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Demonstration of green hydrogen production
using solar energy at 28% efficiency and evaluation
of its economic viability+

M. A. Khan, @ * | Al-Shankiti, A. Ziani and H. Idriss @ *

The solar to hydrogen (STH) efficiency of photovoltaic-electrolysis (PV-E) setups is a key parameter to lower

the cost of green hydrogen produced. Commercial c-Si solar cells have neared saturation with respect to

their efficiency, which warrants the need to look at alternative technologies. In this work, we report

a concentrator photovoltaic-electrolysis (CPV-E) setup with a STH efficiency of 28% at 41 suns (without

the use of Fresnel lenses), the highest reported efficiency using an alkaline system to date. Using this as

a base case, we carried out a detailed techno-economic (TEA) analysis, which showed that despite the
high cost associated with CPV cells, the levelized cost of hydrogen (LCOH) is at $5.9 kg™, close to that
from c-Si solar farms ($4.9 kg™3), primarily due to the high STH efficiency. We also report sensitivity
analysis of factors affecting both CPV and alkaline electrolyser systems such as the CPV module

efficiency and installed capacity, electrolyser stack lifetime, operating current density, and working hours.
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Our results indicate that in a scenario where the installed capacity of CPV technology matches that of

silicon and with an electrolyser operating current density of ~0.7 A cm™2, the LCOH from CPV-
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1. Introduction

Molecular hydrogen as an energy vector helps in decarbonizing
our energy system in order to achieve the emission reduction
goals, for example as stated in the Paris Agreement. To make
a meaningful difference and achieve net zero emissions,
hydrogen will have to be produced via water splitting using
renewable electricity. Solar photovoltaic (PV) power represents
one of the cheapest and most widely deployed sources of
renewable electricity with over 520 GW of cumulative installed
capacity worldwide as of 2018."* For that reason, it is considered
as the prime vector of energy to power green hydrogen
production. While there are other methods of solar hydrogen
production such as photocatalytic reactions® and direct photo-
electrochemical water splitting,*® present day technology is
only available for decoupled PV-electrolysis (PV-E) systems.
Silicon based PV cells dominate the market with ~95% share of
current production,' and have seen their cost dropping signif-
icantly in the last few years. Nonetheless, the estimated cost of
green H, from silicon-based PV-E is still very high for sustain-
able production. It varies widely depending on the nature and
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electrolysis systems can be <$2 kg™l These results demonstrate the potential of CPV technology for
large-scale green hydrogen production to replace that obtained from fossil fuels.

level of studies: $3-17 kg™ ',° $12 ke™', and $12-16 kg '*°
among others. The cost of green H, produced depends on
several factors such as module and tracker cost, electrolyser
stack cost, balance of system (BOS) and balance of plant (BOP)
cost, operation and maintenance (O & M) cost and system effi-
ciency.”'®" Out of all these factors the system efficiency or in
other words the solar to hydrogen (STH) efficiency directly
influences all the other factors and can lead to significant
reduction in size of PV and electrolyser plants.' Silicon PV cells
are close to reaching their theoretical efficiencies of ~30%
which means that there is not much scope of increasing the
STH efficiency with silicon PV.** Unlike silicon PV, concentrator
photovoltaic cells (CPV) based on III-V group elements have
already reached a much higher efficiency of ~47% (4] cell)** and
theoretically can reach over 80% efficiency."*'® At a modular
level, 43.4%' and 43%" efficient CPV modules have been
demonstrated with a projected modular efficiency of 47% by
2035."** Moreover they can operate at high light concentra-
tions (>1000 suns) largely compensating for the higher
manufacturing cost.®

The high efficiency of CPV cells has encouraged researchers
to explore CPV-electrolysis (CPV-E) setups in recent years. For
instance, Chang and co-workers reported a STH efficiency of
~20.6% using a single junction GaAs PV cell coupled to
a proton-exchange-membrane (PEM) electrolyser using a DC-
DC convertor.'” Nakamura and co-workers reported a STH effi-
ciency of 24.4% using a CPV-E system, without the use of power
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electronics.* The power matching was done by optimizing the
ratio of the number of electrolysers to CPV cells. The highest
STH efficiency (~31%) was reported on a laboratory scale
through direct coupling of two PEM electrolysers with one CPV
cell, operating at 42 suns.** All these previous reports coupled
CPV cells with PEM electrolysers which are expensive with high
stack and BOP costs."*> Moreover, there are no reports on
techno-economic analysis (TEA) of CPV-E systems, to investigate
the effect of using high efficiency CPV cells on the cost of H,
produced, which was the primary motivation to move away from
silicon solar cells.

