Australia’s Central Victorian Sun Powers New Concentrated Solar Power Station
by Larissa Romensky and Jonathan Ridnell
March 31, 2015 - A pilot facility, claiming to be the world's lowest-cost energy plant, has opened in Newbridge in Central Victoria, converting sunlight into electricity.  In a paddock off a dirt road stands a massive 25-meter tower directed at a field of silver rotating panels that shimmer in the sunlight.
This is the world's first concentrated solar photovoltaic (CSPV) power station just launched by research and development company, RayGen Resources.
"The end result is very low cost solar electricity, and we think it's going to really revolutionize solar energy," said Robert Cart, CEO and co-founder of the company.
The tower acts as a receiver, which collects sunlight from the mirrors that are computer controlled to move as they track the sun.  "The collector field focuses the light on the receiver.  The receiver directly converts that light to electricity," said co-founder and technical director of RayGen, John Lasich.
The very small receiver is the unique part of this technology.  "This is the only commercial version of this technology in the world," said Mr Lasich.  "It combines heliostats and denser photovoltaic cells, which, when combined, give very low cost and high efficiency."
At this stage, the $3.6 million project is a pilot testing facility.  But the company is happy with the results.  "It looks and feels pretty much like the real thing does," said Mr Lasich.
High Efficiency Meets Low Cost
The small plant generates enough power to run about 75 to 100 homes.  The company says the technology is cheaper and more efficient than placing solar panels on roofs.  "They're big and they require a lot of material," said Mr Cart.  "What we're doing requires half as much materials and produces a lot more power.  So at a large scale we can achieve less than half the cost of those panels."
The power generated by the CSPV power station is used to provide electricity for a local mushroom composting business.  The company had been looking at renewable energy options for the last 8 years, so the relationship suited them both.  "We need power; they need a site to run their pilot plant to develop their product, " said co-owner of the mushroom composting business, Mick Surridge.
Currently, the business spends $25,000-$30,000 on average, per month, on electricity bills for heat generating and for cooling to produce their compost, especially in summer.  The cost of producing energy from this CSPV technology is much cheaper.  "In a good sunny area, it would be somewhere between 5 and 10¢ per kiloWatt[hour],” said Mr Lasich.
International Market
RayGen was co-founded in Melbourne in 2010, by Robert Cart and John Lasich.  Mr Lasich also founded the company Solar Systems, which operates developmental activities from nearby Bridgwater.
The proximity to Melbourne makes Central Victoria a convenient location for a number of reasons.  It allows the company bring investors onsite.  Then there's the sun factor.  "It's easy to access anything in Victoria and it's good sun," said Mr Cart.
The company recently signed a Memorandum of Understanding with their Chinese commercial partners.  Juye Solar has invested $6 million, which will allow RayGen to expand its manufacturing.  They are currently in the process of building a larger facility at the same location.  A further $15 million will be invested by Juye Solar, to develop the business in China to meet the large demand.
"Australia, relatively speaking, is significantly smaller [market] than places like India, China, and the US and in Europe, where solar energy is just growing leaps and bounds every year." said Mr Cart.  "It an enormous growth market and opportunity, and it's a shame we in Australia are not taking advantage of that."
In addition to foreign investment, RayGen received $1.75 million from the Federal Government and a $1 million grant from the Victorian State Government for initial field-testing.
"The market for Australia for us is very limited; in order to deliver projects in Australia, we have to have government grants to support those projects, because the market itself is really not designed to support large scale solar," said Mr Cart.  "It's one of the worst in the developed world."
They would eventually like to supply large retailers and utilities with power.  "To be able to simply plug into the wall to get clean solar energy," said Mr Cart.  The ultimate aim for RayGen is to have distribution around the world.  "We build the high tech components and software, and sell that to the companies, and they build the balance of system and put the whole plant together," said Mr Lasich.
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