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In the Northern Hemisphere, south is the conventional azimuth
direction of fixed-tilt monofacial solar panels, because this
orientation may maximize the received light energy. How
does the morning-afternoon cloudiness asymmetry affect the
energy-maximizing azimuth direction of such solar panels?
Prompted by this question, we calculated the total light
energy received by a fixed-tilt monofacial solar panel in a
whole year, using the celestial motion of the Sun and the
direct and diffuse radiation measured hourly throughout the
year in three North American (Boone County, Tennessee,
Georgia) and European (Italy, Hungary, Sweden) regions.
Here we show that, depending on the tilt angle and the local
cloudiness conditions, the energy-maximizing ideal azimuth
of a solar panel more or less turns eastward from south, if
afternoons are cloudier than mornings in a yearly average. In
certain cases, the turn of the ideal azimuth of such solar
panels may be worth taking into consideration, even though
the maximum energy gain is not larger than 5% for nearly
vertical panels. Specifically, when solar panels are fixed on
vertical walls or oblique roofs with non-ideal tilt, the deviation
of the energy-maximizing azimuth from the south can be
incorporated in the design of buildings.
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1. Introduction
In the Northern/Southern Hemisphere, fixed-tilt monofacial solar panels conventionally face south/
north, because the southern/northern azimuth may ensure maximal solar energy [1–9]. Monofacial
panels collect light only from their photovoltaic front side, while bifacial panels use special solar cells
and a transparent cover to collect light not only from the front, but also from the rear side [10].

All else being equal, how does the morning-afternoon cloudiness asymmetry affect the energy-
maximizing azimuth of such solar panels? To answer this question, we determined the total light
energy e available for a fixed-tilt monofacial solar panel throughout the year. Our calculations were
performed as functions of the elevation angle θ (=90°− β, where β is the panel’s tilt angle measured
from the horizontal) and the azimuth angle α of the panel’s normal vector, separately for three
Northeast American (Boone County, Tennessee and Georgia) and three European (Italy, Hungary,
Sweden) regions. Based on the solar movement in the sky and radiometric data (direct sunlight and
diffuse skylight) for these six different geographical areas, we show that due to the morning-afternoon
cloudiness asymmetry the energy-maximizing azimuth of fixed-tilt monofacial solar panels in the
Northern Hemisphere deviates from south by an amount that depends on the tilt angle. Here we
demonstrate that there may be some practical advantage to varying the orientation of photovoltaic
solar panels from direct south/north if there is systematic morning/afternoon asymmetry in cloudiness.
 i.9:211948
2. Material and methods
2.1. Calculation of the solar elevation and azimuth angles versus time
Using the method of Bretagnon and Francou [11], the time-dependent elevation angle θs(t) and azimuth
angle αs(t) of the Sun on the celestial hemisphere were calculated as described by Horváth et al. [12].

2.2. Calculation of the light energy absorbed by a Fresnel-reflecting (R > 0) fixed-tilt
monofacial solar panel

We consider the sky radiation absorbed by a fixed-tilt monofacial solar panel only from sunrise to sunset
because the light energy absorbed between sunset and sunrise is negligible relative to the daylight
absorption [13]. According to figure 1, the unit normal vector of the fixed-tilt solar panel is:

n ¼ (cosun � sinan, cosun � cosan, sinun), ð2:1Þ
where axes x and y point to west and south, axis z points vertically upward to the zenith, the elevation
angle θn (≥0°) of n is measured from the horizontal, and the azimuth angle αn is measured clockwise
from axis y pointing south. For fixed-tilt solar panels θn and αn are constant. The unit vector pointing
toward the Sun is (figure 1):

s ¼ (cosus � sinas, cosus � cosas, sinus), ð2:2Þ
where θs (≥0°) is the solar elevationangle fromthehorizontal, andαs is the azimuth anglemeasured clockwise
from south. The global irradiance received from the celestial hemisphere by a horizontal surface is Iglobal =
ISun + Idiff, where ISun and Idiff are the direct (sunlight) and diffuse (skylight) irradiances measured in Joule/
second/m2/nanometer by a horizontal sensor surface. The total light energy absorbed by a fixed-tilt solar
panel between dawn and dusk on the i-th day (counted from 1 January) is the sum of the energy ESun,i(θn,
αn) absorbed from direct sunlight and the energy Ediff,i(θn, αn) absorbed from diffuse skylight:

Ei ¼ ESun, i(un,an)þ Ediff, i(un,an): ð2:3Þ
In figure 2 let us consider point P of the sky-dome on a circle, the plane of which tilts with angle η from the
horizontal and the position vector of P has an angle β from the position vector of point B being in the
vertical x–z plane on the circle. The unit vector p pointing to P is (figure 2):

p ¼ ðcosb � cosh, sinb, cosb � sinhÞ: ð2:4Þ

In figure 2 the unit normal vector m of the fixed-tilt solar panel is:

m ¼ (cosun, 0, sinun): ð2:5Þ
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Figure 2. Geometry of the celestial hemisphere with a fixed-tilt monofacial solar panel, where m is the panel’s unit normal vector
and Q is its surface area. Point P of the sky-dome is on a circle, the plane of which tilts with angle η from the horizontal, and the
unit vector p pointing to P has an angle β from the unit vector b pointing to point B being in the vertical x–z plane on the circle.
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Figure 1. Geometry of a fixed-tilt monofacial solar panel receiving sunlight and skylight. The unit normal vector of the panel’s
surface is n, and the unit vector s points toward the Sun.
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The infinitesimal energy δEdiff received by surface Q of the solar panel from the diffuse skylight with
irradiance Idiff(λ) within an infinitesimal time period dt, in the infinitesimal wavelength interval dλ
through the elementary sky window with angular dimension dβ · cosβ · dη at P is:

dEdiff ¼ IdiffðlÞ �Q � dt � dl cosb � db � dh
2p

, ð2:6Þ

where 2π is the angular extension of the celestial hemisphere (figure 2). The diffuse skylight incident on
the solar panel splits into two components (figure 3a):
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Figure 3. (a) A unit amount 1 of diffuse skylight incident on a solar panel splits into two components: proportion R is Fresnel-
reflected from the weather-proof smooth dielectric layer, and proportion 1 − R penetrates into the absorber, where R is the Fresnel’s
reflectivity. (b) Reflectivity R(γ) of a glass/plastic dielectric surface with nd = 1.5 and na = 1, where γ is the incidence angle from
the normal vector of the surface [14, pp. 50–76].
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(i) The first component is Fresnel-reflected from the weather-proof smooth outermost dielectric layer,
the Fresnel’s reflectivity R of which is [14]:

RðcosgÞ ¼ [rparaðcos gÞ]2 þ [rperpðcos gÞ]2
2

,

rparaðcosgÞ ¼
na cos g�

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
n2d � n2a(1� cos2g)

q
na cos gþ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
n2d � n2a(1� cos2g)

q ,

and rperpðcosgÞ ¼
n2d cos g� na

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
n2d � n2a(1� cos2g)

q
n2d cos gþ na

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
n2d � n2a(1� cos2g)

q ,

9>>>>>>>>>>>>>>=
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>;

ð2:7Þ

where ρpara and ρperp are the amplitude reflection coefficients for parallel and perpendicular polarization
(of incident light) with respect to the surface, na and nd are the refractive indices of air and dielectric, and
γ is the angle of incidence measured from the normal vector n of the reflecting surface. The direct sunlight
is unpolarized, while scattered diffuse skylight is more or less linearly polarized, depending on the
celestial direction from which it originates. It would be exceedingly difficult to account for the
polarization pattern of the sky depending on many factors, especially on the Sun’s position,
cloudiness, wavelength and aerosol concentration [15]. Thus, using (2.7) in our model calculation, we
assumed that the diffuse light received by the solar panel is unpolarized. We took na = 1 (air) and
nd = 1.5 (glass/plastic), while the dispersion (wavelength dependence) of dielectric can be neglected in
a first approximation.

(ii) The second component is transmitted by the dielectric layer (figure 3a). The smooth, Fresnel-
reflecting dielectric with reflectivity R(cosγ) transmits 1 –R(cosγ) proportion of the incident light
towards the underlying absorber layer, the absorption spectrum of which is 0≤A(λ, γ)≤ 1, where γ is
the incidence angle from the normal vector of the surface. Thus, the net absorbance of the solar panel is:

Anet ¼ ½1 – RðcosgÞ� � Aðl, gÞ: ð2:8Þ

Later on (see subsection 2.4) we consider only the case A(λ, γ) = 1, because we calculate the maximal
possible total light energy per unit area available for a Fresnel-reflecting (R > 0) fixed-tilt solar panel
integrated for the whole year. Figure 3b displays the reflectivity curve R(γ) of a glass/plastic dielectric
surface with nd = 1.5 in air with na = 1 calculated from (2.7). Using (2.6) and (2.8), the elementary
energy absorbed from diffuse skylight by the surface Q of the solar panel is:

dEdiff ¼
IdiffðlÞ �Q � dt � dl � cosb � db � dh � [1� Rðcos gmpÞ] � Aðl, gÞ

2p
, ð2:9Þ

where γmp is the incidence angle between unit vectors m and p. Using (2.4) and (2.5), the cosine of γmp is:

