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(54) SOLAR ENERGY CONVERTER

(57) A solar energy converter comprises a solar en-
ergy absorber and a heat transfer device in thermal con-
tact with the solar energy absorber. The heat transfer
device is in thermal contact with the solar energy absorb-
er and is arranged to transfer heat energy away from the

solar energy absorber. The solar energy absorber is lo-
cated within an envelope. The envelope is a tube, is at
least partially transparent, and is at least partially evac-
uated.
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Description

Field of the Invention

[0001] This invention relates to solar energy converter
devices and in particular to devices which convert inci-
dent solar energy into heat and electricity.
[0002] Devices converting solar energy into electricity
are known. One means of converting solar energy into
electricity is the use of photovoltaic arrays. Photovoltaic
arrays generally consist of semi-conductor materials ap-
propriately encapsulated, and arranged to generate elec-
tricity when exposed to solar radiation.
[0003] Separately, devices converting solar energy in-
to useable heat are known. A variety of thermal collection
devices are known which absorb heat energy when ex-
posed to solar radiation. These thermal collectors heat
up as they absorb heat energy from solar radiation and
this heat energy may then be extracted for use, for ex-
ample by pumping a liquid flow, such as water, through
the thermal collector in order to heat the liquid.
[0004] It has been proposed to combine these two
technologies to provide a hybrid solar energy collector
converting solar energy simultaneously into both elec-
tricity and heat. Such hybrid devices have been found to
suffer from the problem that the elements of the photo-
voltaic array become hot when the device is operating.
In general, the efficiency of photovoltaic elements drops
as their temperature increases. Also, in general, photo-
voltaic elements subject to high temperatures may suffer
degradation resulting in a permanent decrease in effi-
ciency. As a result, in use, the electricity generating effi-
ciency of the photovoltaic arrays of such hybrid devices
tends to be low, and tends to reduce over time.

Summary of the Invention

[0005] A first aspect provides a solar energy converter
comprising:

a solar energy absorber, the solar energy absorber
comprising a photovoltaic element;
a heat transfer element in thermal contact with the
solar energy absorber;
a primary heat exchanger in thermal contact with the
heat transfer element;
a secondary heat exchanger; and
a heat transfer control element;

wherein the heat transfer control element is arranged to
selectively place the secondary heat exchanger either in
thermal contact with the heat transfer element or out of
thermal contact with the heat transfer element.
[0006] Preferably, the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope.
[0007] Preferably, the envelope is a tube.
[0008] Preferably, the envelope has a circular cross-
section.

[0009] Preferably, the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.
[0010] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
transparent.
[0011] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
evacuated.
[0012] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-3

mbar or less.
[0013] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-6

mbar or less.
[0014] Preferably, the photovoltaic element is ar-
ranged to generate electrical energy when exposed to
solar radiation.
[0015] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises conductors arranged to output generated
electrical energy.
[0016] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
a semiconductor material.
[0017] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
silicon.
[0018] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
gallium arsenide.
[0019] Preferably, one or more thermally conductive
layers are disposed between the photovoltaic element
and the heat transfer element.
[0020] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers is also an electrically insulating layer.
[0021] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers comprise an adhesive.
[0022] Preferably, the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.
[0023] Preferably, the adhesive comprises an epoxy
resin.
[0024] Preferably, the adhesive comprises a double
sided adhesive tape.
[0025] Preferably, the heat transfer element is sub-
stantially rigid.
[0026] Preferably, the solar energy absorber compris-
es a plurality of photovoltaic elements.
[0027] Preferably, the primary heat exchanger trans-
fers heat from the heat transfer element to a first fluid.
[0028] Preferably, the first fluid is water.
[0029] Preferably, the secondary heat exchanger
transfers heat from the heat transfer element to a second
fluid.
[0030] Preferably, the second fluid is air.
[0031] Preferably, the second fluid is water.
[0032] Preferably, the heat transfer control element is
arranged to selectively place the secondary heat ex-
changer either in thermal contact with the heat transfer
element or out of thermal contact with the heat transfer
element in response to a sensed temperature.
[0033] Preferably, the sensed temperature is a tem-
perature of the primary heat exchanger.
[0034] A second aspect provides a solar energy con-
verter according to any preceding claim, wherein the heat
transfer element comprises a heat transfer device com-
prising:
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a fluid flow means extending between a first surface
and a second surface, at least a part of the fluid flow
means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a liquid
and being arranged so that the first surface is in ther-
mal contact with the liquid in at least a first part of
the fluid flow means inclined to the horizontal and
containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid flow
channel arranged so that the liquid in the first fluid
flow channel is in better thermal contact with the first
surface than the liquid in the second fluid flow chan-
nel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above the
surface of the liquid is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes the liquid in the first fluid flow channel to va-
porize, and the vapor travels through the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel to the surface of the liquid,
such that the liquid circulates around the first fluid
flow channel and the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second sur-
face; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the first part of the fluid flow means; whereby heat
energy is transported from the first surface to the
second surface.

[0035] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal and
containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface causes
liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface.

[0036] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and a tube connecting
the liquid reservoir to the second surface;

wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and containing
the liquid and a second fluid flow channel connected
to the first fluid flow channel and containing the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel; and at least a part of
the tube is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel and through the tube, and condenses at the
second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface.

[0037] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and a tube connecting
the liquid reservoir to the second surface;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condenses
at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first sur-
face to the second surface.

[0038] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device having a working fluid capable of
circulating around a fluid flow path, the circulation around
the fluid flow path bringing the working fluid in and out of
thermal contact with a heat source, the heat transfer de-
vice comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a working
fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact with
the fluid containing portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially within
the fluid containing portion, and arranged to generate
bubbles of vapor capable of driving the working fluid
along a portion of the working fluid flow path in ther-
mal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs heat

3 4 
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from the heat source and transports the heat away
from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas substance
generator to be recycled about the fluid flow path.