In this work, we give experimental evidence of the potential
of CPV cells for achieving high STH efficiency and subsequently
analyse the effect of efficiency and economy of scale on H, cost.

(1) Specifically, we used triple junction (3]) InGaP/InGaAs/Ge
CPV cells connected to alkaline electrolysers. With appropriate
power matching, and without a DC-DC converter, it was
possible to achieve a STH efficiency of 28% under 41 suns,
which is the highest efficiency reported to date for PV cells
coupled with alkaline electrolysers.

(2) Using this as a base case, we carried out a TEA analysis of
cost of H, produced assuming a commercial CPV farm (module
efficiency ~41%) coupled with an alkaline electrolyser plant
(electrolyser efficiency ~70%), thus operating at 28% plant or
STH efficiency. The levelized cost of H, under these base case
conditions was ~5.9 $ kg™ and expected to go down to 5.6 $
kg, at a STH efficiency of 31.5%. In comparison, the cost of
hydrogen when using silicon PV modules (module efficiency
~17.5%) was calculated to be ~4.9 $ kg™

Copper Wire
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Insulating layer
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(3) We have also projected the cost of CPV modules, trackers
and associated H, as a function of cumulative installed
capacity. At a learning rate of 18%, the cost of H, from CPV-E
setups could go down to 2.65 $ kg ' if the cumulative
installed capacity exceeds >100 GW in a range like silicon PV
cells.

We hope that the experimental results obtained (STH effi-
ciency = 28%), stable performance, followed by TEA, will
encourage researchers, governments, and companies to explore
CPV-E setups for large-scale green H, production.

2. Methodology
a. PV-E setup

The PV-E experimental setup was designed as shown in Scheme
1. Alkaline electrolysers were fabricated using poly(methyl
methacrylate) (PMMA) sheets, ideal for use under alkaline
conditions. An alkaline anion exchange membrane (Sus-
tainion® 37-50) with area ~12.25 cm” was used for ion transfer
and gas separation, Nickel foil (Alfa Aesar, 99.5% purity,
0.25 mm thick) was used as the anode. A platinum film (Kurt J.
Lesker, 99.99% pure target, 10 nm thick) was sputtered onto
both sides of a porous titanium mesh used as the cathode. The
geometric area of the anode and cathode was the same as that of
the anion exchange membrane. Triple junction (3]) GaInP/
GalnAs/Ge CPV cells (3.0 x 3.0 mm?) from Azure Space (type
3C44C) were used as the photoabsorbers. The first CPV cell was
mounted onto an air-cooled copper plate using silver paste
(High Purity Silver paint, SPI-Paint, 43% Ag solid, bulk resis-
tivity 3 x 1077 Q m) due to its high thermal and electrical

Schemel The PV-electrolysis setup consists of two-3J CPV cells (each is composed of GalnP/GalnAs/Ge CPV cells (3.0 x 3.0 mm?)) connected
in series to three alkaline electrolysers, also connected in series. Each alkaline electrolyzer is composed of ca. 10 nm Pt particles deposited on
both sides of a Ti mesh (Pt/Ti mesh) as the cathode and a Ni(OH,)/Ni as the anode. The electrolyte (5 M KOH solution) is recirculated. Terminal 1:
back side of the cells (+), and terminal 2: front side of the cell (—). Light at 41-sun concentration illuminated the cells, without the use of Fresnel

lenses.
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conductivity. The silver paste was dried in an oven at 70 °C for 2
hours. To make a series connection, the second CPV cell was
insulated from the copper plate using a polyimide tape. The
electrical connections as shown in the schematic were realised
using ball wire bonding with 25 pm gold wire (HB16, TPT Wire
Bonder GmbH & Co). The two CPV cells are coupled with three
alkaline electrolysers connected in series using copper wires.
The electrolyte (5 M KOH) flow was split between the three
electrolysers and H,/O, gases were collected and measured
volumetrically (their purity was independently confirmed with
gas chromatography (GC) as a routine check).

