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University of Southampton 

United Kingdom 

1. Introduction    

One of the major issues in the use of ground based photovoltaic (PV) panels for the large scale 
collection of solar energy is the relatively low energy density. As a result a large area is 
required on the ground to achieve a significant production. This issue is compounded by the 
fact that the power output of the devices is strongly dependent on the latitude and weather 
conditions. At high latitudes the sun is relatively low on the horizon and a large part of the 
solar energy is absorbed by the atmosphere. Countries situated at high latitudes, with climates 
such as the UK, are therefore challenged in their exploitation of solar energy as the average 
number of Peak Solar Hours (PSH - numerically equal to the daily solar irradiation in 
kWh/m2) is relatively low. In Europe, typical annual average PSH values for horizontal 
surfaces range from about 2.5 h in northern England to 4.85 h in southern Spain (Markvart & 
Castañer, 2003). As, roughly speaking, the cost of the energy produced is inversely 
proportional to the average PSH, northern European countries are at a considerable 
economical disadvantage in the exploitation of solar energy with respect to other regions. On 
the other hand, areas with high ground solar irradiations (e.g. African deserts, see Kurokawa, 
2004) are remote from most users and the losses over thousands of miles of cables and  the 
political issues entailed in such a large project, severely reduce the economic advantages. 
A different approach to address most of the shortcomings of ground based solar energy 
production was proposed by Glaser et al., 1974 and his idea has captured the imagination of 
scientists up to this day. The basic concept was to collect solar energy using a large satellite 
orbiting the Earth. This satellite would be capable of capturing the full strength of the solar 
radiation continuously and transmit it to the ground using microwave radiation. The 
receiving station would then convert the microwave radiation into electric energy for 
widespread use. 
The original concept was revisited in the late 90’s (Mankins, 1997) in view of the 

considerable technological advances made since the 70’s and research work on this concept 

is still ongoing. However a mixture of technical issues (such as the losses in the energy 

conversions and transmission), safety concerns (regarding the microwave beam linking the 

satellite with the ground station) and cost have denied the practical implementation of this 

concept. The latter is a substantial hurdle as the development of Satellite Solar Power (SSP) 

cannot be carried out incrementally, in order to recover part of the initial cost during the 

development and use it to fund the following steps, but it requires substantial funding 

upfront (tens of billions of dollars according to Mankins, 1997) before there is any 

economical return. 
Source: Solar Energy, Book edited by: Radu D. Rugescu,  

 ISBN 978-953-307-052-0, pp. 432, February 2010, INTECH, Croatia, downloaded from SCIYO.COM
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As a compromise between Glaser’s (SSP) and ground based PV devices it is possible to 
collect the solar energy using a high altitude aerostatic platform (Aglietti et al., 2008a, b). 
This approach allows most of the weather related issues, except for very extreme weather 
conditions, to be overcome as the platform will be above the cloud layer. As the platform is 
also above the densest part of the troposphere, the direct beam component from the sun will 
travel through considerably less air mass than if it was on the ground (in particular for early 
morning and evening) and this will further improve the energy output. Therefore this 
method enables considerably more solar power to be collected when compared to an 
equivalent ground based system. In addition, the mooring line of the platform can be used 
to transmit the electric energy to the ground in relative safety and with low electrical losses. 
Although this approach would capture between 1/3 and 1/2 of the energy that could be 
harvested using a SSP, the cost of the infrastructure is orders of magnitude lower, and this 
approach allows an incremental development with a cost to first power that is a few orders 
of magnitudes smaller than that necessary for SSP.  
Most researchers up till now have proposed harvesting energy at high altitude by exploiting 
the strong winds existing in the high atmosphere such as the jet streams (Roberts et al., 
2007). This would be achieved using Flying Electrical Generators, that are essentially wind 
turbines collecting wind power at altitudes from few hundred meters (www.magenn.com) 
to over 10 km. 
The extraction of this energy using the type of machines proposed by Roberts et al. 2007, 
although feasible and most probably economically viable, is relatively complex in 
mechanical terms. One of the issues is that in low wind the machine (that is heavier than air) 
needs to reverse its energy flow and take energy from the ground to produce enough lift to 
support itself and the tether. Alternative designs like the MAGENN (www.magenn.com) 
overcome this problem using a lighter-than-air approach so that the buoyancy keeps it in 
flight all the time. However the mechanical complications are still considerable. 
The exploitation of solar energy at high altitude may therefore be simpler in 
engineering/mechanical terms, and provide a very predictable/reliable source.  One of the 
crucial steps to demonstrate the viability of the concept is a reliable calculation of the solar 
energy available as a function of the altitude. After a brief introduction on aerostatic 
platforms, the energy available at different altitudes is investigated. The concept of the 
Aerostat for Solar Power Generation (ASPG) is then described together with the equations 
that link its main engineering parameters/variables, and a preliminary sizing of an ASPG, 
based on realistic values of the input engineering parameters is presented.  

