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INTERVIEW WITH PHÖNIX SONNENSTROM AG CEO, DR. ANDREAS HÄNEL

In 2003, Phönix SonnenStrom made the controversial decision to commit to thin films for a percentage of its future installations. With silicon's share of total shipments at approximately 95%, and with total thin film capacity at 78.9-MWp (8% of all available run-rate capacity), at the time it was a bold move. Times change, and the company's decision to include a higher percentage of thin films in its product mix now seems prescient. Silicon feedstock is now in short supply and will remain so for the near (or long) term, while on the spot market prices per kilogram are nearing $100.00. The raw material shortage is slowing overall industry growth, along with stalling growth for individual manufacturers and their customers, (system integrators, module assemblers, installers, etc.). Dr. Andreas Hänel, CEO of Phönix, agreed to talk to Solar

Outlook about the company's commitment to thin films.

SO: Dr. Hänel, demand for photovoltaic products is very strong this year. Phönix SonnenStrom has made a commitment to thin film technologies. What led the company to broaden its product suite to include thin films?

Dr. Hänel: We didn't take this strategic direction solely on the scarcity and expense of silicon feedstock. We started pursuing this course in 2002 after we were approached by Mitsubishi Heavy Industries and another partner in Europe. It did take a while to convince our sales team of this strategic direction, but now this move

is highly accepted.

SO: What percentage of your business were thin films in 2005? Also, in terms of performance and reliability, what is your opinion of CdTe and a-Si?

Dr. Hänel: Approximately 20% of our business is thin film. As you know, we recently signed a contract of significant volume with First Solar. The First Solar thin film (CdTe) product has very good potential. Thin film has an opportunity to take a leading role in the PV industry's future. We are interested in broadening our supplier base, but will be careful to choose the right strategic partners. We strongly believe that it is not

only the technology that a company develops - the character of the company itself in terms of professionalism and reliability is very important to us. There are also long term cost issues. There is a stronger future potential for lower system costs with thin films

than with silicon based technologies. Performance is also quite important. We get higher performance with a-Si product from Mitsubishi Heavy than with crystalline technologies - 3% to 4% higher. However, efficiency is somewhat secondary. As we are system experts, we are interested in system level cost - kilowatt hours at the lowest cost. We have found that thin film installations in Germany are more cost effective than comparable crystalline installations (in Germany), given the solar irradiation.

SO: Should the current supply constraints and prices for crystalline products ease, will you use less thin film product?

Dr. Hänel: There is good potential for cost reduction with thin film technologies, so we see our use increasing even if crystalline technologies become more readily available. 

SO: Referring to the large field installations, do you find that your investors consider thin film technologies a more risky investment than crystalline silicon product, in terms of initial installation, and operations and maintenance costs.

Dr. Hänel: With the German Feed-In tariff decreasing at a more rapid rate for large fields (the reduction is now 6.5% annually, with the feed in for large fields at 40.59 Euro cents/kWh for large fields in 2006), in 2006 new large-scale systems will be installed in Germany using only thin film modules. In the past we have noted some reluctance on the part of investors towards thin film technologies. However in the past few years we

were able to prove that the thin film products we use are reliable and exhibit excellent performance. We find that now most investors are willing to commit to large scale installations using thin film technologies.

SO: Is there an increased cost to installing systems using thin film technology?

Dr. Hänel: Yes, lower efficiency of thin film products, smaller module sizes along with higher DC cabling costs and higher inverter costs lead to higher installation costs for thin film technologies. However, lower costs/Wp along with better performance of thin film systems easily compensate for the higher installation costs. At the European Photovoltaic Conference in Barcelona during June 2005, our chief technology officer Manfred Bächler presented a paper that he co-authored with Christian Bindel (also with Phönix SonnenStrom). This paper described the module parameters, and changes in BOS components that would lead to lower costs in systems using thin film technologies. In terms of module parameters, module efficiency, module power, the ratio of module length to module width, the ratio between MPP power and MPP voltage, the maximum

number of modules that can be installed in series per string and whether or not the module is framed or unframed are important considerations. Concerning the inverter, and regarding larger installations, currently, the large scale inverters operate at a voltage range above thin film module capability. With regards to mounting hardware, thin film modules (both framed and unframed) require more posts, more rails, with the frameless

modules requiring more clips. Operation and maintenance costs also increase with thin film systems, referring to the system footprint. My colleagues established that higher system voltages can have a higher impact on lowering system costs than do efficiency increases. From the investor's point of view, the higher installation costs, along with higher operation and maintenance costs are compensated by lower module costs, and the better system performance of thin film modules.

SO:Will Phönix increase it use of thin film technology in the future?

Dr. Hänel: We have only received positive feedback on the thin film systems we have installed, so, yes.

SO: At this point thin films are from 5% to 7% of total PV sales, with the current silicon feedstock shortage, do thin films have an opportunity to alter perceptions and gain share long term? Do you think that CdTe and a-Si are ready to take a stronger share, or is this premature?

Dr. Hänel: The perception of thin film technologies on the part of the investor has changed, and acceptance for systems using these technologies is higher. Once the banks are convinced that the technology is stable the door is open to a stronger commitment for thin film installations. Thin films have a good opportunity now,

and with commitment from the investment community, a chance to gain significant market share mid-term.

SO. Would you consider a CIS installation?

Dr. Hänel: In principle yes, you need to have the right product at the right price. At this time I don't see a company producing quantities at prices that would interest us. We might consider it in a few years.

SO: I understand that Mitsubishi Heavy Industries is considering a hybrid a-Si/Microcrystalline product, is this interesting to Phönix?

Dr. Hänel: A higher efficiency product of this sort would indeed be interesting to us.

SO: Do you think that hybrid technologies have more of a chance to take share in the global market than a-Si, CIS and CdTe?

Dr. Hänel: We believe that currently, First Solar's products and other manufacturer's hybrid technologies have the highest potential. But, the photovoltaic industry has gained a lot of momentum, which should lead to more investment in research and development, so we may see new concepts in the near future with high potential.
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