[0039] Preferably, the fluid flow means, tube, or fluid
containing portion of the heat transfer device extends
from the solar energy absorber through the primary heat
exchanger and into the secondary heat exchanger.
[0040] Preferably, the heat transfer control element is
arranged to selectively block the fluid flow means, or tube,
of the heat transfer device.
[0041] A second aspect provides a solar energy con-
verter comprising:

a solar energy absorber, the solar energy absorber
comprising a photovoltaic element; and
a heat transfer device in thermal contact with the
solar energy absorber;
wherein the heat transfer device is in thermal contact
with the photovoltaic element; and
the heat transfer device is arranged to transfer heat
energy away from the photovoltaic element to cool
the photovoltaic element.

[0042] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a fluid flow means extending between a first surface
and a second surface, at least a part of the fluid flow
means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a liquid
and being arranged so that the first surface is in ther-
mal contact with the liquid in at least a first part of
the fluid flow means inclined to the horizontal and
containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid flow
channel arranged so that the liquid in the first fluid
flow channel is in better thermal contact with the first
surface than the liquid in the second fluid flow chan-
nel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above the
surface of the liquid is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes the liquid in the first fluid flow channel to va-
porize, and the vapor travels through the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel to the surface of the liquid,
such that the liquid circulates around the first fluid
flow channel and the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second sur-
face; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the first part of the fluid flow means; whereby heat
energy is transported from the first surface to the
second surface.

[0043] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal and
containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface causes
liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface.

[0044] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and a tube connecting
the liquid reservoir to the second surface;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and containing
the liquid and a second fluid flow channel connected
to the first fluid flow channel and containing the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel; and at least a part of
the tube is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel and through the tube, and condenses at the
second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface.

[0045] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and a tube connecting
the liquid reservoir to the second surface;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to vaporize;
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the vapor travels through the tube and condenses
at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first sur-
face to the second surface.

[0046] Preferably, the heat transfer device has a work-
ing fluid capable of circulating around a fluid flow path,
the circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with a heat
source and a second surface, the heat transfer device
comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a working
fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact with
the fluid containing portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially within
the fluid containing portion, and arranged to generate
bubbles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow path
in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs heat
from the heat source and transports the heat away
from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas substance
generator to be recycled about the fluid flow path.

[0047] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the heat
transfer device;
wherein the second surface is in thermal contact with
the heat exchanger and the heat transfer device is
arranged to transfer heat energy from the photovolta-
ic element to the heat exchanger to cool the photo-
voltaic element.

[0048] Preferably, the heat exchanger comprises the
second surface.
[0049] Preferably, the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope.
[0050] Preferably, the envelope is a tube.
[0051] Preferably, the envelope has a circular cross-
section.
[0052] Preferably, the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.
[0053] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
transparent.
[0054] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
evacuated.
[0055] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-3

mbar or less.
[0056] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-6

mbar or less.
[0057] Preferably, the photovoltaic element is ar-

ranged to generate electrical energy when exposed to
solar radiation.
[0058] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises conductors arranged to output generated
electrical energy.
[0059] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
a semiconductor material.
[0060] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
silicon.
[0061] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
gallium arsenide.
[0062] Preferably, one or more thermally conductive
layers are disposed between the photovoltaic element
and the heat transfer element.
[0063] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers is also an electrically insulating layer.
[0064] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers comprise an adhesive.
[0065] Preferably, the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.
[0066] Preferably, the adhesive comprises an epoxy
resin.
[0067] Preferably, the adhesive comprises a double
sided adhesive tape.
[0068] Preferably, the heat transfer element is sub-
stantially rigid.
[0069] Preferably, the solar energy absorber compris-
es a plurality of photovoltaic elements.
[0070] A third aspect provides a solar energy converter
comprising:

a photovoltaic element; and
a cooled element having a substantially isothermal
cooled surface;
the photovoltaic element being located in thermal
contact with the substantially isothermal cooled sur-
face of the cooled element.

[0071] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid flow means extending between a first sur-
face and a second surface, at least a part of the
fluid flow means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a
liquid and being arranged so that the first surface
is in thermal contact with the liquid in at least a
first part of the fluid flow means inclined to the
horizontal and containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid
flow channel arranged so that the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel is in better thermal contact
with the first surface than the liquid in the second
fluid flow channel;

wherein the part of the fluid flow means above the
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surface of the liquid is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes the liquid in the first fluid flow channel to va-
porize, and the vapor travels through the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel to the surface of the liquid,
such that the liquid circulates around the first fluid
flow channel and the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second sur-
face; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the first part of the fluid flow means; whereby heat
energy is transported from the first surface to the
second surface;
wherein the substantially isothermal cooled surface
of the cooled element is the first surface.

[0072] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal
and containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel;

wherein heat energy from the first surface causes
liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface.

[0073] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and con-
taining the liquid and a second fluid flow channel
connected to the first fluid flow channel and con-
taining the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the
liquid in the first fluid flow channel; and at least

a part of the tube is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the first fluid flow chan-
nel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel and through the tube, and con-
denses at the second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;

whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface; wherein the sub-
stantially isothermal cooled surface of the cooled el-
ement is the first surface.

[0074] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least
partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to
vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condens-
es at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;

whereby heat energy is transported from the first sur-
face to the second surface;
wherein the substantially isothermal cooled surface
of the cooled element is the first surface.