cosgmpðun,b,hÞ ¼ m � p ¼ cosb � ðcosun � coshþ sinun � sinhÞ: ð2:10Þ
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Figure 4. For calculation of the proportion (θn + π/2)/π of the celestial hemisphere from which a fixed-tilt monofacial solar panel
with elevation angle θn of its normal vector n receives diffuse skylight (blue). From the black area of the sky-dome the panel does
not receive diffuse skylight.
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To obtain the energy component absorbed by the solar panel from diffuse skylight on the i-th day, dEdiff

expressed by (2.9) should be integrated (i) temporally from time tirise of sunrise to time tiset of sunset, (ii)
spatially for the sky region −π/2≤ β≤ +π/2 and 0≤ η≤ θn + π/2 from which the panel receives diffuse
skylight (figures 2 and 4) and (iii) spectrally for the wavelength range λmin ≤ λ≤ λmax in which the
panel’s absorbance is relevant:

Ediff,iðun,anÞ ¼ QtdiffðunÞ
ðtiset
tirise

ðlmax

lmin

Aðl, gÞ � Idiff ðl, tÞ � dl
� �

dt, ð2:11Þ

with

tdiffðunÞ ¼ 1
2p

ðh¼unþp=2

h¼0

ðb¼þp=2

b¼�p=2
[1� Rðun,b,hÞ] � cosb � db

( )
dh

¼ 2un þ p

2p
� 1
2p

ðh¼unþp=2

h¼0

ðb¼þp=2

b¼�p=2
Rðun,b,hÞ � cosb � db

( )
dh, ð2:12Þ

where τdiff(θn) is the net transmissivity of the panel’s dielectric layer for diffuse skylight, Idiff(λ, t) is the
diffuse irradiance received by a horizontal surface, and λmin = 200 nm≤ λ≤ λmax = 4000 nm is the solar-
energetically relevant wavelength interval of sky radiation [1].

From (2.11) we obtain the diffuse light energy per unit area absorbed by the solar panel:

ediff,iðun,anÞ ¼ Ediff,iðun,anÞ
Q

¼ tdiffðunÞ
ðtiset
tirise

ðlmax

lmin

Aðl, gÞ � Idiff ðl, tÞ � dl
� �

dt: ð2:13Þ

The elementary direct sunlight energy dESun absorbed by the solar panel in an infinitesimal time interval
dt and in an infinitesimal wavelength range dλ is:

dESun ¼ Q � cosgns � ISun(l,us) � A(l, g) � dl � dt, ð2:14Þ

where γns is the incidence angle between unit vectors n and s. Using (2.1) and (2.2), the cosine of γns is:

cosgns ¼ n � s ¼ cosun � sinan � cosus � sinas þ cosun � cosan � cosus � cosas þ sinun � sinus: ð2:15Þ

The solar panel can absorb direct sunlight only if the following condition is satisfied:
−90° < γns < +90°, 0 < cosγns < 1, that is

0 , cosun � sinan � cosus � sinas þ cosun � cosan � cosus � as þ sinun � sinus , 1: ð2:16Þ

Using (2.8) and (2.14), the direct solar energy per unit area absorbed by the solar panel is:

esun,iðun,anÞ ¼ Esun,iðun,anÞ
Q

¼
ðtiset
tirise

cos gnsðtÞ{1� R½cos gnsðtÞ�}
ðlmax

lmin

Aðl,gÞISun½l,uisðtÞ� dl
� �

dt, ð2:17Þ
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where factor

cosgnsðtÞ ¼ cosun sinan cosuisðtÞ sinai
sðtÞ þ cosun cosan cosuisðtÞ cosai

sðtÞ þ sinun sinuisðtÞ, ð2:18Þ
is necessary, because the direct solar radiation is usually not perpendicular to the panel’s surface. Finally,
the total light energy e per unit area absorbed by the solar panel from 1 January to 31 December is:

e ¼
Xi¼365

i¼1

ei ¼
Xi¼365

i¼1

[eSun,iðun,anÞ þ ediff,iðun,anÞ], ð2:19Þ

where i = 1 and i = 365 denote the first (1 January) and the last (31 December) day of the year, and
components ediff,i(θn,αn) and eSun,i(θn, αn) are expressed by (2.13) and (2.17), respectively.
al/rsos
R.Soc.Open

Sci.9:211948
2.3. ERA5 radiation data
Direct and diffuse insolation data are from the ERA5 (European Re-Analysis, generation 5) of the
European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) [16]. It combines model data with
global observations into a complete and consistent gridded (0.25° × 0.25°) dataset on 137 pressure
levels between the surface and 1 Pa, from 1950 onward with a temporal resolution of 1 hour. The
native time variable assigned to all data is in UTC (Universal Time Coordinated).

