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Solar Energy
Key Points
• China is rolling out policies,
subsidies and R&D programs
aimed at encouraging the
large-scale deployment
of solar technologies
– including a joint project
with an American company
to build the world’s largest
solar electricity plant in the
Mongolian desert.
• China is already the world’s
largest manufacturer of
solar photovoltaic cells, but
most are exported. Now, it is
moving to expand its domestic
market.
• China’s solar push is part
of a larger effort to get at
least 15% of its energy from
renewable sources by 2020.

Background on Solar
Power in China
The prospects for solar power are
getting brighter in China. Already the
largest supplier of solar cells to the
rest of world – and the planet’s biggest
user of solar water heaters—China
is now moving to create a thriving
domestic market for solar power.
These solar initiatives, part of a larger
effort to boost the use of renewable
energy, could accelerate international
efforts to develop more affordable
technologies and curb greenhouse gas
emissions.
Currently, China gets about 7% of its
total energy from renewable sources, a
share the government aims to boost to
at least 15% by 2020. Solar currently
provides less than 1% of China’s
electricity, and overall is expected
to remain a relatively small part of
China’s energy mix.i Nevertheless,
electricity generated from solar is
expected to greatly exceed the original
target of 1.8 GW by 2020, and a 20
GW solar target is being considered.ii

Boosting Domestic
Capacity
Increasing installed solar capacity will
be no easy task, but China is wellpositioned to make the jump. China
is already the world’s largest maker

of solar photovoltaic (PV) panels,
producing about 30% to 45% of global
supplies, although more than 90% of
domestically-manufactured PV cells
are currently exported. Additionally,
two-thirds of the country gets more
than 2,200 hours of sunshine per
year, plenty to make solar technology
attractive.iii
Boosting solar power deployment in
China faces a variety of obstacles,
however. Costs for solar electricity are
still high relative to coal or hydropower.
Large-scale solar technologies are
relatively untested. It can be difficult
for solar electricity projects, which
typically produce power only when
the sun shines, to connect to China’s
outdated transmission grid. In addition,
some of the best areas for generating
solar power are not yet connected
to urban consumers by transmission
lines, and power-pricing rules can
create disincentives for investing in
solar projects.

Policies and Projects to
Deploy Solar Power
To address those problems, the
Chinese government is rolling out
policies and programs designed
to bolster solar manufacturers,
accelerate the development of cheaper
technologies, and encourage their
deployment.


In 2009, the government announced
it would pay solar producers a
subsidy up to 20 Yuan (US $2.93) per
watt for installed photovoltaic power,
a figure equal to about 50-60% of
production costs.iv Under a program
called “Golden Sun,” the government
has also said it will provide from
50% to 70% of the cost of installing
PV generation and transmission
systems for certain projects selected
by provincial governments, especially
in rural areas. Each province is
permitted projects with a total
capacity of 20 megawatts (MW).v
Such incentives have helped prompt
announcements to build a number
of major solar projects. Some are
aimed at increasing the use of solar
panels on rooftops and in “solar
farms.” Others want to tap other
solar technologies, such as solar
thermal, also called “concentrating
solar,” plants that use giant mirrors
to convert water to steam to drive
turbines. In 2009, China announced
plans to build the world’s largest
photovoltaic farm in the Mongolian
Desert near the city of Ordos. The
2-gigawatt project, which will use
technology developed by the U.S.
company First Solar (Arizona), would
start with a 30-megawatt facility to be
built in 2010. Completion is projected
for 2019.vi California start-up eSolar
also inked a deal with Penglai
Electric, the latter licensing eSolar’s
technology to develop 2 GW of solar
thermal plants in Shaanxi province.
ESolar claims the project will save 15
million tons of C02 annually.vii

lighting, cooking and appliances. In
Sichuan province, for instance, a
Canadian company has a contract to
install some 80,000 micro systems.viii
And although solar electricity
technology is not yet widely
deployed, China has had great
success with solar water heaters.
Solar water heaters are installed
in 1 in 10 Chinese households
(with a 2020 target to reach 3 in 10
households), accounting for twothirds of global production and use of
the technology.ix
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The government is also providing
special incentives to install solar
systems at hospitals and schools,
and has launched several efforts
to equip homes in rural areas with
“microsolar” systems for household
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