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(54) METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RELATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING 
SENSORS

(57) The invention relates to a method for positioning
a surface in relation to a light source using sensors. The
method can be used to control the position of a reflective
surface (2) such that the reflected light (7) originating
from a light source (1) falls on an objective point (8),
through the use of a first sensor (4) which determines
the position of the light source (1) in relation to a reference
direction (9) and a second sensor (4) which is solidly
connected to the reflective surface (2) and which deter-
mines the relative position of the reflective surface (2) in
relation to the light source (1). Having ascertained these
positions and the relative position of the reflective surface
(2) in relation to the objective point (8), the method is
used to determine the necessary movement to be applied
to the reflective surface (2) so that the reflected light (7)
falls on the objective point (8). The invention is intended
to be used to reflect sunlight on a remote collector in
order to illuminate buildings and, in general, for any use
requiring reflected light to be directed to an objective point
(8).
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Description

Object of the invention

[0001] The invention relates to a method for positioning
a reflective surface, mounted on a positioning device, in
relation to a light source using sensors.
[0002] The invention calculates the error existing be-
tween the current position of the axis perpendicular to
the reflective surface and the theoretical position that
must have in order to the reflected light falls on a defined
point, called objective point. This error is measured both
in azimuth and elevation, and the procedure being ap-
plied on both axes separately. For this purpose it is em-
ployed a first fixed sensor that measures the position of
the light source with respect to a reference direction, and
a second sensor solidly connected to the surface provid-
ing the incidence angle of the light from the light source
in relation to the perpendicular to the surface. On the
other hand, it is known the relative position of the objec-
tive point whereto it is wanted to direct the reflected light
and the relative position of the rotation center of the re-
flective surface and the reference direction; so that by a
geometrical calculation it is achieved the error and the
action to position correctly the reflective surface.
[0003] In general, the invention is applicable to perform
the positioning of a reflective surface in relation to a light
source, and more specifically to perform such positioning
in relation to the sun, so that the invention has direct
application in the case of heliostats, reflective elements
and solar collectors in the power generation solar sys-
tems, and it is also useful for indirect lighting systems
employing the light reflected by the sun.

State of the Art

[0004] Currently, the problem of positioning a reflective
surface is booming because their use is essential in con-
centrating solar plants, employing mirrors, called helio-
stats, which reflect the sunlight on a remote collector even
hundreds of meters. The position where the reflected light
must affect it must be specified with an error of the order
of decimeter. For this reason, the accuracy with which
the mirror must be positioned in relation to the sun must
be very high. The heliostats employed in these plants
make use of a positioning system based on a two axis
positioner, powered by two motors with a high degree of
reduction. An angle encoder-type angle sensor deter-
mines the angle rotated for each axis in relation to a start-
ing position. It is also known the position of the sun from
a set of equations, called solar almanac, which should
be evaluated with a periodicity of less than 20 seconds.
The position of the concentrator, sun and the relative of
the heliostat being known, the committed error and the
consequent control action on the motors can be calcu-
lated.
[0005] The starting position is determined by a sensor
that like the angle sensor must be highly accurate to meet

the above-mentioned aim requirements. Also, the struc-
ture supporting the mirror and the positioning system
must be robust enough to withstand the mirror and the
effort exerted by the wind on it, and also being very tight
to reduce the tolerances of its action. Finally, the com-
putational burden for calculating the position is high, re-
quiring the use of a high performance microprocessor.
For that reason, a system to simplify the structure is re-
quired, the sensors and calculation in order to reduce the
manufacturing costs of the heliostat.
[0006] In the Spanish patent with application number
P-200800999 is taught the use of a sensor that deter-
mines the incidence angle of light with high precision.
The sensor is initially positioned so that the reflected light
on the surface falls on it at an angle of 0° in azimuth and
elevation when the light falls on the objective focus. In
this way the control loop is closed, feeding back the com-
mitted error directly from the reflected light, enabling to
reduce the manufacturing costs, since it eliminates the
use of angle, and starting position sensors, and the me-
chanical errors generated by the structure and external
disturbances such as the wind, are also compensated.
But the use of this sensor in the reflected light has the
disadvantage of an expensive installation, because it re-
quires an auxiliary structure that supports it in front of the
mirror, making this solution nonviable for large-area
heliostats.
[0007] By the invention it is enabled to control the po-
sition of the mirror with the help of two sensors. One
determines the position of the sun in relation to a refer-
ence surface and other solidly connected to the mirror,
which determines the position relative of the same in re-
lation to the sun. By computing these angles and knowing
the relative position of the heliostat in relation to the con-
centrator, it can be determined the movement necessary
to reflect light in the adequate point. This solution avoids
having to employ auxiliary structures in front of the helio-
stats to support the sensors, making easier its use, re-
ducing the installation and maintenance costs. The in-
clusion of a microprocessor circuit allows independent
assembly of the heliostats, since all control is carried out
locally.