2. Aerostatic platforms 

Lighter-than-air craft (aerostats) have been progressively neglected by the main stream 
research in Aerospace Engineering during the second half of the past century after having 
made remarkable technological progress that culminated in the 1930’s with the construction 
of over 200m long airships (Dick & Robinson, 1992, Robinson, 1973). There have been some 
developments of historical interest (Kirschner, 1986) but little of significance. 
However, in the last few years, aerostats have attracted a renewed interest. Their typical 
market niches (scientific ballooning, surveillance/reconnaissance (Colozza & Dolce, 2005)) 
are expanding and more researchers have proposed several different applications, ranging 
from high altitude aerostats as astronomical platforms (Bely & Ashford, 1995) to 
infrastructures for communication systems (Badesha, 2002).  
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Amongst the most recent achievements in scientific ballooning are the Ultra-High Altitude 
Balloon (UHAB) developed for NASA (launched in 2002 with a volume of nearly 1.7 million 
cubic metres and reached an altitude of 49 km) and the ultra-thin film high altitude balloon 
constructed by the Institute of Space and Astronautical Science (ISAS) of Japan, which 
successfully carried a 10 kg payload to a world-record altitude of 53 km.   
Tethered aerostats are limited to lower altitudes due to the weight of the tether, which 
increase linearly with height. Commercial aerostats fly up to 8km but various studies have 
been conducted to prove that considerably greater altitudes can be reached. For example the 
Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory (JHU/APL) has conducted a 
successful feasibility study (although not experimentally demonstrated) on a high altitude 
(20 km) tethered balloon-based space-to-ground optical communication system (Badesha, 
2002). The US Airforce has made extensive use of aerostats as a surveillance system, and 
there are aerostats available on the market like the Puma Tethered Aerostat 
(www.rosaerosystems.pbo.ru) or the TCOM's 71M (www.tcomlp.com) that can fly up to 
approximately 5 km tethered with payloads of 2250 kg and 1600 kg respectively. These 
aerostats have a mooring cable (i.e. their tether) that supplies the aerostat onboard systems 
and the payload with electric power, and they are designed to be able to withstand lightning 
strikes and strong winds.  
Concerning the size, today’s airships are considerably smaller than those constructed in the 
1930’s and that is mainly due to the economics of their typical functions. However, from a 
technical point of view, the state of the art in the relevant technologies would allow the 
construction of aerostats much larger than those currently in operation.  
The possibility of using solar power as source of energy for the airship propulsion and/or to 
supply energy to on board systems has been investigated by Khoury and Gillett, 2004. The 
“sunship” that he proposed was a very simple and conventional envelop design, filled with 
helium, with thin film solar arrays covering appropriate areas of the external surface. The 
electrical power produced by the cells was then used for the propulsion and on board 
electrical system, with part of the energy stored in suitable units with high storage energy to 
weigh ratio. Notwithstanding the quality of the case made by the author, the “sunship” was 
never built.  
However changes in the economy, driven by politics and/or technical factors (limitation of 
resources or scientific advances) transform the markets and the viability of certain 
technologies may change as a result. A typical case is that of wind turbines, whose 
technology has been available for decades, but only in the last few years have become a 
viable method to produce large quantities of electric energy.    