[0075] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat transfer device having a working fluid capable
of circulating around a fluid flow path, the circulation
around the fluid flow path bringing the working fluid
in and out of thermal contact with a heat source, the
heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a
working fluid flow path;

9 10 
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a heat source at least partially in thermal contact
with a first surface of the fluid containing portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially with-
in the fluid containing portion, and arranged to
generate bubbles of gas or vapor capable of
driving the working fluid along a portion of the
working fluid flow path in thermal contact with
the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs
heat from the heat source and transports the
heat away from the heat source to a second sur-
face; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas sub-
stance generator to be recycled about the fluid
flow path;

wherein the substantially isothermal cooled surface
of the cooled element is the first surface.

[0076] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the heat
transfer device;
wherein the second surface is in thermal contact with
the heat exchanger and the heat transfer device is
arranged to transfer heat energy from the photovolta-
ic element to the heat exchanger to cool the photo-
voltaic element.

[0077] Preferably, the heat exchanger comprises the
second surface.
[0078] Preferably, the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope.
[0079] Preferably, the envelope is a tube.
[0080] Preferably, the envelope has a circular cross-
section.
[0081] Preferably, the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.
[0082] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
transparent.
[0083] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
evacuated.
[0084] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-3

mbar or less.
[0085] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-6

mbar or less.
[0086] Preferably, the photovoltaic element is ar-
ranged to generate electrical energy when exposed to
solar radiation.
[0087] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises conductors arranged to output generated
electrical energy.
[0088] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
a semiconductor material.
[0089] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
silicon.
[0090] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises

gallium arsenide.
[0091] Preferably, one or more thermally conductive
layers are disposed between the photovoltaic element
and the substantially isothermal cooled surface.
[0092] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers is also an electrically insulating layer.
[0093] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers comprise an adhesive.
[0094] Preferably, the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.
[0095] Preferably, the adhesive comprises an epoxy
resin.
[0096] Preferably, the adhesive comprises a double
sided adhesive tape.
[0097] Preferably, the heat transfer device is substan-
tially rigid.
[0098] Preferably, the solar energy absorber compris-
es a plurality of photovoltaic elements.
[0099] A fourth aspect provides a solar energy con-
verter comprising:

a solar energy absorber; and
a heat transfer device arranged to cool the solar en-
ergy absorber; and
a cooling control element arranged to control the de-
gree of cooling applied to the solar energy absorber
by the heat transfer device.

[0100] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a fluid flow means extending between a first surface
and a second surface, at least a part of the fluid flow
means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a liquid
and being arranged so that the first surface is in ther-
mal contact with the liquid in at least a first part of
the fluid flow means inclined to the horizontal and
containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid flow
channel arranged so that the liquid in the first fluid
flow channel is in better thermal contact with the first
surface than the liquid in the second fluid flow chan-
nel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above the
surface of the liquid is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes the liquid in the first fluid flow channel to va-
porize, and the vapor travels through the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel to the surface of the liquid,
such that the liquid circulates around the first fluid
flow channel and the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second sur-
face; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the first part of the fluid flow means;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first sur-
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face to the second surface.

[0101] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal and
containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface causes
liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface.

[0102] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and a tube connecting
the liquid reservoir to the second surface;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and containing
the liquid and a second fluid flow channel connected
to the first fluid flow channel and containing the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel; and
at least a part of the tube is at least partially evacu-
ated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel and through the tube, and condenses at the
second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface.

[0103] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and a tube connecting
the liquid reservoir to the second surface;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;

whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condenses
at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first sur-
face to the second surface.

[0104] Preferably, the heat transfer device has a work-
ing fluid capable of circulating around a fluid flow path,
the circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with a heat
source, the heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a working
fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact with
the fluid containing portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially within
the fluid containing portion, and arranged to generate
bubbles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow path
in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs heat
from the heat source and transports the heat away
from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas substance
generator to be recycled about the fluid flow path.

[0105] Preferably, the cooling control element is ar-
ranged to change the degree of cooling by changing the
vacuum pressure within the heat transfer device.
[0106] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the heat
transfer device;
wherein the heat exchanger transfers heat energy
from the heat transfer device to an operating fluid;
and
the cooling control element is arranged to change
the degree of cooling by changing a flow rate of the
operating fluid through the heat exchanger.

[0107] Preferably, the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope.
[0108] Preferably, the envelope is a tube.
[0109] Preferably, the envelope has a circular cross-
section.
[0110] Preferably, the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.
[0111] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
transparent.
[0112] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
evacuated.
[0113] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-3
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mbar or less.
[0114] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-6

mbar or less.
[0115] Preferably, the cooling control element is ar-
ranged to change the degree of cooling of the solar en-
ergy absorber by changing the pressure within the enve-
lope.
[0116] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises an orientation control element arranged to
control the orientation of the solar energy absorber;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to
change the orientation of the solar energy absorber to
change the amount of solar energy incident on the solar
energy absorber.
[0117] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises an insolation control element arranged to con-
trol the amount of solar energy impinging on the solar
energy absorber;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to
change the amount of solar energy impinging on the solar
energy absorber.
[0118] Preferably, the solar energy absorber compris-
es a photovoltaic element.
[0119] Preferably, the photovoltaic element is ar-
ranged to generate electrical energy when exposed to
solar radiation.
[0120] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises conductors arranged to output generated
electrical energy.
[0121] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
a semiconductor material.
[0122] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
silicon.
[0123] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
gallium arsenide.
[0124] Preferably, one or more thermally conductive
layers are disposed between the photovoltaic element
and the heat transfer device.
[0125] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers is also an electrically insulating layer.
[0126] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers comprise an adhesive.
[0127] Preferably, the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.
[0128] Preferably, the adhesive comprises an epoxy
resin.
[0129] Preferably, the adhesive comprises a double
sided adhesive tape.
[0130] Preferably, the heat transfer device is substan-
tially rigid.
[0131] Preferably, the solar energy absorber compris-
es a plurality of photovoltaic elements.
[0132] A fifth aspect provides a solar energy converter
comprising:

a photovoltaic element;
a cooled element having a cooled surface with an
adjustable temperature;
a temperature sensor; and

a temperature control element arranged to adjust the
temperature of the cooled surface of the cooled el-
ement;
the photovoltaic element being located in thermal
contact with the cooled surface of the cooled ele-
ment; and
the temperature control element being arranged ad-
just the temperature of the cooled surface of the
cooled element in response to the temperature
sensed by the temperature sensor.