b. Techno-economic analysis

To estimate the return on capital investment for the develop-
ment of a CPV-E facility, a discounted cash flow spreadsheet was
developed to calculate the capital expenditure (CAPEX), annual
operating expenditure (OPEX) and revenue over the project
lifetime (see ESIt tables). It was assumed that land acquisition,
CAPEX allocation and construction of the plant were completed
in the first three years, with plant operation beginning in the
fourth year. A nominal interest rate (NIR) of 12% was used in
the study, while the working capital was assumed to be 15% of
the capital investment. A plant lifetime of 20 years was taken
based on the typical lifetime of PV cells while the cost of storage
and transportation of hydrogen was not considered in this
study.”** The analysis was designed for a plant based in the city
of Tabuk in Saudi Arabia, operating for 9.1 hours per day
without grid support and for a production capacity of 50 ton H,
per day at a pressure of 20 bars. The region of Tabuk was chosen
for its high daily average sunshine (9.1 hours),* a low pop-
ulation density (6 km™?), and high direct normal irradiance
(DNI) of ~7.37 kW h m~>.%° The electricity price needed to run
pumps, power electronics and other utilities was taken at 0.05 $
kW' h™" (unless otherwise stated). The process contingency in
this analysis uses 20% of direct costs due to the greater uncer-
tainties in the system configuration.>® The indicated process

Table 1 Process and economic parameters used for PV-E plants

Location Tabuk, KSA

Process parameters

Total production (ton per day) 50
Sunshine hours (hours per day)** 9.1

H, production rate (ton per h) 5.49
Annual working days (days per year) 333
H, production rate (ton per year) 16 650
Solar irradiation (kW h m~2)*® 7.37
Energy per kg of H, (kW h kg(H,) ") - LHV 32.66
Required electricity for utilities (kW h per ton H,) 161
Economic parameters

Plant lifetime (years)”>* 20
Discount rate (r) (%) 12
Land cost ($ km™2)*¢ $123 497.00
CO, credit ($ per ton CO,)""?%2° 50

0, credit ($ per ton 0,)*° 40
Electricity price ($ kW™ h™") 0.05
Contingency 20%

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021
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and economic assumptions are summarized in Table 1 (more
details are given in the ESIf tables). The capital and utility costs
of compressors and pumps were modelled using Aspen Plus.
The levelized cost of hydrogen (LCOH) also known as the
minimum selling price (MSP) was calculated by adjusting its
value such that the net present value (NPV) of the capital and
operating expenses and product revenue are summed to zero
(eqn (1)-(3).

n

Operating cost;
> W

Operating cost present value = -
i—1 (1+7)

Product revenue present value

B z”: Product revenue;(LCOH) )
i=1 (I+r )i
NPV = 0 = product revenue PV — (operating cost PV
+ capital expenses) (3)

i: number of years, r: required return or discount rate, and n: 20
years.

3. Results and discussion
a. Experimental results

Fig. 1(a) shows the current-voltage (I-V) characteristics of the
InGaP/InGaAs/Ge 3] CPV cell (3 x 3 mm?) from Azur Space
under one and multiple suns up to 41-sun illumination. The cell
was mounted onto an air-cooled copper plate, maintaining the
temperature at ~25 °C. An Asahi Spectra 320 W solar simulator
(350-1800 nm) was used as the light source and the irradiation
was adjusted by the distance to the device and the power of the
solar simulator. The one sun light flux was verified using a pre-
calibrated monocrystalline silicon reference cell (Newport,
91150-KG5). Following a standard method for characterizing
CPV cells, we used the ratio of the short circuit currents to
confirm that the cell was illuminated with 41 suns. Under 41
suns (obtained directly from solar simulation without the use of
external light concentrators such as Fresnel lenses), the short
circuit current and open-circuit voltage (V,.) were 56.50 mA and
2.93 V, respectively. At the maximum power point (MPP), the
voltage (Vypp) and current (Iypp) were 2.70 V and 55.62 mA,
respectively. The calculated fill factor (FF) and solar-to-
electricity or PV cell efficiency was 0.90 and 40.7% under
these operating conditions. More information on the Azur space
cells is given in Fig. S1 and S2 of the ESI.T We have opted not to
use Fresnel lenses in this work to minimize losses, and there-
fore the highest possible sun concentration obtained directly
from the solar simulator was 41 suns. To increase the sun light
flux the use of Fresnel lenses is needed and with them associ-
ated losses which depend very much on their materials nature
(quality) and configuration.”” We have previously observed that
the use of Fresnel lenses as light concentrators led to additional
optical losses up to 30%° without optimization, although
further improvement was made possible, dropping the loss to
ca. 15%.*
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Fig.1 (a) /-V characteristics of the InGaP/InGaAs/Ge 3J CPV cell (3 x 3 mm?) from Azur Space under one sun to 41-sun illumination (note the
linearity of the current as a function of light concentration). (b) /-V curve of single alkaline electrolyser (grey) generated using CP measurements
overlapped with the /-V curve of the 3] CPV cell (red) under 41 suns (without the use of Fresnel lenses).