3. High altitude solar radiation  

The first step in the development of the ASPG concept is to evaluate how much solar energy 
is available as a function of altitude. This allows a direct assessment of the potential of the 
ASPG when compared to an equivalent ground based system.  
This section presents a set of calculations to enable this comparison and considers the 
possible influence of cloud layers at different heights above the ground (up to 12 km). The 
results obtained are based on existing models for ideal clear sky conditions and are 
integrated with experimental data acquired by scientific instrumentation at a specific site in 
the south of the United Kingdom. Although this makes the analysis very location specific, 
the general conclusions about the potential of high altitude solar collectors can be extended 
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to other countries at similar latitudes and with similar climatic conditions. Moreover it must 
be noted that the assumptions made in the calculation process are quite conservative in 
order to avoid a possible overestimate of the potential of the ASPG concept.  
The attenuation that a solar beam experiences as it travels through the atmosphere is called 
extinction and it is mainly due to two different kinds of processes, absorption and scattering, 
the former being the conversion of photon energy into thermal energy and the latter 
involving the deflection of the photons after the interaction with atmospheric molecules or 
larger particles suspended in the air. These two processes cause the radiation falling on a 
surface to be divided into two components: direct (or beam) and diffuse. The contribution of 
the diffuse radiation becomes proportionally more important when the collector is located at 
lower altitudes, in particular under cloudy sky conditions.  
Since several models that describe the characteristics of the clear atmosphere at various 
altitudes have been developed in the past, existing publications can be considered when 
dealing with these conditions. Some of these models have also been embedded in specific 
software (such as SMARTS (Donovan & Van Lammeren, 2001) hosted by the National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory), which are widely used now as design tools in the PV 
industry. For the present purposes the sky is considered clear above an altitude of 12 km, 
since it is rare to find clouds at higher layers of the atmosphere and the impact on the final 
results is assumed to be minimal. Therefore, the clear sky radiation falling on a sun tracking 
surface at 12 km can be directly determined with the use of SMARTS (Gueymard, 1995) 
using the site location and time of year as inputs. For the initial calculations only the beam 
contribution of the solar radiation is included in the analysis. 
The influence of clouds is incorporated into the calculation process using the extinction 
parameter, determined from experimental data. The data used was acquired by radar/lidar 
systems (www.cloud-net.org) at a station located at Chilbolton Observatory (51.1445 N, 
1.4370 W) in the South of the UK. These experimental measurements have been elaborated 
(see Redi 2009) to provide the extinction parameter profile in actual sky conditions, which 
relates the attenuation of the solar radiation to its path through the atmosphere, considering 
the possible presence of cloud layers. The observations were performed almost everyday of 
the year (from April 2003 to September 2004), 24 hours a day, in the height range between 0 
and 12 km. Averaging the data for the different layers of the atmosphere and in different 
months of the year, it is possible to obtain the extinction parameter profile at various 
altitudes above the ground. As an example the values obtained for the month of March is 
presented in Fig. 1. 
Having determined the extinction parameter the Lambert-Beers’ attenuation law (Liou, 
2002) can be used to calculate the loss of intensity of a solar beam as it travels through the 
atmosphere. By dividing the atmospheric path along the vertical in segment of length 

ihΔ  

and defining the extinction parameter for each segment 
iα  (m-1), the variation of intensity I 

(the irradiance in W/m2) can be expressed as: 

( ) ( ) ( )⎟⎟
⎠

⎞
⎜⎜
⎝

⎛
Δ⋅⋅−= ∑ iiZRELkmZ hAMII αϑϑ exp12

 
(1) 

where I12km is defined as the solar irradiance at 12 km estimated with SMARTS and 

( )REL ZAM ϑ  is the relative air mass, which describes the path length relative to that at the 

Zenith and it is therefore a function of the solar Zenith angle 
Zϑ . 
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Fig. 1. Daily Mean Extinction (log) for the month of March - Chilbolton Observatory (51.1445 
N, 1.4370 W) 

Models like MODTRAN (Berk et al., 1989) or LibRadtran (Mayer & Kylling, 2005) that are 

able to integrate information about the cloud structure with the clear sky data, could be 

considered as a more accurate alternative to the one proposed here. However these models 

are quite sophisticated and they are generally more oriented towards atmospheric physics 

studies rather than engineering ones.  

Starting from the irradiance values obtained with SMARTS at 12 km, Eq. 1 is applied to the 

extinction parameter values in actual sky for different months, in order to get an estimate of 

the irradiance below an altitude of 12 km in atmospheric conditions including possible 

clouds. The results obtained for the month of March at 12 km, 6 km and on the ground are 

presented in Fig. 2. 