Two products are used in the present study for the wavelength range λmin = 200 nm ≤ λ ≤ λmax =
4000 nm: (i) shortwave solar radiation downward (SSRD), representing the amount of downward
flux of solar radiation on a horizontal unit surface. This parameter comprises both direct and diffuse
solar radiation. Radiation from the Sun (solar or shortwave radiation) is partly reflected back to
space by clouds and aerosol particles in the atmosphere and some of it is absorbed. The rest is
incident on the Earth’s surface (represented by this parameter). To a reasonably good
approximation, this parameter is the model equivalent of what would be measured by a thermopile
pyranometer. (ii) The second product is the ERA5 direct solar radiation at the surface (FDIR), the
amount of direct radiation reaching a horizontal unit surface area. Note that both parameters are
accumulated over the hour and thus given in units of J m−2. To convert to W m−2, the accumulated
values need to be divided by 3600 s.

To a reasonably good approximation, the difference SSRD–FDIR is what would be measured by a
diffuse pyranometer. But care must be taken that the direct (i.e. non-scattered) solar radiation in the
model actually includes radiation that has been scattered by cloud particles by a fraction of a degree,
since the scattering pattern of cloud particles has a narrow peak in the forward direction. A further
point is that the diffuse downwelling radiation from the model includes diffuse radiation in the
direction of the Sun, which would be excluded from the radiation measured by a diffuse pyranometer
that uses a shadow band to exclude direct radiation. However, since we make estimates for solar
panels where no area is shadowed out in the direction of the Sun, corrections are not implemented.

In the ERA5 radiation scheme, incoming solar radiation is attenuated by absorbing gases (water
vapour, carbon dioxide, methane, ozone, other trace gases) and is scattered by molecules, aerosols and
cloud particles [17]. For water vapour and clouds, the radiation scheme uses prognostic information
from the forecast model. For ozone, only diagnostic values are used (i.e. ozone has no feedback on the
atmosphere via the radiation scheme); however, ozone profiles, total column ozone estimates and
ozone-sensitive channel radiances from a large number of sub-daily satellite observations are
assimilated in the reanalysis. The spatial and seasonal distribution of greenhouse gases (CO2, CH4,
N2O, CFC-11, CFC-12) are prescribed by monthly zonally averaged concentration profiles. The
blocking of solar radiation by aerosols is described by climatological distributions of optical depth
from sea salt, soil/dust, black carbon and sulfate (including stratospheric sulfate from major volcanic
eruptions of the last century). Input are monthly mean geographical profiles of optical depth, which
account for large-scale seasonal variations. The contribution of local diurnal variations in aerosol
optical depth, which is the only major radiative effect missing from ERA5, is discussed in §4.

As for the reliability of ERA5 radiation data, there are some (mostly local) validations and
intercomparisons with other reanalyses. One of the most comprehensive recent reviews by Yang
& Bright [18] compared six new generation satellite-derived datasets and two reanalyses, ERA5 and
MERRA-2 (Modern-Era Retrospective analysis for Research and Applications, v. 2) with 27 years of
continuous terrestrial observations on 57 reference sites, with hourly resolution. Satellite data are
difficult to compare with reanalyses (they provide neither spatial nor temporal global coverage), but
the final conclusion of [18] is that ERA5 clearly outperforms MERRA-2. More restricted regional
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comparisons have very similar conclusions, e.g. over the Indonesian region [19]. Two recent validations
using Chinese records observed larger errors; however, they noted that cloudy-rainy regions showed the
largest deviations, which is the consequence of the relatively poor representation of clouds in all global
weather forecast and climate models [20,21]. Overall, ERA5 currently represents the most accurate global
description of the state of the atmosphere.
publishing.org/journal/rsos
R.Soc.Open

Sci.9:211948
2.4. Maximum light energy available for Fresnel-reflecting (R > 0) fixed-tilt monofacial
solar panels