Fig. 1(b) overlaps the I-V characteristics of a single alkaline
electrolyser and the CPV cell. The I-V curve of the electrolyser
was generated using chrono-potentiometry (CP) measurements
performed at different current densities. The cross-point of the
electrolyser I-V curve and the solar cell I-V curve is the system
coupling point and specifies the operating voltage (Vop) and
current (Iop) of the system, which was ~1.66 V and 56.3 mA
respectively. Since the Vyp of the CPV cell under 41 suns is
~2.70 V, there is an additional 1.04 V that results in energy
wasted as heat rather than stored in H, chemical bonds. Based
on the operating current (Iop), the maximum STH efficiency of
the system calculated using eqn (4) was found to be ~18.7%
based on 100% faradaic efficiency (7g).

(Jee(mA cm™)) x (1.23 V) x ()
P(mW cm~2)

STH = @)

While the additional 1.04 V is not enough to run another
electrolyser, the limitation can be overcome by coupling
multiple PV and/or electrolyser units connected in series, to
match the voltage characteristics of the components.*

Fig. 2(a) shows the I-V characteristics of two InGaP/InGaAs/
Ge 3] CPV cells (3 x 3 mm®) connected in series, under 41-sun

100k @) —0—1 cell-41sun -
—0— 2 cells-41sun
—&— 1 electrolyser
80 —#— 3 electrolyser E
<
£
c
o
5 ]
(@]

Voltage (V)

Fig. 2

illumination. As expected upon using two cells in series, the
current remained unchanged, but the total voltage increased. At
the MPP, the Viypp and Iypp were 5.29 V and 55.18 maA, respec-
tively. The configuration of the three electrolysers in terms of
electro-catalysts, membranes and electrolyte conductivity was
designed to match the characteristics of the two cells. Over-
lapping with the I-V curves of the three alkaline electrolysers
connected in series resulted in a Vop and Iop of 5.02 V and 56.21
mA, respectively. Thus, it is possible to utilize the extra voltage
from the two cells and run a third electrolyser. Fig. 2(b) shows
the H, and O, production rates from the system, presented in
Scheme 1, under 41 sun-illumination. There was stoichiometric
production of H, and O, in 2: 1 ratio at a STH efficiency of
~28%, which was calculated using eqn (5):

Power from hydrogen produced

TH =
S Power of light incident onto the CPV cells

(5)

b. TEA results for the base case

A STH efficiency of 28% is the highest reported for PV cells
coupled to alkaline electrolysers. As mentioned earlier, the STH
efficiency is an important driver for researchers and directly
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(a) I-V curves of one (grey) and two 3J CPV cells (red) connected in series under 41-sun illumination overlapped with /-V curves of single

(blue) and three (green) alkaline electrolysers connected in series. (b) H, and O, production rates from three alkaline electrolysers connected in
series. Power is supplied from two CPV 3J cells connected in series under 41-sun illumination (without the use of Fresnel lenses to minimize

further losses) as shown in Scheme 1.
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Table 2 CPV, c-Si PV and electrolyser parameters used for the base case study

PV parameters CpPV Silicon

Power needed for solar farm (kW) 256 357.92 256 357.92
Module efficiency (%) 41 12% (17.5 x 0.685)
Sunlight concentration 820 1

Tracker Dual axis Single axis

Land or PV packing factor® 4 3

Module and tracker cost ($ W) 0.72 (ref. 32) 0.50 (ref. 33 and 34)
Design, labour, permitting and installation ($ W) 0.43 0.30

