material for ionic transport and gas sepa-
ration. The model developed here assumed a membrane-elec-
trode assembly (MEA) conguration where the catalysts are
Energy Environ. Sci., 2014, 7, 3828–3835 | 3829
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dispersed in a catalysts layer that is pressed against the
membranes.36,37 It is important to point out that some of the
earth-abundant catalysts selected in this analysis are only stable
under neutral-to-basic conditions, and the use of Naon
membranes will result in a local acidic environment at the
catalyst interface. This will result in additional challenges for
the implementation of those catalysts (requiring the use of
stable alkaline membranes), but the cost analysis presented
here was used to provide insights on design constraints.

As the performance of integrated systems varies depending
on the PV and the catalytic components chosen, it is necessary
to dene system design parameters that can be tuned in order
to obtain cost-optimum devices. The relative size of the PV and
electrolysis components is one of the most important parame-
ters as it denes how efficiently devices can operate (both in
terms of cost and performance). For example, for a given size of
PV, if the available area for electrolysis increases, the solar-
hydrogen efficiency will increase as well, due to the lower elec-
trochemical load in the device. On the other hand, the price of
the overall system will increase as larger electrolyzers will need
to be installed. Therefore in this study we dene a non-
dimensional geometric parameter, F, as the ratio between the
areas used for electrolysis and that used for light absorption by
the PV. As this work focusses in understanding design param-
eters for cost-effective solar-hydrogen generators, the value of F
was optimized in order to minimize the hydrogen production
cost in $ per Kg. Evidently, the optimal value of F, changes
depending on the photovoltaic and electrolyzer combination
selected. Given this, for a selected PV component, a hydrogen
price comparison was made for different electrolyzers with all
possible combinations from the materials mentioned above.

The cost function (eqn (2)) used to nd optimal values for F is
based on the levelized cost of hydrogen production (LCHP).

LCHP ¼

Xt¼n

t¼1

It

ð1þ rÞt
Xt¼n

t¼1

P

ð1þ rÞt
(2)

where P is the annual production rate of hydrogen per cm2 of PV
component which can be estimated from the operating current
density of the devices. It corresponds to the capital investment
per cm2 of PV and it is dependent on the photovoltaic cost (CPV)
and all of the electrolyzer's components costs: anode (Cano),
cathode (Ccat), membrane (Cmem), as well as a housing compo-
nent that accounts for all of the peripheral components of the
electrolyzer (Chou). The housing components include: bipolar
plates, gas diffusion layers, gaskets, end plates, current collec-
tors, compression bands, stack housing, assembly and
conditioning.

It ¼
�
CPV þ FðCmem þ Cano þ Ccat þ ChouÞ; t ¼ 1 y

FðCmem þ Cano þ CcatÞ; t ¼ 5; 10; 15 y
(3)

The prices for solar modules and catalysts were obtained
from publicly disclosed reports from industry and government
agencies,38,39 and they were converted to units of $ per cm2 of PV
3830 | Energy Environ. Sci., 2014, 7, 3828–3835
or MEA component respectively. Membrane and electrolyzer's
housing prices were estimated to be similar to those corre-
sponding equivalent components in fuel cells. Importantly,
these prices were extracted from mass production cost esti-
mates, which is relevant for solar-fuel generators deployed in
large scale.40 Lastly, a life-span (t) of 20 years was assumed for
the PV components and 5 years for the MEA components,37 with
a yearly discount rate (r) of 2%. Given this, the initial investment
in year 1 accounts for the costs of all of the systems compo-
nents, and in year 5, 10, and 15 additional investment is
required for the replacement of the MEAs in the electrolyzer. It
is important to point out that the scope of our cost analysis was
limited to the simplied device topology described herein.
Within this framework only the cost of critical components for
solar-hydrogen were accounted for, which allowed for an eval-
uation of devices with varying components, congurations, and
operating conditions. No compression, storage or distribution
costs were included in the analysis, as these costs would likely
not vary between different material systems. As a reference,
previous studies have estimated these latter costs at approxi-
mately $2 per kg per kilogram of H2.41 Furthermore, costs
associated with the installation, operation, maintenance, and
overall management of a large scale H2 production plant were
not considered. It is expected that these additional costs can be
very signicant; as an example in electricity production these
costs can exceed for more than 600% the costs associated with
the PV device alone.42 Further details regarding the cost func-
tion are given in the ESI.†