[0133] Preferably, the temperature sensor is arranged
to sense the temperature of the cooled surface.
[0134] Preferably, the temperature sensor is arranged
to sense the temperature of the photovoltaic element.
[0135] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid flow means extending between a first surface
and a second surface, at least a part of the fluid flow
means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a liquid
and being arranged so that the first surface is in ther-
mal contact with the liquid in at least a first part of
the fluid flow means inclined to the horizontal and
containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid flow
channel arranged so that the liquid in the first fluid
flow channel is in better thermal contact with the first
surface than the liquid in the second fluid flow chan-
nel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above the
surface of the liquid is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes the liquid in the first fluid flow channel to va-
porize, and the vapor travels through the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel to the surface of the liquid,
such that the liquid circulates around the first fluid
flow channel and the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second sur-
face; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the first part of the fluid flow means; whereby heat
energy is transported from the first surface to the
second surface.

[0136] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal and
containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel;
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wherein heat energy from the first surface causes
liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface.

[0137] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and a tube connecting
the liquid reservoir to the second surface;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and containing
the liquid and a second fluid flow channel connected
to the first fluid flow channel and containing the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel; and at least a part of
the tube is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel and through the tube, and condenses at the
second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface.

[0138] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and
a tube connecting the liquid reservoir to the second
surface;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condenses
at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first sur-

face to the second surface.

[0139] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises a heat transfer device having a working fluid
capable of circulating around a fluid flow path, the circu-
lation around the fluid flow path bringing the working fluid
in and out of thermal contact with a heat source, the heat
transfer device comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a working
fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact with
the fluid containing portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially within
the fluid containing portion, and arranged to generate
bubbles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow path
in thermal contact with the heat source;wherein, in
use, the driven working fluid absorbs heat from the
heat source and transports the heat away from the
heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas substance
generator to be recycled about the fluid flow path.

[0140] Preferably, the temperature control element is
arranged to adjust the temperature of the cooled surface
by changing the vacuum pressure within the heat transfer
device.
[0141] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the heat
transfer device;
wherein the heat exchanger transfers heat energy
from the heat transfer device to an operating fluid;
and
the temperature control element is arranged to adjust
the temperature of the cooled surface by changing
a flow rate of the operating fluid through the heat
exchanger.

[0142] Preferably, the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope.
[0143] Preferably, the envelope is a tube.
[0144] Preferably, the envelope has a circular cross-
section.
[0145] Preferably, the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.
[0146] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
transparent.
[0147] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
evacuated.
[0148] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-3

mbar or less.
[0149] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-6

mbar or less.
[0150] Preferably, the temperature control element is
arranged to adjust the temperature of the cooled surface
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by changing the pressure within the envelope.
[0151] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises an orientation control element arranged to
control the orientation of the photovoltaic element;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to adjust
the temperature of the cooled surface by changing the
orientation of the photovoltaic element to change the
amount of solar energy incident on the photovoltaic ele-
ment.
[0152] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises an insolation control element arranged to con-
trol the amount of solar energy impinging on the photo-
voltaic element; wherein the temperature control element
is arranged to adjust the temperature of the cooled sur-
face by changing the amount of solar energy impinging
on the photovoltaic element.
[0153] Preferably, the photovoltaic element is ar-
ranged to generate electrical energy when exposed to
solar radiation.
[0154] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises conductors arranged to output generated
electrical energy.
[0155] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
a semiconductor material.
[0156] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
silicon.
[0157] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
gallium arsenide.
[0158] Preferably, one or more thermally conductive
layers are disposed between the photovoltaic element
and the cooled surface with an adjustable temperature.
[0159] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers is also an electrically insulating layer.
[0160] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers comprise an adhesive.
[0161] Preferably, the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.
[0162] Preferably, the adhesive comprises an epoxy
resin.
[0163] Preferably, the adhesive comprises a double
sided adhesive tape.
[0164] Preferably, the heat transfer device is substan-
tially rigid.
[0165] Preferably, the solar energy absorber compris-
es a plurality of photovoltaic elements.
[0166] A sixth aspect provides a solar energy converter
comprising:

a photovoltaic element; and
a heat transfer device arranged to transfer heat from
the photovoltaic element to a fluid to cool the photo-
voltaic element and heat the fluid; and
a temperature control element arranged to control
the temperature of the photovoltaic element;
wherein the temperature control element is arranged
to control the temperature of the photovoltaic ele-
ment to vary the relative amounts of electrical energy
output by the photovoltaic element and useable heat
energy output in the heated fluid.

[0167] Preferably, the temperature control element is
arranged to control the temperature of the photovoltaic
element to a lower temperature value and increase the
amount of electrical energy output by the photovoltaic
element.
[0168] Preferably, the temperature control element is
arranged to control the temperature of the photovoltaic
element to a lower temperature value and decrease the
temperature of the heated fluid.
[0169] Preferably, the temperature control element is
arranged to control the temperature of the photovoltaic
element to a higher temperature value and decrease the
amount of electrical energy output by the photovoltaic
element.
[0170] Preferably, the temperature control element is
arranged to control the temperature of the photovoltaic
element to a higher temperature value and increase the
temperature of the heated fluid.
[0171] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid flow means extending between a first surface
and a second surface, at least a part of the fluid flow
means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a liquid
and being arranged so that the first surface is in ther-
mal contact with the liquid in at least a first part of
the fluid flow means inclined to the horizontal and
containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid flow
channel arranged so that the liquid in the first fluid
flow channel is in better thermal contact with the first
surface than the liquid in the second fluid flow chan-
nel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above the
surface of the liquid is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes the liquid in the first fluid flow channel to va-
porize, and the vapor travels through the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel to the surface of the liquid,
such that the liquid circulates around the first fluid
flow channel and the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second sur-
face; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the first part of the fluid flow means; whereby heat
energy is transported from the first surface to the
second surface.