Description of the Invention

[0008] To achieve the objectives and solve the draw-
backs listed above, the invention has developed a new
method for positioning a surface in relation to a light
source using sensors, that allows to position a reflective
surface in relation to a light source in order to the reflected
light by the reflective surface falls on an objective point
of known position, by the action of an electromechanical
device with two rotation axes, in azimuth and elevation.
[0009] The method of the invention is characterized
in that first comprises making the beam reflected by the
reflective surface falls on the objective point, to then
measure, by a first sensor located at a fixed position, a
first azimuth angle and a first elevation angle which forms
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the beam of light incident on the first sensor in relation
to a reference direction, to then determine a second az-
imuth angle and a second elevation angle, both invariable
and known, which forms the reflected beam on the re-
flective surface and which falls on the objective point in
relation to the reference direction.
[0010] Next, the procedure of the invention comprises
the geometry calculation of a third azimuth angle and a
third elevation angle. The third azimuth angle is calculat-
ed from the first and second azimuth angle, and also the
third elevation angle is calculated from the first and sec-
ond elevation angle. The third azimuth and elevation an-
gles correspond to the angles which form the incident
beam in relation to the axis perpendicular to a second
sensor solidly connected to the reflective surface, in az-
imuth and elevation respectively, so that the third azimuth
and elevation angle can be measured by the second sen-
sor.
[0011] Furthermore, the process of the invention com-
prises a stage in which any position of the reflective sur-
face is measured, by the second sensor, a fourth azimuth
angle and a fourth elevation angle which forms the re-
flected beam with the axis perpendicular to the second
sensor. Next, the third azimuth angle is compared with
the fourth azimuth angle so that in the case there is co-
incidence between the third and fourth azimuth angle is
maintained the position in azimuth of the reflecting sur-
face, and otherwise the position of the reflective surface
was varied to make coincide the third and fourth azimuth
angle. Likewise, the third elevation angle is compared
with the fourth elevation angle calculated so that in the
case in which there is coincidence between the third el-
evation angle and the fourth elevation angle, it is main-
tained the position in elevation of the reflective surface,
and otherwise it was varied the position in elevation of
the reflective surface to make coincide the third and fourth
elevation angle. Accordingly the method of the invention
is applied independently and simultaneously in azimuth
and elevation to achieve the correct positioning of the
reflective surface so that the reflected light falls on the
objective point.
[0012] In the preferred embodiment of the invention
the light source is the sunlight, but it can also be any light
source.
[0013] To ensure the phases that were previously de-
scribed, the method of the invention includes storing the
first, second and third azimuth and elevation angle to be
able to make the different calculations.
[0014] The invention provides that the sensors are an-
gle encoder-type solar angle sensor with a high precision
to perform the correct positioning of the reflective surface
so that the reflected light falls on the objective point.
[0015] In one embodiment of the invention, the refer-
ence direction is a direction perpendicular to the axis of
the first sensor.
[0016] The electromechanical device governing the
position of the reflective surface is provided with a control
circuit which governs the position of positioning means

of the reflective surface according to the phases de-
scribed above.
[0017] Furthermore, the positioning means of the re-
flective surface can be electric motors, hydraulic actua-
tors or pneumatic actuators.
[0018] With respect to the reflective surface, this may
have a plane, parabolic, cylinder-parabolic or geometry.
[0019] The method of the invention has been de-
scribed for azimuth and elevation axes, but obviously
they could be any axes with the same relation that said
azimuth and elevation axes.
[0020] The invention is applied to concentrating solar
plants that employ mirrors, called heliostats, which reflect
the sunlight on a remote collector, but it can also be ap-
plied to the illumination of buildings for which the reflec-
tive surface, for example, is mounted on the top floor of
a building, light of which is reflected through holes in its
structure.
[0021] The invention can be applied for positioning
multiple reflective surfaces so that the reflected light falls
on the same objective point, achieving greater energy
efficiency.
[0022] Next, in order to facilitate a better understanding
of this specification and forming an integral part thereof,
a series of figures are accompanied, in which with an
illustrative and not limitative character has been repre-
sented the object of the invention.

