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The Early Sparks (1800s-1950s)

Did you know the solar power story begins with a 19-year-old French physicist? In 1839, Edmond Becquerel

discovered the photovoltaic effect while experimenting with metal electrodes - basically creating electricity

from sunlight by accident. But here's the kicker: it took 115 years before Bell Labs created the first practical

silicon solar cell in 1954. Why the delay? Well, coal was king, and nobody saw the need.

Fast forward to 1958: the Vanguard I satellite became the first spacecraft powered by solar panels. You could

say space exploration gave photovoltaic technology its first real-world application. By 1970, the cost had

dropped to about $100 per watt - still astronomical compared to today's $0.20 per watt.

Cold War Fuel: The Space Race Breakthrough

The 1960s space race secretly turbocharged solar innovation. NASA needed reliable power sources for

satellites, creating an unlikely partnership between rocket scientists and solar researchers. This military-driven

development laid groundwork for terrestrial applications, though few recognized it at the time.

1973 Oil Crisis: The Wake-Up Call

Everything changed when OPEC flexed its muscles. As gasoline prices quadrupled overnight in 1973,

governments finally got serious about alternatives. The U.S. established the Solar Energy Research Institute

(now NREL) in 1977. Japan launched its Sunshine Project, achieving 17% cell efficiency by 1985. Still, solar

remained a niche solution - until Germany rewrote the rules.

Germany's Feed-in Tariff Revolution

In 2000, Germany did something radical. Their Erneuerbare-Energien-Gesetz (Renewable Energy Act)

guaranteed solar producers above-market rates for 20 years. The results? A solar boom that:

Page 1/2



A Brief History of Solar Energy
Power-StarPower-Star

  Drove global panel prices down 80% between 2008-2018

  Created 300,000 German solar jobs at peak

  Inspired similar policies in 100+ countries

But there's a twist - this success exposed solar's Achilles' heel. What happens when the sun doesn't shine?

Enter battery storage systems.

When Sun Meets Battery: The Storage Synergy

Australia's Hornsdale Power Reserve (2017) proved lithium-ion batteries could stabilize grids flooded with

renewables. Today, 90% of new U.S. solar projects include storage. It's not just about saving sunshine for

nighttime anymore - batteries now provide voltage control and grid inertia traditionally from fossil plants.

Solar's Double-Edged Sword in 2024

As solar installations hit 1.6 TW globally (that's 1,600 nuclear plants' worth), new challenges emerge.

California's "duck curve" shows how midday solar floods cause negative electricity prices. Meanwhile,

recycling 78 million tons of aging panels by 2050 looms as the next frontier. The solution? Maybe perovskite

tandem cells hitting 33.7% efficiency this June offer hope.

Q&A: Solar Curiosities

Q: Can solar panels work through clouds?

A: Absolutely! They operate at 10-25% efficiency on cloudy days - that's why Germany leads despite its grey

skies.

Q: What's the weirdest solar application?

A: NASA's Sun-seeking "solar sails" for spacecraft propulsion, first successfully tested in 2010.

Q: How long do panels actually last?

A: Most warranties cover 25 years, but many 1980s installations still produce 80% original capacity.

Web: https://virgosolar.co.za
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