From the ERA5 radiation data, we determined the mean power flux WSun (W m−2) of direct sunlight and
the mean power flux Wdiff (W m−2) of diffuse skylight averaged for the period 2009–2019 and measured
by a horizontal detector surface for the 24 one-hour (Δt = 1 h) intervals of the day (1≤ k≤ 24) in Boone
County (39.0° N, −84.75° E, local time: UTC− 5 h), Tennessee (35.5° N, −88.25° E, UTC− 6 h), Georgia
(31.25° N, −83.25° E, UTC− 5 h), Central Italy (41.0° N, 15.0° E, UTC + 1 h), Central Hungary (47.0° N,
19.0° E, UTC + 1 h) and South Sweden (58.0° N, 13.0° E, UTC + 1 h) (electronic supplementary
material, figures S1–S14, tables S1–S12). With the use of these power fluxes, the maximal possible—
when A(λ, γ) = 1—total light energy per unit area available for a Fresnel-reflecting (R > 0) fixed-tilt
monofacial solar panel integrated for the whole year is:

eðun,an,R . 0,A ¼ 1Þ ¼
Xi¼365

i¼1

[eSun,iðun,an,R . 0,A ¼ 1Þ þ ediff, iðun,an,R . 0,A ¼ 1Þ], ð2:20Þ

where the direct sunlight energy component is:

eSun,iðun,an,R . 0,A ¼ 1Þ ¼
ðtiset
tirise

{1� R½cos gnsðt,un,anÞ�} � cos gnsðt, un,anÞWSun½uisðtÞ�
sinuisðtÞ

dt, ð2:21Þ

whereWSun has to be divided by sinθs, because it is measured by a horizontal detector surface, while here
we need the direct power flux perpendicular to the sunlight. In (2.21) the factor cosγns(t, θn, αn) is given
by (2.18). For the above-mentioned three Northeast-American and three European regions we calculated
the mean direct energy flux WSun(k) · Δt for the k-th (1≤ k≤ 24) one-hour period Δt = 1 h of the day, and
transformed (2.21) to the following sum:

eSun,iðun,an,R . 0,A ¼ 1Þ ¼
Xk¼24

k¼1

{1� R½cos gnsðk, un,anÞ�} � cos gnsðk, un,anÞWSunðkÞ � Dt
sin uisðkÞ

,

cosgnsðkÞ ¼ cos un sinan cos uisðkÞ sinai
sðkÞ þ cos un cosan cos uisðkÞ cosai

sðkÞ þ sin un sin uisðkÞ: ð2:22Þ

In (2.20) the diffuse skylight energy component is:

ediff,iðun,an,R . 0,A ¼ 1Þ ¼ tdiffðunÞ
ðtiset
tirise

WdiffðtÞ dt, ð2:23Þ

where τdiff(θn) is given by (2.12). For the three American and three European regions we calculated the
mean diffuse energy flux Wdiff(k) · Δt, where Δt = 1 h and 1≤ k≤ 24, and transformed (2.23) to the
following sum:

ediff,iðun,an,R . 0,A ¼ 1Þ ¼ tdiffðunÞ
Xk¼24

k¼1

WdiffðkÞ � Dt: ð2:24Þ
2.5. Maximum light energy available for anti-reflective (R = 0) fixed-tilt monofacial
solar panels

Until now we have dealt with fixed-tilt monofacial solar panels having a smooth, Fresnel-reflecting
(R > 0) cover surface. Nowadays, solar panels with an anti-reflective (matte) cover surface are
gradually spreading [22–25]. The reflectivity of such matte covers is very small: 0 <R≪ 1. Using
R(λ) = 0 and A(λ) = 1 in (2.22) and (2.24), we obtain the possible maximum total light energy ematte per
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unit area available for an ideal matte solar panel integrated for the whole year:

ematte ¼
Xi¼365

i¼1

[eSun,matte,iðun,an,R ¼ 0,A ¼ 1Þ þ ediff,matte,iðun,an,R ¼ 0,A ¼ 1Þ], ð2:25Þ

where the components eSun,matte,i(θn, αn, R = 0, A = 1) and ediff,matte,i(θn, αn, R = 0, A = 1) are expressed as
follows:

eSun,matte,iðun,an,R ¼ 0,A ¼ 1Þ ¼
Xk¼24

k¼1

cos gnsðk,un,anÞWSunðkÞ � Dt
sinuisðkÞ

, ð2:26Þ

and

ediff,matte,iðun,an,R ¼ 0,A ¼ 1Þ ¼ 2un þ p

2p

Xk¼24

k¼1

WdiffðkÞ � Dt: ð2:27Þ
oc.Open
Sci.9:211948
3. Results
Figure 5 shows the total light energy e per unit area available for a fixed-tilt monofacial solar panel with
Fresnel’s reflectivity R(λ) greater than 0 (figure 3b) between 1 January and 31 December in Boone County
(39.0° N, −84.75° E), Tennessee (35.5° N, −88.25° E), Georgia (31.25° N, −83.25° E), Central Italy (41.0° N,
15.0° E), Central Hungary (47.0° N, 19.0° E) and South Sweden (58.0° N, 13.0° E) as functions of the
elevation angle θn and the azimuth angle αn of the panel’s normal vector. Apart from South Sweden,
the distribution of the e values is asymmetric to the geographical south (αn = 0°) due to the yearly
average asymmetric daily morning-afternoon cloudiness. Since in Boone County, Tennessee, Georgia,
Central Italy and Central Hungary afternoons are in yearly average cloudier than mornings, the
energetically ideal u�n(a�n) curve—along which e is maximal for a given u�n—runs in the eastern
(left) half of figure 5a–e between a�nðu�n ¼ 85�Þ ¼ �3�=�2�=� 5�=0�=�4� and a�nðu�n ¼ 0�Þ
¼ �31�=�36�=�42�=�25�=�21� (electronic supplementary material, tables S13, S14). However, since in
South Sweden mornings are in yearly average as cloudy as afternoons, the ideal azimuth angle is
practically south a�n � 0�, independently of the elevation u�n (figure 5f ) (electronic supplementary
material, table S14).

The above computations were repeated for a fixed-tilt solar panel with zero reflectivity R(λ) = 0.
According to figure 6, the results are qualitatively the same as for a Fresnel-reflecting fixed-tilt solar
panel (figure 5), but the numerical values are slightly different (electronic supplementary material,
tables S15, S16): the u�n(a�n) curve for Boone County, Tennessee, Georgia, Central Italy and Central
Hungary runs again in the eastern (left) half of figure 6a–e between a�nðu�n ¼ 85�Þ ¼
�3�=�2�=�5�=0�=�4� and a�nðu�n ¼ 0�Þ ¼ �22�=�27�=�34�=�15�=�15�. In South Sweden a�n � 0� again
for any u�n (figure 6f, electronic supplementary material, table S16).

Figure 7a displays the percent energy gain DZms(u�n) ¼ (emax � esouth)=esouth of a Fresnel-reflecting
fixed-tilt solar panel with reflectivity R(λ) greater than 0 (figure 3b) and ideal elevation angle u�n and
azimuth angle a�n of the panel’s normal vector compared to a panel with the same u�n but facing
south (a�n ¼ 0�) in Boone County, Tennessee, Georgia, Central Italy, Central Hungary and South
Sweden, where emax ¼ e(u�n,a�n) and esouth ¼ eðu�n,an ¼ 0�Þ. ΔZms decreases systematically from 5%
(Georgia), 2.8% (Tennessee), 1.8% (Boone County), 0.8% (Central Hungary) and 0.6% (Central Italy) to
zero as u�n increases from 0° to 90°, while in South Sweden it has a negligible maximum of 0.04% at
u�n ¼ 20� (figure 7a; electronic supplementary material, tables S13, S14).

Finally, we studied an anti-reflective solar panel with zero reflectivity R(λ) = 0. According to figure 7b,
the results are similar to those for a Fresnel-reflecting panel (figure 7a): ΔZms decreases systematically
from 2.7% (Georgia), 1.3% (Tennessee), 0.9% (Boone County), 0.5% (Central Hungary) and 0.1%
(Central Italy) to zero as u�n increases from 0° to 90°, while in South Sweden it has a maximum of
0.09% at u�n ¼ 10� (figure 7b, electronic supplementary material, tables S15, S16).

From the above results, our conclusions are the following:

— If mornings are less cloudy than afternoons averaged for the whole year in a region, then the energy-
maximizing ideal azimuth angle a�n of fixed-tilt solar panels deviates from south (αn = 0°) toward
east by an angle varying between 1° and 42°, depending on the elevation angle u�n of the panel’s
normal vector ranging between 0° and 90°.
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Figure 5. Colour-coded values of the total light energy e (in MJ/m2/year as well as kWh/m2/year) per unit area available for a
Fresnel-reflecting (reflectivity R > 0) fixed-tilt monofacial solar panel between 1 January and 31 December in (a) Boone County
(39.0° N, −84.75° E), (b) Tennessee (35.5° N, −88.25° E), (c) Georgia (31.25° N, −83.25° E), (d ) Central Italy (41.0° N, 15.0°
E), (e) Central Hungary (47.0° N, 19.0° E) and ( f ) South Sweden (58.0° N, 13.0° E), as functions of the elevation angle θn
(from the horizontal) and the azimuth angle αn (clockwise from the geographical south) of the panel’s normal vector. The
Fresnel’s reflectivity R(λ) > 0 of the smooth outer surface of the solar panel is shown in figure 3b. The black continuous
curves mark the ideal (u�n,a�n) angle pairs for which e is maximal for a given u�n.
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— If mornings are as cloudy as afternoons in yearly average, then the energy-maximizing ideal azimuth
angle a�n of fixed-tilt solar panels is south (αn = 0°), independently of the panel’s elevation angle u�n.