[0172] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal and
containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
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fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface causes
liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface.

[0173] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and a tube connecting
the liquid reservoir to the second surface;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and containing
the liquid and a second fluid flow channel connected
to the first fluid flow channel and containing the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel; and at least a part of
the tube is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel and through the tube, and condenses at the
second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface.

[0174] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and
a tube connecting the liquid reservoir to the second
surface;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condenses
at the second surface; and

condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first sur-
face to the second surface.

[0175] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device having a working fluid capable of
circulating around a fluid flow path, the circulation around
the fluid flow path bringing the working fluid in and out of
thermal contact with a heat source, the heat transfer de-
vice comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a working
fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact with
the fluid containing portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially within
the fluid containing portion, and arranged to generate
bubbles of vapor capable of driving the working fluid
along a portion of the working fluid flow path in ther-
mal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs heat
from the heat source and transports the heat away
from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas substance
generator to be recycled about the fluid flow path.

[0176] Preferably, the temperature control element is
arranged to adjust the temperature of the cooled surface
by changing the vacuum pressure within the heat transfer
device.
[0177] Preferably, tjhe solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the heat
transfer device;
wherein the heat exchanger transfers heat energy
from the heat transfer device to an operating fluid;
and
the temperature control element is arranged to adjust
the temperature of the cooled surface by changing
a flow rate of the operating fluid through the heat
exchanger.

[0178] Preferably, the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope.
[0179] Preferably, the envelope is a tube.
[0180] Preferably, the envelope has a circular cross-
section.
[0181] Preferably, the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.
[0182] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
transparent.
[0183] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
evacuated.
[0184] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-3

mbar or less.
[0185] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-6
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mbar or less.
[0186] Preferably, the temperature control element is
arranged to adjust the temperature of the cooled surface
by changing the pressure within the envelope.
[0187] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises an orientation control element arranged to
control the orientation of the photovoltaic element;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to adjust
the temperature of the cooled surface by changing the
orientation of the photovoltaic element to change the
amount of solar energy incident on the photovoltaic ele-
ment.
[0188] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises an insolation control element arranged to con-
trol the amount of solar energy impinging on the photo-
voltaic element;
wherein the temperature control element is arranged to
adjust the temperature of the cooled surface by changing
the amount of solar energy impinging on the photovoltaic
element.
[0189] Preferably, the photovoltaic element is ar-
ranged to generate electrical energy when exposed to
solar radiation.
[0190] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises conductors arranged to output generated
electrical energy.
[0191] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
a semiconductor material.
[0192] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
silicon.
[0193] Preferably, the photovoltaic element comprises
gallium arsenide.
[0194] Preferably, one or more thermally conductive
layers are disposed between the photovoltaic element
and the heat transfer device.
[0195] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers is also an electrically insulating layer.
[0196] Preferably, the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers comprise an adhesive.
[0197] Preferably, the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.
[0198] Preferably, the adhesive comprises an epoxy
resin.
[0199] Preferably, the adhesive comprises a double
sided adhesive tape.
[0200] Preferably, the heat transfer device is substan-
tially rigid.
[0201] Preferably, the solar energy absorber compris-
es a plurality of photovoltaic elements.
[0202] Preferably, the solar energy converter is a hy-
brid solar energy converter arranged to output electrical
energy and useable heat energy.
[0203] A seventh aspect provides a solar energy con-
verter array comprising a plurality of solar energy con-
verters.
[0204] An eighth aspect provides a solar energy con-
verter comprising:

a solar energy absorber;

a heat transfer element in thermal contact with the
solar energy absorber;
a primary heat exchanger in thermal contact with the
heat transfer element;
a secondary heat exchanger; and
a heat transfer control element;
wherein the heat transfer control element is arranged
to selectively place the secondary heat exchanger
either in thermal contact with the heat transfer ele-
ment or out of thermal contact with the heat transfer
element.

[0205] Preferably, the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope.
[0206] Preferably, the envelope is a tube.
[0207] Preferably, the envelope has a circular cross-
section.
[0208] Preferably, the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.
[0209] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
transparent.
[0210] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
evacuated.
[0211] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-3

mbar or less.
[0212] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-6

mbar or less.
[0213] Preferably, the primary heat exchanger trans-
fers heat from the heat transfer element to a first fluid.
[0214] Preferably, the first fluid is water.
[0215] Preferably, the secondary heat exchanger
transfers heat from the heat transfer element to a second
fluid.
[0216] Preferably, the second fluid is air.
[0217] Preferably, the heat transfer control element is
arranged to selectively place the secondary heat ex-
changer either in thermal contact with the heat transfer
element or out of thermal contact with the heat transfer
element in response to a sensed temperature.
[0218] Preferably, the sensed temperature is a tem-
perature of the primary heat exchanger.
[0219] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid flow means extending between a first surface
and a second surface, at least a part of the fluid flow
means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a liquid
and being arranged so that the first surface is in ther-
mal contact with the liquid in at least a first part of
the fluid flow means inclined to the horizontal and
containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid flow
channel arranged so that the liquid in the first fluid
flow channel is in better thermal contact with the first
surface than the liquid in the second fluid flow chan-
nel;
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wherein the part of the fluid flow means above the
surface of the liquid is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes the liquid in the first fluid flow channel to va-
porize, and the vapor travels through the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel to the surface of the liquid,
such that the liquid circulates around the first fluid
flow channel and the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second sur-
face; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the first part of the fluid flow means; whereby heat
energy is transported from the first surface to the
second surface;
the solar energy absorber comprising the first sur-
face and the primary heat exchanger and secondary
heat exchanger comprising the second surface.