Lastly, a sensitivity analysis was performed to understand
the impact of the variability of the parameters used in themodel
on the H2 price. A full factorial analysis was carried out using
lower and upper bounds for each of the parameters. Results
allowed us to identify parameters that had high impact on the
price of hydrogen and reduce concerns about the variability of
kinetic values in the literature for catalytic materials and
photovoltaic prices.
Results and discussion

The rst design component considered by this study was the
electrolyzer material selection. Different material combinations
for the electrolyzer were compared based on the cost of
hydrogen produced and considering an 11% efficient a-Si/a-Si/
mc-Si PV cell fabricated by the Swiss Center for Electronics and
Microtechnology (CSEM). Earth-abundant multijunction thin-
lm silicon cells are promising for solar-fuels generators as
their output current–voltage can be readily tuned to achieve a
voltage high enough to split water (>1.23 V), and due to their
relatively low cost.19,43 The graph in Fig. 2 shows the load curve
(dashed) representing current consumption by the electrolyzer
to generate hydrogen and the current generation curve (solid) by
the PV cell mentioned above as a function of voltage. The
operating point of the system occurs at the intersection of the
load curve and the PV curve. Three load curves are plotted and
correspond to different electrodes material combinations. Each
load curve is the result of an optimized value of F (ratio between
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2014
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Fig. 2 Current characteristics of various electrolysis components and
an 11% a-Si/a-Si/uc-Si PV component. The intersection point between
the PV output curve (black solid line) and the different electrolyzers
load curves (dotted lines) represents the operational current and
voltage of the overall solar-hydrogen generator.
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electrolysis area and PV area) to obtain the lowest H2 production
cost for each of them.

In order to better understand the effect of F in the produc-
tion costs, Fig. 3(a) shows the load and PV curves of three
systems based on Pt/IrO2 electrolyzers that are designed with
different F ratios. In Fig. 3(b) the behaviour of the H2 production
cost as a function of F is presented, showing a cost minimum
for Fopt ¼ 0.0058. The observed cost behaviour is due to the two
factors that determine the levelized cost of hydrogen production
(eqn (2)): It (component costs) and P (H2 production rate). Both
of these factors increase with F (F ¼ 1 means same area for PV
Fig. 3 Top graph shows how the operation of the electrolyzer
changes with the geometric factor, F. The bottom figure shows how
the cost varies as a function of F.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2014
and electrolysis): It will increase due to a larger electrolysis area,
and the production rate of hydrogen P is proportional to the
operating current which increases with F because of the lower
electrolyzer's load (as observed in Fig. 3(a)). As the cost depends
on the ratio between It and P, an optimal value of F can be found
by balancing these two factors. The effects of F on It and P are
clearly shown in Fig. S4 and S5 in the ESI.† Values higher than
Fopt will result in more expensive H2 production arising from
higher capital costs, while values below Fopt result in higher cost
of hydrogen due to lower production.

For all the systems studied in this paper, optimal F values
tend to be small (�1) resulting in a high PV cost contribution.
This result is due to the fact that PV components under
unconcentrated solar irradiation operate at current densities
<10 mA cm�2, while MEA based electrolyzers can hold current
densities up to several A cm�2 at voltage ranges that correspond
to those output by the PV. It is also important to point out that
mass transport limitations in the electrolyzer were not consid-
ered, and they are expected to be signicant when F is small,
due to the increased current density through the electrolysis
system. As an example, in the case of Pt/IrO2 catalyst combi-
nation (Optimal F value ¼ 0.0058), the current density in the
electrolyzer is expected to be 1.38 A cm�2. As this value is in the
operational limit of commercial electrolyzers,37 the continuing
development of robust electrolyzers that can operate at high
current densities is of crucial importance for the realization of
cost-optimal solar-hydrogen systems. These high current
densities are achievable in commercial MEAs based on noble
metal catalysts,37 but achieving them with earth-abundant
catalyst systems is yet to be demonstrated.