— Depending on cloudiness (i.e. geographical region) and u�n of a fixed-tilt solar panel with energy-
maximizing ideal azimuth angle a�n, the energy gain ΔZms is not larger than about 5% compared
to a panel with the same elevation u�n but facing south (αn = 0°).

4. Discussion
In this work, we showed that the azimuth orientation of an energy-maximizing (ideal) fixed-tilt
monofacial solar panel deviates by 1°–42° (depending on the tilt angle) from the geographical south
toward east, if in yearly average mornings are less cloudy than afternoons. If in yearly average
mornings and afternoons are equally cloudy, the ideal azimuth is south, while if mornings are
cloudier than afternoons, the ideal azimuth turns westward. The smaller the elevation angle θn of the
panel’s normal vector from the horizontal, the larger the deviation of the ideal azimuth from south.

We investigated two models of fixed-tilt monofacial solar panels: (1) the Fresnel-reflecting smooth outer
surface of the panel had a reflectivityR(γ) greater than 0,where γ is the incidence angle (figure 3b), and (2) the
anti-reflective (matte) outer surface had zero reflectivity R(γ) = 0. Considering the dependence of the total
light energy absorbed by these panels throughout the year on the elevation angle θn and the azimuth
angle αn of the panel’s normal vector, both panel types are qualitatively very similar (figures 5–7). The
only important quantitative difference between them is that type 2 absorbs more light energy than type 1.

Fixed-tilt solar panels are designed such that the elevation θn≥ 45° of their normal vector ensures a
maximum energy-producing efficiency. In this range of θn, depending on the local cloud conditions, the
maximum deviation of the ideal azimuth from south toward east is not larger than 8° with a very small
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energy gain of ΔZ ≤ 0.1% compared to a solar panel facing south with the same tilt (electronic
supplementary material, tables S13–S16). Thus, in such cases the energy gain is practically negligible.

However, let us consider fixed-tilt solar panels with non-ideal tilts. Such panels are typically installed
on oblique roofs or vertical walls. On roofs the elevation θn of the panel’s normal vector can range
between 0° and 90°, while on vertical walls θn = 0°. In these cases, depending on the local cloud
conditions, the maximum deviation of the ideal azimuth a�n from south toward east is 15°–42° with a
maximum energy gain of ΔZ = 5% compared to a vertical panel facing south (electronic
supplementary material, tables S13–S16). These angular deviations from south are already
considerable and the corresponding energy gains may be worth utilizing.
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The azimuth direction of roofs/walls of existing buildings cannot be changed. In this case, it is worth
installing solar panels on those roofs/walls, whose azimuth is closest to the ideal azimuth α�n, which can
considerably deviate from south. New buildings, however, can purposefully be designed so that their
solar panels face the ideal azimuth, rather than the conventional geographical south.

The current analysis focused on standard fixed-tilt monofacial solar panels, which are the dominant
technology today. Bifacial solar panels are, however, getting increasing attention due to the potentially
lower cost of electricity they offer for many locations in the world [10]. The computational
methodology used in this work can also be applied to bifacial panels. Such a detailed analysis, which
should take into consideration the absorption of earthlight (i.e. sky- and sunlight reflected from the
ground) by the panel’s rear side, is the topic of future research. Here we only mention the qualitative
expectation that depending on the tilt angle, the energy-maximizing ideal azimuth of fixed-tilt bifacial
panels also turns from the conventional geographical south in regions where afternoons are usually
cloudier than mornings. The rear side of fixed-tilt bifacial panels with front side facing approximately
south or southeast receives practically only diffuse skylight and earthlight, the irradiance of which is
an order of magnitude less than that of direct sunlight. Thus, the ideal azimuth of such panels is also
predominantly determined by sunlight and, therefore, similar to the azimuth of fixed-tilt monofacial
panels.

In order to broaden the perspective of our analysis, it is worth performing similar computations for
single-axis monofacial and bifacial tracking panels, which usually track the direct sunlight around the
east-west axis [26]. For morning/evening cloudiness asymmetry scenarios, an intelligent tracking
could be implemented to maximize the absorbed energy.