[0220] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal and
containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface causes
liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel; and
the vapor condenses on a second surface;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface;
the solar energy absorber comprising the first sur-
face and the primary heat exchanger and secondary
heat exchanger comprising the second surface.

[0221] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and
a tube connecting the liquid reservoir to the second
surface;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and containing
the liquid and a second fluid flow channel connected
to the first fluid flow channel and containing the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel; and

at least a part of the tube is at least partially evacu-
ated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel and through the tube, and condenses at the
second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface;
the solar energy absorber comprising the first sur-
face and the primary heat exchanger and secondary
heat exchanger comprising the second surface.

[0222] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and
a tube connecting the liquid reservoir to the second
surface;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condenses
at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first sur-
face to the second surface;
the solar energy absorber comprising the first sur-
face and the primary heat exchanger and secondary
heat exchanger comprising the second surface.

[0223] Preferably, the heat transfer element comprises
a heat transfer device having a working fluid capable of
circulating around a fluid flow path, the circulation around
the fluid flow path bringing the working fluid in and out of
thermal contact with a heat source, the heat transfer de-
vice comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a working
fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact with
a first surface of the fluid containing portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially within
the fluid containing portion, and arranged to generate
bubbles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow path
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in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs heat
from the heat source and transports the heat away
from the heat source to a second surface of the fluid
containing portion; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas substance
generator to be recycled about the fluid flow path;
the solar energy absorber comprising the first sur-
face and the primary heat exchanger and secondary
heat exchanger comprising the second surface.

[0224] Preferably, the solar energy converter is ar-
ranged to allow passage of vapor through the primary
heat exchanger and into the secondary heat exchanger.
[0225] Preferably, the heat transfer control element is
arranged to selectively block passage of vapor through
the primary heat exchanger and into the secondary heat
exchanger.
[0226] A ninth aspect provides a solar energy convert-
er array comprising a plurality of solar energy converters.
[0227] A tenth aspect provides a solar energy convert-
er comprising:

a solar energy absorber; and
a heat transfer device in thermal contact with the
solar energy absorber;
wherein the heat transfer device is in thermal contact
with the solar energy absorber; and
the heat transfer device is arranged to transfer heat
energy away from the solar energy absorber.

[0228] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a fluid flow means extending between a first surface
and a second surface, at least a part of the fluid flow
means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a liquid
and being arranged so that the first surface is in ther-
mal contact with the liquid in at least a first part of
the fluid flow means inclined to the horizontal and
containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid flow
channel arranged so that the liquid in the first fluid
flow channel is in better thermal contact with the first
surface than the liquid in the second fluid flow chan-
nel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above the
surface of the liquid is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes the liquid in the first fluid flow channel to va-
porize, and the vapor travels through the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel to the surface of the liquid,
such that the liquid circulates around the first fluid
flow channel and the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second sur-

face; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the first part of the fluid flow means; whereby heat
energy is transported from the first surface to the
second surface.

[0229] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal and
containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface causes
liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface.

[0230] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
face and containing a liquid; and
a tube connecting the liquid reservoir to the second
surface;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and containing
the liquid and a second fluid flow channel connected
to the first fluid flow channel and containing the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel; and at least a part of
the tube is at least partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid flow
channel and through the tube, and condenses at the
second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second fluid
flow channel to the first fluid flow channel and up-
wardly along the first fluid flow channel; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface.

[0231] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first sur-
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face and containing a liquid; and
a tube connecting the liquid reservoir to the second
surface;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, heat energy from the first surface
causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condenses
at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first sur-
face to the second surface.

[0232] Preferably, the heat transfer device has a work-
ing fluid capable of circulating around a fluid flow path,
the circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with a heat
source and a second surface, the heat transfer device
comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a working
fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact with
the fluid containing portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially within
the fluid containing portion, and arranged to generate
bubbles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow path
in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs heat
from the heat source and transports the heat away
from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas substance
generator to be recycled about the fluid flow path.

[0233] Preferably, the solar energy converter further
comprises:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the heat
transfer device;
wherein the second surface is in thermal contact with
the heat exchanger and the heat transfer device is
arranged to transfer heat energy from the solar en-
ergy absorber to the heat exchanger.

[0234] Preferably, the heat exchanger comprises the
second surface.
[0235] Preferably, the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope.
[0236] Preferably, the envelope is a tube.
[0237] Preferably, the envelope has a circular cross-
section.
[0238] Preferably, the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.
[0239] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
transparent.

[0240] Preferably, the envelope is at least partially
evacuated.
[0241] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-3

mbar or less.
[0242] Preferably, the envelope is at a pressure of 10-6

mbar or less.
[0243] An eleventh aspect provides a solar energy con-
verter array comprising a plurality of hybrid solar energy
converters.
[0244] A twelth aspect provides solar energy converter
array comprising at least one solar energy converter ac-
cording to the first aspect, and at least one solar energy
converter according to the tenth aspect.
[0245] A thirteenth aspect provides a solar energy con-
verter comprising:

a solar energy absorber, the solar energy absorber
comprising a photovoltaic element;
a heat transfer element in thermal contact with the
solar energy absorber;
a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the heat
transfer element; and
an at least partially evacuated tube;
wherein the solar energy absorber is inside the evac-
uated tube.

[0246] A fourteenth aspect provides a solar energy
converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber;
a heat transfer element in thermal contact with the
solar energy absorber;
a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the heat
transfer element; and
an at least partially evacuated envelope;
wherein the solar energy absorber is inside the evac-
uated envelope.