PV inverter cost (§ W 1)** 0.08 0.07

PV O & M cost (USD per kW h)** 0.008 0.008

Electrolyser plant parameters

Electrolyser plant size (kW) 256 357.92

Electrolyser efficiency (%)>"* 70%

Electrolyser O & M (% of total uninstalled CAPEX)"** 3%

Stack cost ($ kw~1)* 272

Balance of plant (BOP) capital cost ($ kw ™ ')'?? 272

H, loss due to separation 3.0%

Electrolyser installation factor®® 12.0%

Electrolyte needed (ton per ton H,) 10

Electrolyser replacement factor”** 1.5%

affects H, cost. Using this as a base case, we have conducted
TEA for green hydrogen production using a CPV-E system
working at an STH efficiency of 28.7%. As a reference, the same
analysis was done for H, produced using conventional c-Si PV
technology. The process and economic parameters were iden-
tical in both cases; these are summarized in Table 1.

Table 2 shows the CPV farm and electrolyser plant parame-
ters used for the base case study. Based on a H, production
capacity of 50 ton per day, the PV farm and electrolyser plant
were sized at ~256.3 MW based on an electrolysis efficiency of
70%, and 9.1 hours daily operation, using eqn (6).

Power required (kW) =

H, production rate (kg per day) x energy per kg of H, (kW h per kg(H,))

modules are known to maintain >90% of their efficiency
throughout the day while c-Si modules with single axis tracking
only maintain their efficiency of ~60-70% of the day.*®*
Moreover, silicon PV cells are temperature-sensitive with
a temperature coefficient of about —0.5% per °C, which means
that for every degree above 25° it loses 0.5% of performance.*>**
Thus, for accuracy, the average module efficiency of c-Si was
taken as 12% (17.5 x 0.685). The average packing factor or land
factor was taken as 4, which is the standard for CPV farms with
dual axis trackers and 3 for c-Si farms with single axis tracking.**
This land factor is the ratio of actual land area to PV array area

The CPV module cost as a function of efficiency was taken
from an analysis performed by the National Renewable Energy
Laboratory (NREL) in 2015, operating at high concentrations
of ~830x and was further verified with industrial input/private
communication from CPV module manufactures (BSQ,
Spain).*>*® The cost of the dual axis tracker needed for CPV
modules was taken at ~50% of the module cost, based on
industrial input/private communication (BSQ, Spain).** The
cost of labour, design, permitting and interconnection of the PV
solar farm was taken as an average from various reported
installed projects.’” At a module efficiency of 41%, the CPV
module cost would be ~0.48 $ W' with a dual axis tracker cost
of 0.24 $ W~ In contrast highly efficient (17.5%) c-Si modules
are much cheaper with module costs at 0.3 $ W' * and tracker
costs of 0.2 $ W 1333 [t is important to note here that CPV

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021

Electrolysis efficiency x sunshine hours(h per day)

and encompasses space requirements for pumps, compressors,
heat exchangers, a control room, and access roads.

The total CAPEX of alkaline electrolysers was taken at ~544 $
kW', considering multi stack systems operating at full load
hours.”* The stack cost contributes ~50% to the electrolyser
CAPEX, while 50% is for BOP which consists of a gas manage-
ment system, electrolyte delivery system, thermal management
and power electronics."* For the base case scenario, the elec-
trolyser replacement factor was calculated assuming a change
of the electrolyser stack every 7 years, which means two changes
throughout a plant lifetime of 20 years.”** The stack replace-
ment cost is taken as 15% of the total electrolyser CAPEX; an
annual electrolyser replacement factor of ~1.5%.”

Table 3 and Fig. 3 present the base case results of the TEA
analysis following the assumptions listed in Table 2. The total

Sustainable Energy Fuels, 2021, 5, 1085-1094 | 1089
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Table 3 Base case results for the studied systems

CAPEX CPV Silicon PV

Total PV cost ($)

Total electrolyser capital ($)
Gas processing ($)
Electrolyte processing ($)
Land cost ($)

Contingency (%)

Total CAPEX (8$)

$315 832 967.03 $225 594 976.45
$156 193 758.24 $156 193 758.24
$4 143 572.97  $4 143 572.97
$29 306.58 $29 306.58

$381 375.86 $977 275.64
$94 858 545.11 $77 387 777.97
$571 439 525.79 $464 326 667.85

OPEX

Annual PV maintenance ($ per year) $18 662.86
Compressor ($ per year) $393 477.73
Water pump ($ per year) $20 755.22
Annual water cost ($ per year) $216 450.00