As a final step, it is necessary to integrate the irradiance values during the day (from sunrise 

to sunset) to calculate the total beam energy (beam irradiation EB) falling on the high 

altitude solar collector: 

( ) ( )dthIhE

SS

SR

BB ∫=
 

(2) 

where SS and SR are the time of Sunset and Sunrise. 
The total beam energy can now be used to evaluate the potential of the ASPG system when 

compared to an equivalent ground based PV array. 

Considering an altitude of 6 km, and integrating graphs like the ones shown in Fig. 3 gives 

value of about 3600 kWh/m2 for the energy reaching the sun tracking platform in one year. It 

must be noticed that due to various conservative assumptions in the calculations this shoud 

be a rather conservative estimate. A general overview of the beam energy that can be 

collected by a platform located at an altitude up to 12 km is provided in Table 1. 
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Fig. 2. Irradiance at 12 km (solid line),and at 6 km (dashed line) and on the ground (dotted 
line) including possible clouds, solar constant (dash-dotted line) - Chilbolton Observatory 
(51.1445 N, 1.4370 W) 
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Fig. 3. Comparison between irradiance at 6km for different monthly means - Chilbolton 
Observatory (51.1445 N, 1.4370 W) 

Altitude [km] 
Total Year Beam Irradiation 
(including possible clouds/) 

[kWh/m^2] 

Total Year Beam 
Irradiation (clear sky) 

[kWh/m^2] 

6 3600 4530 

9 4710 4800 

12 5310 5310 

Table 1. Year Beam Irradiation at different altitudes - Chilbolton Observatory (51.1445 N, 
1.4370 W) 
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The study has been focused so far on the evaluation of the beam (direct) component of the 
solar radiation that can reach the surface. However, the contribution of the diffuse part of 
the radiation can be not negligible. Having considered this, the contribution of the diffuse 
radiation is estimated at different altitudes, with the use of SMARTS in ideal clear sky 
conditions. This assumption is expected to be extremely conservative since clouds can 
increase significantly the amount of this component which can become therefore higher 
particularly if actual sky conditions are considered. 
The ratio between diffuse and global irradiation is estimated to range from about 5% (12 
km) to 6% (6 km). This contribution is then summed to the values presented in Table 1, 
leading to the determination of the total radiation reaching a sun pointing surface located at 
an altitude up to 12 km which is presented in Table 2. Here, the comparison between the 
results obtained and the typical irradiation value expected for a PV array based on the 
ground (facing south and tilted at a fixed angle close to the latitude of its location) is given. 
The value of the energy collected by the solar power satellite (Glaser et al., 1974) is also 
included as a limit solution.  
In addition to the contribution of the diffuse component of the solar radiation, some 
considerations about the albedo flux should be made. Considering that the albedo radiation 
factor can reach a value of 10 % for a satellite in Low Earth Orbit (Jackson, 1996), this 
component can significantly contribute to the total radiation estimate. In our specific case it 
is difficult during this preliminary analysis to give an estimate of this component with a 
sufficient degree of confidence. It must be noticed though, as a caveat, that the values 
presented in Table 2 are conservative and they are expected to increase when the albedo is 
included, especially in presence of cloud layers below the platform when the sun is at high 
zenith angles.  
 

Altitude [km] 

Year Global Irradiation 
including clouds 

(conservative estimate) 
[kWh/m2] 

Year Global Irradiation 
(clear sky) 
[kWh/m2] 

Ground Based (Chilbolton) 1150  

6 3830 4819 

9 4985 5080 

12 5590 5590 

Solar Power Satellite 12000  

Table 2. Comparison between the year global irradiation (including diffuse) values at 
different altitudes for Chilbolton Observatory (51.1445 N, 1.4370 W) 