Brief description of the figures

[0023]

Figure 1. It shows a plan representation of the meth-
od of the invention for positioning a reflective surface
in relation to the sun employing two sensors for de-
termining the incidence angle in azimuth. In this
case, the reflective surface is properly positioned to
direct the reflected light to objective point in azimuth.
Figure 2. It represents an elevation view of the meth-
od for positioning a reflective surface in relation to
the sun employing two sensors for determining the
incidence angle in elevation. In this case the reflec-
tive surface is properly positioned to direct the re-
flected light to the objective point in elevation.
Figure 3. It represents a plan view of the method of
the invention, equivalent to Figure 1, but in this case
the reflective surface is positioned with an error in
relation to the objective point, allowing to explain how
the correction is made.
Figure 4. It shows a plan representation equivalent
to the previous figure with the electromechanical de-
vice by which the reflective surface is positioned in
the correct position so that the reflected light falls on
the objective point.

Description of the preferred embodiment

[0024] The following is a description of the invention
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based on the above-mentioned figures.
[0025] The method of the invention allows positioning
of the sun in relation to the sun 1 a reflective surface 2
mounted on an electromechanical device 3 with rotation
axes in azimuth (vertical to the floor) and elevation (par-
allel to the floor) employing a first sensor 4 and a second
sensor 5 so that the light 6 incident on the reflective sur-
face 6 provides a reflected light 7 falling on an objective
point 8.
[0026] The first sensor 4 and second sensor 5 measure
the angles that form the projections of the vector of inci-
dent light 6 in relation to two orthogonal planes.
[0027] In Figures 1 and 2, the reflective surface 2 is
positioned so that the reflected light falls on the objective
point.
[0028] In the case of Figure 1, it is shown a plan view
for its application in azimuth. In this case, the first sensor
4 is positioned perpendicular to a reference direction 9,
so that though the first sensor 4 is measured a first azi-
muth angle αp corresponding to the angle that forms the
incident light 6 in relation to the reference direction 9.
[0029] Regarding to the second sensor 5, this is locat-
ed solidly connected to the reflective surface 2, which it
is wanted to be positioned so that the reflected light 7
falls on the objective point 8. The objective point 8 forms
a second azimuth angle γp known in relation to the ref-

erence direction 9 and its position relative to the rotation
center of the surface 2. By analyzing the geometry of
Figure 1 is achieved a third azimuth δp which must be

 also this second angle can be meas-

ured by the second sensor 5.
[0030] The application of the method in elevation is
shown in Figure 2 and the reasoning is equivalent to that
described for Figure 1.
[0031] In the case of Figure 2 it is shown an elevation
view, so that the first sensor 4 measures a first elevation
angle αa corresponding to the angle that forms incident
light 6 in relation to the reference direction 9. Usually the
first elevation angle αa is different from the first azimuth
angle αp, since the reference direction 9 in its plan and
elevation view is composed of two projections that are
different for the positioning in azimuth and elevation.
[0032] Equivalently, the objective point 8 forms a third
elevation angle γa in relation to the reference direction 9

and its relative position in relation to the rotation center
of the reflective surface 2. In this case, by analyzing the
geometry is obtained a third elevation angle δa measured

by the sensor 5 which by geometry must be

 this second angle may also be meas-

ured by second sensor 5.
[0033] Accordingly, the invention provides the geom-
etry calculation of the third azimuth angle δp and the third
elevation angle δa from the equations discussed, and it

may also be measured by the second sensor S.
[0034] In the Figure 3 is shown the case in which the
reflected light 7 does not fall on the objective point 8. In
this case through the second sensor 5 is measured a
fourth azimuth angle δpe and a fourth elevation angle δae
that forms the reflected light 7 with the axis perpendicular
to the second sensor 5.
[0035] Next, the third azimuth angle δp is compared
with the fourth azimuth angle δpe, so that in the case in
which there is coincidence between both, the position of
the reflective surface 2 is not varied, and otherwise the
position of the same is varied to make coincide the third
azimuth angle δp and the fourth azimuth angle δpe. This
same operation is performed in the case of elevation.
[0036] In the Figure 4 is shown the electromechanical
device 3 which allows perform the correct positioning of
the reflective surface 2 for its application in azimuth cor-
responding to that depicted in Figure 3. In this case the
electromechanical device 3 comprises a swing motor in
azimuth 3a and a control circuit 3b for governing the po-
sition of the reflective surface 2 so that the third azimuth
angle δp and the fourth azimuth angle δpe are made co-
incide.
[0037] The control circuit 3b is made by a microproc-
essor that takes the first azimuth angle αp and the fourth

azimuth angle δpe provided by the first sensor 4 and the

second sensor 5. In turn, it calculates the third azimuth
angle δp, with which the sunlight should fall on the second

sensor 5, and achieves an error of position

 so that the micro-

processor gives commands to rotate the motor 3a in re-
lation to the azimuth axis to cause that the error is 0.
[0038] Simultaneously, the same procedure is applied
in relation to the vertical axis of elevation.
[0039] Thus, by the method of the invention is achieved
positioning with precision the reflective surface 2 so that
the reflected light 7 falls on the objective point 8.