Following the geometrical design optimization described
above, the hydrogen production price for every combination of
catalysts was calculated. Fig. 4 (le graph) shows the price of H2

for all possible combinations of catalysts with F ¼ 1 (corre-
sponding to the dimensions of solar-fuel generators based on
photoelectrodes) and (right graph) an optimized value for F. The
cost contribution for each of the components is also displayed.
Results show that optimized systems can produce hydrogen as
low as $0.90 per kg (Pt/IrO2), which is only $0.54 per kilogram
lower than the highest price obtained from a system using (Ni/
Co3O4). Furthermore, optimized systems can provide a saving of
up to $8.22 per kilogram of hydrogen when compared to the
case of F ¼ 1 (Pt/IrO2). It is important to point out that systems
with F ¼ 1 show higher sun to hydrogen efficiencies (i.e. more
kilograms of hydrogen per Watt of sunlight) than optimized
systems, but the additional costs associated with larger elec-
trolysis units impacts signicantly the hydrogen production
cost. By taking these additional costs into account, the resulting
cost of hydrogen is comparable to those reported by other
studies.32,34 Given that the largest price contribution for all
systems corresponds to the PV component, its price was chosen
as one of the most important parameters for the sensitivity
analysis. Physical and cost parameters associated with the
anode and cathode components were also included in the
sensitivity analysis to verify that these components have a low
price contribution for hydrogen production.
Energy Environ. Sci., 2014, 7, 3828–3835 | 3831

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c4ee01453g


Fig. 4 Cost comparison of solar-hydrogen generators that incorporate different catalytic components. The results show that the PV component
strongly dominates the price of hydrogen produced in optimized systems. F and average solar to hydrogen efficiencies values (h) are shown for
each system.
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Given the high impact of PV in the hydrogen price, a similar
analysis was carried out to understand the impact of efficiency
improvement in solar cells. A 16% a-Si/a-Si/mc-Si photovoltaic
was modelled based on expected performance improvements in
PV manufacturing. Results on Fig. 5 show a price reduction
between 11–33% for most systems when using higher efficiency
cells. For these systems, F has been optimized for the new PV
component, therefore resulting in different electrolyzer sizes.
This analysis was also carried for devices operating with series
connected crystalline silicon cells (necessary to generate a
Fig. 5 Cost comparison of solar-hydrogen generators incorporating a
16% efficient PV component. The grey area represents the cost savings
achieved by the improvements in PV efficiency. F and average solar to
hydrogen efficiencies values (h) have been included for each system.

3832 | Energy Environ. Sci., 2014, 7, 3828–3835
voltage >1.23 V since the open circuit voltage is limited to �0.7
V), and comparable production costs were obtained as pre-
sented in the ESI.†

Another viable alternative for reducing the impact in the
hydrogen price by the photovoltaic component is to include a
solar concentrator in the system. With available data of the PV
component under concentration, a price analysis with concen-
tration was carried out for the Pt/IrO2 combination; this mate-
rial system was selected due to the low impact on the catalyst
selection, as demonstrated above, and the commercial avail-
ability of PEM electrolyzers that use this catalysts combination.
Fig. 6 The bar graph shows the base hydrogen production cost
(excluding the cost for solar concentration) as a function of light
concentration. The red line shows the breakeven cost for the
economically viable implementation of a solar-concentrator and
tracking components. (Results are based on a multi-junction thin-film
Si PV cell).