The results obtained can give a preliminary idea of the gain that a high altitude solar 
generator could bring in terms of energy collected, if compared to the same generator 
located on the ground. 
Due to the very conservative assumptions the values in the first column can be considered 
as “minimum” values, and the one in the last column as maximum, although the inclusion 
of the albedo should give results even higher.  
Moreover a collector placed at an altitude of 12km could collect around 45% of what could 
be collected by the same PV system in a geostationary position (i.e. Solar Power Satellite). 
The study presented is preliminary and it involves several assumptions that have been 
made to simplify the analysis and provide useful results to support the following phases of 
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the project. In particular the extinction parameter data used are acquired in a defined and 
limited time period and they are relative to a precise location in the south of the UK, which 
is relatively well placed to collect solar energy on the ground. For this reason and the other 
discussed previously, the figures presented are conservative and the advantage with respect 
to ground installations is expected to increase as installations at northern latitude are 
considered and the values concerning the estimate of the diffuse and albedo contributions 
are revised. 

4. High altitude winds  

The knowledge of the mean wind speed at a certain altitude (and its statistical properties) is 
essential to calculate the aerodynamic forces acting on the aerostat and in particular to 
determine the forces along the mooring cable.  
The wind speed data described in this section were provided by the Natural Environment 
Research Council (NERC), from the Mesosphere-Stratosphere-Troposphere (MST) Radar 
station located at Capel Dewi (52.42°N, 4.01°W), near Aberystwyth in west Wales (UK). This 
facility can provide vertical and horizontal wind speed data, covering an altitude range 
from 2 to 20 km, with 300 m resolution. However for this study only the data up to 10km 
were processed. The particular set of data described here covers the period January-
December 2007 and measurements were acquired every day continuously. The radar is 
located near the coast, where the wind speed is expected to be slightly higher than inland 
and therefore the estimate should be conservative. 
 

 

Fig. 4.  Wind speed variation with altitude, year mean and 3 sigma values shown 

Fig. 4 shows the mean wind speed and the 3 sigma value, and it is possible to notice that at 
6km altitude these values are 20m/s and 55m/s respectively.  
Another factor to be considered is that, in the time domain the wind speed is quite variable 
with relatively rapid transients (i.e. gusts). As discussed in Aglietti, 2009 the tethered 
aerostat is a non-linear system, with considerable damping, and therefore rapid transients of 
the input in reality produce a response that is significantly lower than what is calculated 
simply using the maximum wind speed in a static analysis. 
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5. Concept design  

5.1 Tethered aerostat 

For an aerostat to support PV devices, this has to be able to produce enough lift via its 
buoyancy to overcome its weight, the weight of the solar cells plus any control system and 
that of the tether, still leaving enough margin to produce an appropriate tension in the 
tether to avoid excessive sag. 
Neglecting any aerodynamic lift which could be generated by the shape of the Aerostat, the 
lifting force due to the aerostat buoyancy is: 

gVolB gasair )( ρρ −=
 (3) 

where Vol is the volume of the aerostat and ρair and ρgas the densities of air and gas (helium 
or hydrogen can be used) filling the aerostat envelop at the specific conditions of operations 
(e.g. pressure, altitude), and g is the gravity acceleration (9.81m/s2). Here it is assumed that 
there is a negligible pressure differential between inside and outside the aerostat envelope, 
and for simplicity is also taken that the whole volume of the envelope is occupied by the gas 
(i.e. ballonets for altitude control completely empty). 
 

 

Fig. 5. Schematic configuration of an Aerostat for Electrical Power Generation, as a 
gimballed tethered balloon - the grey area represents PV cells cladding. 

Typically aerostats have streamlined bodies to reduce the aerodynamic drag, however when 
such shaped aerostats are moored they then tend to rotate to the oncoming flow direction 
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like a weathervane. Here the aerostat is required to maintain its orientation towards the Sun, 
therefore a spherical shape pointed through a system of gimbals seems more appropriate 
(see Fig. 5). A spherical aerostat generates more aerodynamic drag and clearly would 
require a more substantial structure and tether, but these issues can be tackled by its 
structural design (Miller & Nahon, 2007). A tethered sphere also suffers substantial vortex 
induced vibrations (Williamson & Govardhan, 1997). However a previous study (Aglietti, 
2009) has shown that due to the non-linearity of the structural problem (mainly the sag of 
the tether) and the very slow frequency response characterized by a high value of damping, 
the force oscillations in the tether line (produced by relatively rapid force transients, e.g. 
gusts) are relatively small. The resultant rotations of the aerostat are only a few degrees 
which in turn produces a drop in the energy production of less than 1%. 
Given its spherical shape, from the volume it is possible to calculate the surface area, and 

from this, taking an appropriate material area density, it is possible to estimate the weight of 

the envelope. The area density of the material for the skin can then be increased by 33% as 

suggested in (Khoury & Gillett, 2004), to account for the weight of various reinforcements, 

support for the payload etc. 