$4 183 761.38
$2 342 906.37

O & M of electrolyser ($ per year)
Annual electrolyser replacement ($
per year)

Annual electricity cost for utilities ($
per year)

Annual staff cost ($ per year)

Total OPEX ($ per year)

$134 032.50

$1 598 400.00
$8 908 446.06

LCOH ($ per kg) $5.9 $4.9

CAPEX
with CPV

(@)

16.6%

0.01%
0.73% .
55.27%
27.33%

I CPV cost

I Electrolyser capital
I Gas processing

I Electrolyte processing
[ Land cost

[ Contingency

0.07%

OPEX

()

— 4.42% 0.23%
5 o

17.94% \

\‘

I Annual PV Maintenance ($/yr) Il O&M of electrolyser ($/yr)

2.43%

1.5%

46.96%
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CAPEX of the CPV and electrolyser plants was $571 439 525.79,
with the CPV solar farm cost being the dominant factor
(55.27%) due to the current high costs of CPV modules. The
CAPEX costs for the c-Si solar farm were less at $464 326 667.85
primarily due to cheaper modules. The module cost is deter-
mined by several factors out of which the dominant ones are the
module efficiency, cell costs ($ m™?), manufacturing yield,
assembly costs and scale of manufacturing.*® While CPV cells
are twice efficient compared to silicon cells, they are more
expensive (~12 000 $ m™ > versus ~70-80 § m™2).>* In recent
years with the commercialization of high concentration tech-
nology (>800 suns), the effect of CPV cell cost has diminished.
Currently the biggest hurdle for CPV modules is the scale of
manufacturing which will also reduce assembly costs. The role
of economy of scale will be discussed in Fig. 4. Another major
difference in CAPEX costs is the land costs of ~$381,375.86 for
a CPV farm versus $977 275.64 for a c-Si farm, arising due to the
lower efficiency c-Si modules. Since the land is very cheap,
because of the location (Table 1), the total land cost is a very
small fraction (<1%) of the total CAPEX for both technologies
and does not affect the final cost of H, a great deal. However, the
availability of land and its cost in other locations might be
a critical factor, in densely populated areas, with the c¢-Si solar

CAPEX
with c-Si

(b)

0.21%
0.01%

0.89% R

16.67%

48.59%

33.64%

I Si PV cost

I Electrolyser capital
I Gas processing

I Electrolyte processing
I Land cost

[0 contingency

I compressor ($/yr) [ Annual electrolyser replacement ($/yr)
I Water pump ($/yr) [ Annual electricity cost for utilities ($/yr)

[ Annual water cost ($/yr)

I Annual staff cost ($/yr)

Fig. 3 Breakdown of total capex for a CPV (a) and c-Si PV (b) powered electrolysis process to produce 50 tons H, per day using the assumptions
listed in Tables 1 and 2. (c) Annual OPEX for both technologies i.e. CPV-E and c-Si PV-E.
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(a) Module + tracker costs (left) and cost of H, (right) as a function of CPV module efficiency (bottom) and STH efficiency (top). (b) Module

+ tracker costs (left) and cost of H, (right) as a function of projected cumulative CPV capacity (bottom). For both projections, the electrolyser
efficiency, CAPEX and OPEX were kept constant as mentioned in Tables 2 and 3.

farm needing about 2.5 times more land area than the CPV
farm.

The annual OPEX of $8 908 446 is identical for both systems;
with electrolyser O & M and electrode replacement cost the
dominant factors at 46.96% and 26.3%, respectively. Currently,
the electrolyser market is also relatively small with total
worldwide installed capacity in the MW scale."* With increase in
production and global cumulative installations, the electrolyser
O & M costs are expected to drop." The electrode replacement
costs will come down with development of catalysts with
improved stability and efficiency. The effect of catalyst lifetime
on the H, price is discussed in Fig. 5. The revenue stream
mainly consists of income from H, (~91%) with a small fraction
from O, and CO, credit (~9%) (the CO, credit is based on the
CO, released while making hydrogen from methane (5.5 times
the amount of hydrogen per weight) without considering
process energy consumption as per the equation: CH, + 2H,0
— 4H, + CO,). After calculating the CAPEX, OPEX and revenue,
we determined the LCOH using a discounted cash flow method
and the economic assumptions and parameters listed in Table
1. The LCOH at which the NPV is zero was ~5.9 $ kg™ " for the
CPV-E process and ~4.9 $ kg™ for the ¢-Si PV-E setup (Table 3).