[0247] Preferably, the first fluid flow channel is closer
to the first surface than the second fluid flow channel.
[0248] Preferably, at least a part of the first fluid flow
channel is located between the first surface and the sec-
ond fluid flow channel.
[0249] Preferably, the first fluid flow channel lies be-
tween the first surface and the second fluid flow channel.
[0250] Preferably, each of the first and second fluid
flow channels has a section bounded by a perimeter, and
a proportion of the perimeter of the first fluid flow channel
which is in thermal contact with the first surface is greater
than a proportion of the perimeter of the second fluid flow
channel which is in thermal contact with the first surface.
[0251] Preferably, the cross sectional area of the first
fluid flow channel and the cross sectional area of the
second fluid flow channel are equal.
[0252] Preferably, the first fluid flow channel is in ther-
mal contact with the first surface across a greater area
than the second fluid flow channel.
[0253] Preferably, the first part of the fluid flow means
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is inclined to the horizontal by an angle of up to 90°.
[0254] Preferably, at least a portion of at least one sur-
face of the first fluid flow channel in thermal contact with
the first surface comprises features arranged to promote
vapor bubble nucleation.
[0255] Preferably, at least a portion of at least one sur-
face of the first fluid flow channel in thermal contact with
the first surface has a surface texture adapted to promote
vapor bubble nucleation.
[0256] Preferably, said portion of at least one surface
has a roughened surface texture.
[0257] Preferably, the roughened surface texture is
provided by a solder layer.
[0258] Preferably, the first part of the fluid flow means
is divided into a plurality of first fluid flow channels.
[0259] Preferably, the first part of the fluid flow means
is divided into a plurality of first fluid flow channels and a
plurality of second fluid flow channels.
[0260] Preferably, the number of first fluid flow chan-
nels is the same as the number of second fluid flow chan-
nels.
[0261] Preferably, the first and second fluid flow chan-
nels are located side by side with first fluid flow channels
and second fluid flow channels interleaved.
[0262] Preferably, the or each first and second fluid
flow channel has an upper end and a lower end, and the
lower ends of the first and second fluid flow channels are
connected together.
[0263] Preferably, the or each first and second fluid
flow channel has an upper end and a lower end, and the
upper ends of the first and second fluid flow channels are
connected together.
[0264] Preferably, the upper ends of the first and sec-
ond fluid flow channels are connected together by a man-
ifold.
[0265] Preferably, the upper ends of the first and sec-
ond fluid flow channels are connected together by a vapor
manifold.
[0266] Preferably, vapor traveling from the surface of
the liquid to the second surface passes through the man-
ifold.
[0267] Preferably, condensed liquid returning from the
second surface to the first part of the fluid flow means
passes through the manifold.
[0268] Preferably, the liquid comprises water.
[0269] Preferably, the liquid comprises ethanol.
[0270] Preferably, the liquid comprises a mixture of wa-
ter and ethanol.
[0271] Preferably, the mixture comprises up to 25%
ethanol.
[0272] Preferably, the second surface is located above
the first surface such that the condensed liquid returns
from the second surface to the first part of the fluid flow
means by gravity.
[0273] Preferably, at least a portion of a surface of the
first fluid flow channel in thermal contact with the first
surface has a dimpled surface profile.
[0274] Preferably, the dimpled surface profile compris-

es a regular array of dimples.
[0275] Preferably, the regular array of dimples com-
prises dimples arranged in rows separated by flat strips
without dimples.
[0276] Preferably, the first and second fluid flow chan-
nels are located between first and second spaced apart
plates.
[0277] Preferably, the first plate is in thermal contact
with the first surface and forms a surface of the or each
first fluid flow channel.
[0278] Preferably, there are a plurality of first fluid flow
channels and a plurality of second fluid flow channels
located side by side with first fluid flow channels and sec-
ond fluid flow channels arranged alternately, and each
first fluid flow channel is separated from an adjacent sec-
ond fluid flow channel by a partition extending between
and attached to the first plate and the second plate.
[0279] Preferably, the first plate has a dimpled surface
profile comprising a regular array of dimples arranged in
rows separated by flat strips without dimples, and each
partition is attached to the first plate at a position located
in one of the flat strips.
[0280] Preferably, the part of each partition extending
between the first plate and the second plate is substan-
tially flat.
[0281] Preferably, a plurality of the partitions are
formed by a third plate.
[0282] Preferably, all of the partitions are formed by a
single third plate.
[0283] Preferably, the third plate is corrugated.
[0284] Preferably, each of the plates comprises a metal
or a metal alloy material.
[0285] Preferably, each of the first plate, second plate
and third plate comprises mild steel.
[0286] Preferably, each of the first plate, second plate
and third plate comprises tin coated mild steel.
[0287] Preferably, the plates are bonded together by
a bonding technique including at least one of: soldering;
spot welding; roller welding; and an adhesive.
[0288] Preferably, the first plate, second plate and third
plate are bonded together by solder joints and at least a
part of the first plate forming a surface of each first fluid
flow channel is coated with solder.
[0289] Preferably, the heat transfer device comprises
a substantially rigid heat conducting structure.
[0290] Preferably, the part of the fluid flow means
above the surface of the liquid is at a pressure of 40mbar
or less.
[0291] Preferably, the part of the fluid flow means
above the surface of the liquid is at a pressure of 2 mbar
or less.
[0292] Preferably, the part of the fluid flow means
above the surface of the liquid is at a pressure of 1 mbar
or less.
[0293] Preferably, the part of the fluid flow means
above the surface of the liquid is at a pressure of 10-2

mbar or less.
[0294] Preferably, the part of the fluid flow means
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above the surface of the liquid is at a pressure of 10-3

mbar or less.
[0295] Preferably, the part of the fluid flow means
above the surface of the liquid is at a pressure of 10-6

mbar or less.
[0296] Preferably, the heat transfer device further com-
prises:

a second surface;
at least one vapor channel connecting the first and
second fluid flow channels to the second surface;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than the
second surface, vapor travels from a surface of the
liquid to the second surface through the vapor chan-
nel and condenses at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second surface to
the first and second fluid flow channels;
whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface.