With a similar approach the weight of the PV cells can be estimated by the surface covered, 

and assuming that a fraction γ of the whole aerostat envelope is covered by the cells, 
knowing the area density of the cells (also here including wiring etc), it is possible to 
estimate the weight of the cells. Therefore the weight of aerostat and PV devices can be 
written as: 

2R4 )33.1( πγδδ gW cellsaeroAero +=  (4) 

where δaero and δcells are the area density of the envelope material and PV cells respectively, γ 
is the fraction of the envelope surface that is covered by the PV cells, g is gravity acceleration 
and R is the radius of the balloon. 
To assess the weight of the tether it is necessary to estimate the weight of the electrical 

conductors (taken as aluminum for this high conductivity over mass ratio) plus that of the 

strengthening fibers (e.g. some type of Kevlar). The size of the required conductor can be 

estimated from the electrical current (that is the ratio between the power generated by the 

PV devices on the aerostat and the transmission voltage) and setting the electrical losses 

permitted in the cable to a specific value. Therefore the cross section of the conductor will be 

2V

PS
rA

gen

trans

Alcond η
=

 
(5) 

where rAl is the resistivity of the aluminum, S is the overall length of the conductor, ηtrans is 
the ratio between the power lost in the cable and that generated by the PV devices (that is 
Pgen), and V is the voltage. 
The power generated by the PV system can be estimated from the area covered by the cells 

(that is a fraction γ of the whole aerostat surface), their efficiency (ηcells), an efficiency 

parameter (ηarea) that considers that the cells are on a curved surface and therefore the angle 

of incidence of the sun beam varies according to the position of the cells and finally the solar 

flux Φ at the aerostat operational altitude that is the irradiance discussed in the previous 

sections: 
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Φ= areacellsgenP ηγηπ 2R4 
 (6) 

Finally the weight of the conductor will be its cross sectional area multiplied by length and 

by its specific weight (density times g), so substituting equation (6) in (5) the weight of the 

conductor can be written as: 

2

22 R4

V

S
grW areacells

trans

AlAlcond

Φ
=

ηγηπ
η

δ
 

(7) 

The weight of the reinforcing fibres can be calculated from the strength necessary to keep 

the aerostat safely moored.    

The maximum tensile force on the tether can be calculated as: 

22)( DWBT Aero +−=
 

(8) 

where D is the aerostat drag force, equal to: 

22

2

1
RCvD dair πρ=

 
(9) 

In the above expression v is the maximum wind velocity and Cd is the drag coefficient. From 

the maximum expected tension in the tether, knowing the fibres strength (σu) it is possible to 

calculate the required cross section and from that the weight of the reinforcing fibres. 

u

Tfibfib

T
SW

σ
δ=

 
(10)

where δfib is the density of the fibers and ST the length of the tether. 
So that the overall weight of the tether will be: 

u

Tfib

gentrans

cellsareacells
condcondTether

T
S

V

A
SgrW

σ
δ

η
ηηδ +

Φ
=

2

2

 
(11)

Aerodynamic forces will also act on the tether line, and they will produce further sagging 

(see Aglietti, 2009). However this effect does not modify significantly the maximum tension 

in the tether that will still be at the attachment between the balloon and the tether (equation 

8). 