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2014
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Fig. 6 shows hydrogen's price reduction with the use of solar
concentration. The graph also shows the breakeven cost of the
solar concentrator and tracking components for solar-hydrogen
production. These results suggest that the cost of hydrogen
could be reduced to as low as $0.11 per kilogram, allowing the
cost of the concentrator to be of up to $1090 per m2 for a
concentration factor of 17� (these values are comparable to
those from similar concentration cost analysis studies).33 Also,
the results show that the contributions from the electrolysis
part of the systems become comparable to the ones from the PV
components as concentration increases. A similar type of
analysis can be performed to select the type of photovoltaic cells
that would be most beneted by certain type of concentrators.
Fig. 7 Comparison of H2 production costs from devices based on
different PV technologies (unconcentrated Si cells in blue, and III–V
cells in red). The cost shown for a concentrated cell, is the base H2 cost
and does not include the cost for the concentrator and tracking
components.

Fig. 8 Results from full-factorial sensitivity analysis on various model
represents the hydrogen price median, the blue box covers the area for p
dotted bars span values that are within 2.7 standard deviations of the dat
corresponds to the cost of the PV component, while variations in prices

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2014
As an example, high-performing PV systems based on III–V
elements can result in further cost savings when light is
concentrated above 360 times (Detailed results in the ESI†).
Fig. 7 presents a comparison between the hydrogen production
cost from different solar-hydrogen generators based on various
PV technologies (i.e. thin-lm Silicon, crystalline Silicon and
III–V cells). The results demonstrate that both thin-lm and
crystalline Silicon based devices can produce H2 at similar
costs, while devices based on high-performing III–V cells are
only viable at large solar concentration factors due to their high
cost.

Lastly, results from the sensitivity analysis (presented in
Fig. 8) show that the cost of hydrogen production from
unconcentrated sunlight is expected to fall between 0.79–2.5$
per kg allowing for reasonable variations in the cost and phys-
ical parameters used in the model. Concerns about the accuracy
of photovoltaic costs reported by industry are reduced as all
systems are equally impacted by this parameter and have
limited impact in the conclusions regarding optimal system
design. Similarly, concerns about inconsistency in literature of
the kinetic values for electrocatalytic materials (i.e. J0 of anode
and cathode) are soothed, as they do not signicantly impact
the price of hydrogen. The price of membranes has a strong
impact on the overall production costs. New inexpensive
membrane materials or cost reductions from mass production
of Naon can help push the technology towards deployment.
Moreover, the uncertainty in the cost of MEA based electrolysis
systems can result in signicant variations on the H2 produc-
tion cost. This study based the cost of electrolyzers' peripheral
components, herein referred as MEA housing, on large scale
production estimates for fuel cells (as a ratio to the membrane
parameters. In each of the box plots presented above, the red line
rices spanning from the first (25%) to the third (75%) quartile, while the
a. As observed in the plots, the factor that strongly dominates the cost
depending on other factors are relatively small.

Energy Environ. Sci., 2014, 7, 3828–3835 | 3833

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c4ee01453g


Energy & Environmental Science Analysis

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

1 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
4.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 4

/1
7/

20
26

 1
2:

50
:0

9 
PM

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
cost). Large variations on theMEA housing costs can tilt the cost
balance towards the electrolyzer system. As an example, Fig. S9†
demonstrates that if the housing cost was 3 orders of magnitude
larger than anticipated in this study, the ratio between the H2

production cost associated with the electrolyzer and that asso-
ciated with the PV could raise to above 0.6. Under these
conditions, the electrolyzer costs will start to approach to
comparable levels to the cost contribution from the PV
component, which will still dominate. Fig. S9† also shows that
even under this extreme scenario, the optimal F values and H2

production costs are expected to only experience minor
changes. Additionally, the cost of capital, reected as the
discount rate, can have an impact on the overall costs. For the
base case of thin-lm Si PVs and Pt/IrO2 electrolyzers, varying
the discount rate from 2 to 10% can result in an increase in 74%
on the H2 production cost. This result reects the importance of
government aid in the deployment and derisking of the tech-
nology to assure lower capital costs.