c. Sensitivity analysis

To understand the effect of various parameters on the LCOH,
a sensitivity analysis was performed. We first analysed the effect
of two factors critical for CPV technology. These are (i) CPV
module efficiency and (ii) economy of scale or cumulative
installed capacity. As mentioned earlier, CPV cells have the
potential to reach a theoretical efficiency of over 80%j; and 60%
cell efficiency is a real possibility in the next few years. The
analysis is for CPV module efficiencies ranging from 25 to 45%
as 43.4%" and 43%" efficient modules have already been
demonstrated on a laboratory scale with projections of a 47%
efficient module commercially available by 2035.'** A higher
efficiency means higher output power per unit area which
directly translates into lower cost ($ W) or in other words,
a smaller cell area is needed to reach the same output power.
Therefore, it is important to analyse the effect of increase in CPV

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021

module efficiency on the levelized cost of H,. Using an analysis
by NREL on the effect of efficiency on CPV module costs, we
calculated the cost of H, at different module efficiencies or STH
efficiencies.?® For these calculations, we have assumed a fixed
electrolyser efficiency of 70% and costs, as listed in Table 2.
Fig. 4(a) shows the dependence of the “CPV module plus tracker
cost” as well as the “LCOH” (y-axes) on the “CPV module effi-
ciency” and “STH efficiency” (x-axes). We notice that the effi-
ciency of the system reduces the total CAPEX in different ways.
In addition to the expected reduction in modular costs
a noticeable reduction in trackers cost, labour, installation,
maintenance and of the land costs occurs. This results in
reduction in the cost of H, from ~8.4 § kg™ at a STH efficiency
of 17.5% to ~5.6 $ kg ' at 31.5% STH efficiency as seen in
Fig. 4(a).

The analysis in Fig. 4(a) is based on the effect of increasing
efficiency on lowering module cost and LCOH. The decrease of
the CPV module + tracker cost with increasing the CPV module
efficiency is primarily due to the use of fewer materials, as
indicated above. With further momentum on the use of CPV
technology, significant cost reductions can be expected due to
the economy of scale. As an example, in the last 40 years c-Si
technology has seen prices going down from ~80 $ W' to
~0.3 $ W' as cumulative capacity increased from ~5 MW to

Table 4 Projected CPV module plus tracker costs based on cumu-
lative capacity and a LR of 18%

Projected CPV module

Projected CPV cumulative capacity (MW) + tracker cost ($ W)

370 (current - 2020) 0.72
740 0.59
1480 0.48
2960 0.40
5920 0.32
11 840 0.27
23 680 0.22
47 360 0.18
94 720 0.15
189 440 0.12
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Fig. 5 Contour plots showing the sensitivity of H, cost to: (a) electrolyser stack lifetime, (b) CPV module efficiency and (c) CPV cumulative

installed capacity versus operating current density of the electrolyser.

500 GW, leading to a learning rate (LR) of ~28%.* In the last
year, Si-PV module prices have reached a plateau while CPV has
still a very large price drop potential. CPV systems have seen
a LR of ~18% which can be used to project module costs as
cumulative capacity increases.** Currently, the cumulative
capacity of CPV farms is only around 370 MW,'® with module
and tracker costs of ~0.72 $ W'. Using this as a starting point
and LR of 18% we have projected prices to go down to ~0.12 $
W' if the cumulative capacity increases up to ~189 GW (see
Table 4 and inset of Fig. 4(b)). The CPV modules were kept
constant for these projections. Based on these projected costs,
we have also calculated the LCOH as shown in Fig. 4(b). We
observe a significant reduction in LCOH from 5.9 $ kg '
currently to ~2.6 $ kg™ ' when module prices go down to ~0.12 $
W™, It is important to note that the projections presented in
Fig. 4 are based solely on reduction in CPV module prices
without considering the foreseen drop in electrolyser costs. The
combined effect of improvement in CPV and electrolyser
performance on LCOH is analysed in the next section.