Claims

1. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
which allows the positioning of a reflective surface
(2) in relation to the light source (1) so that the re-
flected light (7) by the reflective surface (2) falls on
an objective point (8) of known position, by action of
an electromechanical device (3) with two axes of ro-
tation in azimuth and elevation; it is characterized
in that comprises:

- making that the reflected light (7) by the reflec-
tive surface (2) falls on the objective point (8);
- measuring by a first sensor (4) located in a
fixed position, a first azimuth angle (αp) and a

5 6 



EP 2 390 747 A2

5

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

first elevation angle (αa) forming the beam of
light incident on the first sensor (4) with respect
to a reference direction (9), and determining a
second azimuth angle (γp) and a second eleva-
tion angle (γa), both invariable and known, form-
ing the reflected beam (7) on the reflective sur-
face (2) and falling on the objective point (8), in
relation to the reference direction (9);
- geometry calculation of a third azimuth angle
(δp) from the first azimuth angle (αp) and the
second azimuth angle (γp) and geometry calcu-
lation of a third elevation angle (γa) from the first
elevation angle (αa) and second elevation angle
(γa), corresponding the third azimuth (δp) and
elevation (δa) angles to the angles which form
the incident beam (6) in relation to the axis per-
pendicular to a second sensor (5) solidly con-
nected to the reflective surface (2), in azimuth
and elevation respectively;
- at any position of the reflective surface (2),
measuring by the second sensor (5), a fourth
azimuth angle (δpe) and a fourth elevation angle
(δae) which forms the reflected beam (7) with the
axis perpendicular to the second sensor;
- comparing the third azimuth angle (δp) with the
fourth azimuth angle so that in the case in which
there is coincidence between the third azimuth
angle (δp) and the fourth azimuth angle (δpe),
maintaining the position in azimuth of the reflec-
tive surface (2), and otherwise varying the posi-
tion of the reflective surface (2) to make coincide
the third azimuth angle (δp) and the fourth azi-
muth angle (δpe); and comparing the third ele-
vation angle (δa) with the fourth elevation angle
(δae) so that, in the case in which there is coin-
cidence between the third elevation angle (δa)
and the fourth elevation angle (δae), maintaining
the position in elevation of the reflective surface
(2), and otherwise varying the position of the re-
flective surface (2) to make coincide the third
elevation angle (δa) and the fourth elevation an-
gle (δae).

2. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 1, characterized in that the
light source is the sun (1).

3. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 2, characterized in that the
first sensor (4) and the second sensor (5) are angle
encoder-type angle solar sensors of high precision.

4. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 1, characterized in that com-
prises storing the first azimuth angle (αp), the second

azimuth angle (αp) and a third azimuth angle (δp) as
well as the first elevation angle (αa), second eleva-
tion angle (γa) and the third elevation angle (δa).

5. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 1, characterized in that the
reference direction (9) is a direction perpendicular
to the axis of the first sensor (4).

6. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 1, characterized in that the
electromechanical device (3) governing the position
of the reflective surface (2) comprises a control cir-
cuit (3b), which governs the position of positioning
means of the reflective surface (2).

7. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 1, characterized in that the
positioning means of the reflective surface (2) are
selected from electric motors (3a), hydraulic actua-
tors and pneumatic actuators.

8. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 1, characterized in that the
reflective surface (2) is selected from a surface with
plane, parabolic, cylinder-parabolic and hyperbolic
geometry.

9. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 1, characterized in that the
azimuth and elevation axes are any axes with the
same relation that said azimuth and elevation axes.

10. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 1, characterized in that it is
applied to the illumination of buildings.

11. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 10, characterized in that the
reflective surface (2) is mounted on the top floor of
a building, light of which is reflected through holes
of its structure.

12. METHOD FOR POSITIONING A SURFACE IN RE-
LATION TO A LIGHT SOURCE USING SENSORS,
according to the claim 1, characterized in that it is
applied to reflect any light source.
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