The sensitivity of the optimal F factor on the factors dis-
cussed above was also studied. As it can be seen in Fig. S10 in
the ESI,† the values of Fopt for the systems can vary by a factor of
�4, but still the optimal areas for electrolysis in systems without
solar concentrators are at least 2 orders magnitude lower than
the areas covered by the PV units. These results are a conse-
quence of the fact that all of the optimized systems discussed in
this study operate near the maximum power point of the PV.
Conclusions

The results presented in this study provide a general vision on
the importance of different design parameters in integrated
solar-hydrogen generators. This analysis suggests that a PV-
Electrolyzer approach can be commercially viable and compete
with other hydrogen production methods (e.g. electrolysis
powered from polluting energy sources, steam reforming). Also,
the results derived from the analysis provide some clear
recommendations for the development of economically viable
solar-hydrogen generators:

(1) In cost-optimized PV-Electrolysis devices, the light
absorption component occupies areas that are signicantly
larger than the MEA component (>102 larger). This leads to
systems where the hydrogen production cost is expected to be
dominated by the PV component, and suggests that the viability
of solar-fuel systems is tightly bound to their price and
performance.

(2) Materials selection for the catalytic components in the
electrolysis units does not signicantly affect the cost of
hydrogen production, and current MEA system that use Pt/IrO2

catalyst can be integrated as viable components.
(3) The implementation of solar-concentrators can provide

additional cost savings, if their base capital cost is lower than
the cost reduction achieved by the reduction in PV area (e.g.
$1090 per m2 for 17� concentration factor). Their use is
particularly important for systems that integrate next-genera-
tion III–V PV components that can withstand large solar
concentrations and have signicantly larger costs.
3834 | Energy Environ. Sci., 2014, 7, 3828–3835
Considering the price similarity among systems, a new
selection criteria should to be used for the electrolyzer compo-
sition such as material availability or cost of land. Although, in
examples from Fig. 4, the areal dimension of the system is
determined by the photovoltaic's area, some systems produce
more hydrogen than others per areal coverage (a difference of
41% when comparing systems with highest to lowest produc-
tion rates). This is due to the increased solar-fuel efficiency of
systems that use noble metals. Evidently, when choosing
between material systems with similar prices, selecting the one
with the highest production rate will result in cost savings from
the land requirement for a given fuel production goal. Taking
land value into consideration, classical electrolysis systems with
noble metal catalysts would look as the most promising
candidates, as their highest catalytic efficiency outweigh their
higher cost. On the other hand, materials availability
constraints would motivate the implementation of solar-
hydrogen generation systems based on earth-abundant
components, especially for large scale deployment.

Despite the fact that this study focussed on the cost-analysis
of electrically integrated PV-Electrolysis systems, it can provide
guidance regarding the cost-efficiency of alternative solar-fuels
solutions (i.e. grid integration of decoupled PV and electro-
lyzers, and integrated photoelectrochemical (PEC) systems
based on photocatalysts). In the case of grid-distributed energy
capture and hydrogen generations, signicant implementation
advantages can be attained via decoupling the two components
at the expense of efficiency losses and additional expenses
coming from the introduction of power inverters. For PEC
systems, technoeconomic challenges arise from constraining
the area for water splitting to that of the light absorbing units.
On the other hand, these highly integrated systems could be
advantageous when concentrated sunlight is used, as the frac-
tion of the cost associated with the electrolyzer becomes
signicant (33% for the case of 17�), and thermal management
would be needed for PV cooling and to potentially use the excess
heat in the electrolysis processes.

Future technoeconomic studies should explore the different
cost advantages between different degrees of integration, as well
as implications of materials availability on large scale imple-
mentations of solar-fuel devices. The economic insights
provided by this study can help direct research efforts towards
critical aspects in the development of cost-effective solar-
hydrogen generators and ultimately enable the commercial
deployment of articial photosynthesis systems.
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