To analyse the sensitivity to electrolyser CAPEX cost, we have
changed the model to be sensitive to operating current density
by determining the electrolyser stack cost per unit area. This is
calculated using a reference stack cost of 272 $ kW', operating
conditions at 0.4 A cm > and 1.7 V (the base case) corre-
sponding to an installed cost of $1850 m ™ 2.** Depending on the
operating current density and the electrolyser area, the capital
cost of the electrolyser changes. Fig. 5(a) shows the effect of
LCOH as a function of electrolyser stack lifetime and electro-
lyser operating current density at 41% CPV module efficiency.
The stack lifetime affects the electrolyser OPEX while the

1092 | Sustainable Energy Fuels, 2021, 5, 1085-1094

operating current density affects the electrolyser CAPEX. The
results show that LCOH is sensitive to both operating current
density and stack lifetime when the lifetime is below 3 years.
The impact of stack lifetime on the LCOH is less pronounced
after 4 years, where it is more affected by the change in current
density or in other words the size of the electrolyser. Moreover,
the effect of changing the performance of both the CPV solar
farm and the electrolyser on the LCOH is given in Fig. 5(b). Both
parameters have almost an equal impact on the LCOH, where
the cost drops to 4.64 $ kg~' when the CPV module efficiency
and the operating current density are at 45% and 0.7 A cm ™2,
respectively. Finally, the effect of CPV installed cumulative
capacity and stack current density on the LCOH is shown in
Fig. 5(c). The graph summarizes the importance of both CPV
and electrolyser CAPEX on H, cost. When the cost of CPV
modules keeps decreasing at a LR of ~18%, LCOH can be <2 $
kg ' at an installed CPV cumulative capacity of >180 GW and an
operating current density of 0.7 A cm™ 2. The effect of grid
electricity cost for 24 hours operation on the LCOH is given in
the ESLY

4. Conclusions and outlook

The present experimental work shows that a stable system with
a STH efficiency of 28% can be obtained upon optimising the
configuration of CPV cells (40.7% efficient) and available alka-
line electrolysers (70% efficient). Detailed TEA analysis showed
that despite the high cost of these CPV cells, the LCOH with CPV
solar farms, today, can approach that obtained using c-Si solar
farms. Because commercial c-Si solar cells have neared

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0se01761b

Open Access Article. Published on 06 mis Genver 2021. Downloaded on 22/02/2026 07:48:40.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Paper

saturation, we have carried out a sensitivity analysis of several
factors affecting both CPV and alkaline electrolyser systems.
These included the CPV module efficiency, installed capacity,
electrolyser stack lifetime and operating current density.
Results indicate that when the installed capacity of CPV tech-
nology matches that of silicon and when electrolyser's operating
current density reaches ~0.7 A cm ™2, the levelized cost of H,
from CPV-electrolysis systems can drop below $2 kg™ '. The
present cost of hydrogen from steam methane reformers with
CO, sequestration is between $1.2 and $2.8 kg™ ".¢

Hydrogen can be produced from water with high efficiency
and production rates. The considerable increase in efficiency as
seen in this work puts STH efficiency at par with other practical
engines. Like any technology, the one presented here will see its
cost dropping down with time once in use and like any break-
through technology; it can only be brought to life with strong
incentives. In recent years, the silicon PV industry experienced
a large price drop of more than 80% mostly from subsidized
industries that could sell products with little to no profit. On the
other hand, CPV has suffered from a lack of a dedicated supply
chain, which has forced many companies to develop and
produce most of the components (trackers, modules, etc.)
themselves. We hope that these results and cost analysis will
encourage researchers, governments, and companies to explore
CPV-electrolysis for commercial H, production. The main
incentive, in the short term, may not be wealth but the envi-
ronment; and this would bring with time the needed ingredi-
ents for progress and prosperity.

List of abbreviations

IRR Internal rate of return
OPEX Operating expenditure
CAPEX Capital expenditure

PV Photovoltaic

CPV Concentrated photovoltaic
LCOH Levelized cost of hydrogen
BOS Balance of system

BOP Balance of plant

DI De-ionized water

oO&M Operation and maintenance
PEM Polymer electrolyte membrane
STH Solar to hydrogen efficiency
NPV Net present value

MSP Minimum selling price

FF Fill factor

PMMA Poly(methyl methacrylate)

GC Gas chromatography

DNI Direct normal irradiance

Np Faradaic efficiency

Vor Operating voltage

Iop Operating current

Vmmp Voltage at maximum power point
Ivvp Current at maximum power point

3] Triple junction
NREL National renewable energy laboratory
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