5.2 Engineering parameters 

In the previous sections, the equations that govern the preliminary sizing of the aerostatic 

platform have been derived and these equations can be combined, for example, to design a 

facility with a specified power output. Overall, as the lift and the weight are proportional to 

the aerostat volume and surface respectively, it will always be possible to design an aerostat 

large enough to “fly”. Here the volume as been set at 179,000 m3 (that is a 35 m radius 

sphere) which gives a suitable ratio between lift and drag (using helium as a gas filler would 

give a buoyancy of 1 MN).  
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In order to reduce the interference with the aviation industry and international air traffic the 
maximum altitude will be set to 6 km.  
The values of the specific engineering parameters which appear in the equations (like for 
example the area density of the skin) have a crucial role in defining the size of the aerostat. 
In this section realistic and sometimes conservative values for these parameters will be 
discussed and utilized in the equations to size a viable platform. 
Starting with the solar cells, there are various types available on the market. These range  
from light weight amorphous silicon triple junction cells (with an efficiency of up to 7%) that 
could be directly integrated on the skin (see for example Amrani et al., 2007), with a mass 
penalty that could be as low as 25 g/m2, to heavier but more efficient cells (e.g. Triple-
Junction with Monolithic Diode High Efficiency Cells (www.emcore.com) efficiency 28%), 
which require some rigid backing and could be used with a mass penalty that can be in the 
region of 850 g/m2. These types of cells could be mounted on light weight carbon fibre 
reinforced plastic tiles that would be used to clad part of the aerostat envelope. Although 
amorphous silicon cells seem more appropriate, judging by the efficiency over area density 
ratio, there are issues concerning the ease of installations, repairs, amount of surface 
available and finally costs that have to be considered. In this study, an efficiency of 15% and 

an overall area density of the PV cells δcells (including connectors etc.) of 1 kg/m2 will be 
considered.  
Taking a maximum peak solar irradiation of 1.2 kW/m2, from the equations in the previous 
section it is possible to calculate WAero (18.9x103 kg) and the peak power generated (~0.5 
MW). However to size the conductor in the tether it is necessary to set a transmission 
voltage V, and this should be high enough in order to reduce the losses in the cable.  One 
option is to connect the solar arrays to obtain a voltage in the region of 500V DC and use a 
converter to bring it up to a few kV. However the converter will introduce some electrical 
losses and its weight might be an issue as it has to be supported by the aerostat (although 
the weight of the converter might be compensated by a lighter cable). The other option is to 
“simply” connect identical groups of solar arrays in series, to maintain the same current and 
obtain a DC voltage in the region of 1.5-3kV. The solar panels would be provided with 
bypass and blocking diodes and other circuitry that might be necessary to protect the 
elements of the system.  Setting the transmission voltage at 3kV and allowing for 5% 

electrical losses in the cable (i.e. ηtrans = 0.05) enables the cross section of the aluminium 
conductor and its weight to be calculated as 388 mm2 and 13.0x103 kg respectively. 
Using the results in the previous section and taking a maximum wind speed of 55 m/s (3 
sigma value) and using equation 9 it is possible to calculate the weight of the fibres as 
2.7x103 kg, so that the overall weight of the tether will be 15.7x103 kg. It should be stressed 
that the 55 m/s value is quite conservative, in fact this corresponds to the peak wind speed 
during a gust and due to the highly non linear behaviour of the tether system (see Aglietti, 
2009) the force in the tether will be considerably smaller. On the other hand this level of 
conservatism is more than justified by the catastrophic effect that the tether rupture would 
have. 

6. Conclusion 

This chapter has investigated the possibility of using a high altitude aerostatic platform to 
support PV modules to increase substantially their output by virtue of the significantly 
enhanced solar radiation at the operating altitude of the aerostat. 
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Although the figures presented for the analysis of the radiation have been obtained for a 
specific set of data relative to a well defined location in the UK (and the calculations 
presented involve some approximations, justified by the preliminary character of the 
analysis). The results obtained illustrate the advantages, in terms of irradiation, of collecting 
solar energy between 6km and 12 km altitude, rather than on the ground. The general 
conclusions can be extended, with a certain degree of approximation, to other countries at 
the same latitude and with similar climates.  
Based on realistic values for the relevant engineering parameters that describe the technical 
properties of the materials and subsystems, a static analysis of the aerostat in its deployed 
configuration has been carried out. The results of the computations, although of a 
preliminary nature, demonstrate that the concept is technically feasible.  
As the AEPG requires minimum ground support and could be relatively easily deployed, 
there are several applications where these facilities could be advantageous respect to other 
renewables. 
It is acknowledged that the concept mathematical model and its concept design are of a 
preliminary nature. However they do indicate that there is the potential for a new facility to 
enter the renewable energy market, and further work should be carried out to investigate 
this possibility more in depth. 
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