Let us consider the potential effects on our results of the two main limitations of the current study.
First, although the ERA5 radiation calculations do account for the large-scale (geographical) and low-
frequency (monthly) variability of aerosols, they neglect the local diurnal variation of aerosol loading,
which mainly affects the direct solar component. Over most urban/industrial sites, the aerosol optical
depth increases by 10–40% during the day with a maximum in the afternoon, as revealed by ground-
based measurements from the Aerosol Robotic Network (AERONET) [27]. Thus, the irradiance of the
dominant direct sunlight is slightly lower and the irradiance of the diffuse (aerosol-scattered) skylight
is slightly higher in the afternoon than in the morning. This aerosol-induced asymmetry in morning-
afternoon illumination is analogous to the asymmetry caused by the diurnal cycle of cloudiness and
turns the ideal azimuth further east at most locations. At a few sites, however, local meteorology (e.g.
afternoon sea breeze) can result in a decreasing aerosol loading during the day. An improved model
could incorporate AERONET measurements to quantify the added eastward azimuth turn under
typical conditions but also to account for atypical aerosol loads.

Second, the warming up of solar panels is known to degrade electric output, because conversion
efficiency drops with temperature [28–31]. Vaillon et al. [29] listed three options to mitigate thermal
effects in photovoltaic electric energy conversion. The first is to maximize cooling, the second is to
minimize the thermal load in the panel, and the third is to minimize the thermal sensitivity of the
electrical power output. In our current calculations, the temperature dependence of a solar cell’s
power generation efficiency is neglected. This conversion efficiency decreases/increases by 0.2–0.5%
for every 1°C increase/decrease in temperature above/below the 25°C reference temperature used in
standard test conditions [32]. The operational cell temperature is higher than the ambient air
temperature during daytime and primarily depends on the thermal properties of the cell material, the
geometry and orientation of the panel, the type of the background surface (roof, wall or open field),
the solar insolation, and the amount of ventilation, which in turn depends on wind speed. Therefore,
the actual temperature variation is highly location- and installation-specific. Nevertheless, both
weather data-based thermal modelling studies and long-duration outdoor tests indicate that the
diurnal cycle of cell temperature is usually skewed towards the afternoon, even in cloudy conditions:
that is, the cell temperature is generally higher in the afternoon than in the morning [33–35]. The
resulting (opposite) asymmetry in conversion efficiency, similar to the asymmetry in cloudiness and
aerosol load, favours the morning, that is, the eastern hemisphere. Although a thermal loss of around
0.1–0.5%/K does not seem to be dramatic, it nevertheless needs to be investigated whether or not the
‘optimal’ orientation of solar panels—narrowly defined in the current study as the azimuth that
maximizes the available solar energy—actually has a net positive effect on electric output. Such an
empirical study is deferred to future research.

Taken together, the published observational data on the typical diurnal cycle of aerosol load and solar
panel operating temperature as well as our ERA5-based radiation calculations strongly suggest the
eastward turn of the ideal, energy-maximizing azimuth from due south, at locations where mornings
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are less cloudy than afternoons. The ideal azimuth direction can be further refined, and the expected
eastward turn confirmed if site-specific weather data are available at higher spatio-temporal
resolutions than the ones provided by the global atmospheric reanalysis used in the current work.

Cloud cover reduces the annual insolation, and thus PV solar yield in general. However, clouds
influence the efficiency of solar panels in other ways, too. In deserts, apart from the high temperatures
(decreasing the efficiency of PV panels), dust and sand accumulation on the panels (decreasing the
light intensity available for panels) is also of great concern. Depending on the frequency of windy
conditions, the dust/sand-covered panels should periodically be cleaned, which is a time-consuming
and expensive activity. On the other hand, countries with cloudy climates (e.g. Ireland, England,
Scandinavia) usually experience stronger winds, cooler air temperatures, and more frequent rain
(which cleans the solar panels); these factors increase PV electric output all else being equal.

Cloud transitions also affect the performance of PV systems. The irradiance incident on PV generators
can considerably exceed the expected clear sky irradiance, a phenomenon called cloud enhancement (CE)
[36]. Due to CE, the maximum power of the PV generator can exceed the rated power of the inverter
connecting the generator to the grid. It was shown that the effect of CE is small on the aggregated
energy because CE events that most strongly impact PV system operations are very rare [36].

The fast irradiance transitions caused by clouds are partial shading events that cause fast power
fluctuations leading even to stability and quality problems in power networks [37]. Fast non-
homogeneous irradiance transitions also cause mismatch losses in PV generators and the occurrence
of multiple maximum power points (MPPs), which appear in a wide voltage range of the PV
generator. It was demonstrated that the energy losses due to operation at a local MPP instead of the
global one during partial shading events by clouds have only a minor effect on the total energy
production of PV arrays, especially for large-scale systems [38].

In an improved model of our computational approach, the above effects can also be taken into
consideration to determine the performance-maximizing (rather than the insolation-maximizing)
locally ideal azimuth angle of solar panels.
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