[0297] Preferably, the first plate, second plate and third
plate are attached together by solder joints
[0298] Preferably, the liquid reservoir comprises a plu-
rality of first fluid flow channels.
[0299] Preferably, at least a portion of a surface of the
fluid reservoir in thermal contact with the first surface
comprises features arranged to promote vapor bubble
nucleation.
[0300] Preferably, at least a portion of a surface of the
fluid reservoir in thermal contact with the first surface has
a surface texture adapted to promote vapor bubble nu-
cleation.
[0301] Preferably, said portion of the surface has a
roughened surface texture.
[0302] Preferably, the roughened surface texture is
provided by a solder layer.
[0303] Preferably, condensed liquid returning from the
second surface to the fluid reservoir travels through the
tube.
[0304] Preferably, the second surface is located above
the first surface such that the condensed liquid returns
from the second surface to the fluid reservoir by gravity.
[0305] Preferably, at least a portion of a surface of the
fluid reservoir in thermal contact with the first surface has
a dimpled surface profile.
[0306] Preferably, the dimpled surface profile compris-
es a regular array of dimples.
[0307] Preferably, the regular array of dimples com-
prises dimples arranged in rows separated by flat strips
without dimples.
[0308] Preferably, the tube is at a pressure of 40mbar
or less.
[0309] Preferably, the tube is at a pressure of 2 mbar
or less.
[0310] Preferably, the tube is at a pressure of 1 mbar
or less.
[0311] Preferably, the tube is at a pressure of 10-2 mbar
or less.

[0312] Preferably, the tube is at a pressure of 10-3 mbar
or less.
[0313] Preferably, the tube is at a pressure of 10-6 mbar
or less.
[0314] Preferably, the gas substance generator com-
prises a hot vapor generation surface configured to at
least partially heat-vaporize the working fluid such that
gas or vapor bubbles generated within the working fluid
drive the working fluid along the fluid flow path defined
internally of the fluid containing portion.
[0315] Preferably, the heat source is the hot vapor gen-
eration surface of the gas substance generator.
[0316] Preferably, the fluid flow path defined internally
of the fluid containing portion is arranged such that the
driving of the working fluid along the portion of the working
fluid flow path in thermal contact with the heat source is
unimpeded by the returning of the driven working fluid to
the gas substance generator.
[0317] Preferably, the fluid flow path comprises a plu-
rality of portions of the working fluid flow path in thermal
contact with the heat source.
[0318] Preferably, the fluid flow path comprises a plu-
rality of return portions returning the driven working fluid
to the gas substance generator.
[0319] Preferably, the heat transfer device is config-
ured so that the driven working fluid travels with an up-
ward component of direction along the portion of the
working fluid flow path in thermal contact with the heat
source, and returns to the gas substance generator at
least partially under the action of gravity.
[0320] Preferably, at least a partial vacuum is main-
tained in the fluid containing portion above the working
fluid.
[0321] Preferably, the rate of gas substance genera-
tion is determined, at least in part, by an operating tem-
perature of the heat transfer device.
[0322] Preferably, the heat transfer device is config-
ured so that the operating temperature achieving a pre-
determined rate of gas substance generation is control-
lable by means of varying a pressure level in the fluid
containing portion above the working fluid.
[0323] Preferably, the heat transfer device is config-
ured such that the heat source maintains a substantially
uniform temperature across the predetermined area.
[0324] Preferably, the heat transfer device further com-
prises a heat exchanger configured so that, in use, the
heat exchanger cools the working fluid.
[0325] Preferably, the heat transfer device is config-
ured so that, in use, the working fluid is at least partially
heat-vaporized to generate vapor, the vapor passes
through the fluid containing portion to the heat exchanger
and condenses at the heat exchanger, whereby the heat
exchanger cools the working fluid.
[0326] Preferably, the heat transfer device is config-
ured so that, in use, the heat exchanger is at least partially
in contact with the working fluid.
[0327] The invention further provides systems, devices
and articles of manufacture for implementing any of the
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aforementioned aspects of the invention.

Description of Figures

[0328] The invention will now be described in detail
with reference to the following figures in which:

Figure 1 is a diagram of a first embodiment of a hybrid
solar energy converter according to the invention;

Figure 2 is a diagram of a tube useable in the hybrid
solar energy converter of Figure 1;

Figure 3 is a diagram of a solar energy collector as-
sembly useable in the hybrid solar energy converter
of Figure 1;

Figure 4 is a side view of the solar energy collector
assembly of Figure 3;

Figure 5 is a cut away diagram of the solar energy
collector assembly of Figure 3;

Figure 6 is a transverse cross-sectional diagram of
the solar energy collector assembly of Figure 3;

Figure 7 is a longitudinal cross-sectional diagram of
the solar energy collector assembly of Figure 3;

Figure 8 is a longitudinal cross section diagram of a
heat exchange assembly useable in the hybrid solar
energy converter of Figure 1;

Figure 9 is a cut away diagram of an alternative ar-
rangement of a part of the heat exchange assembly
of Figure 8;

Figure 10 is a diagram of a second embodiment of
a hybrid solar energy converter according to the in-
vention;

Figure 11 is a cut away diagram of a solar energy
collector assembly useable in the hybrid solar energy
converter of Figure 10;

Figure 12 is a transverse cross-section along the line
A-A of the solar energy collector assembly of Figure
11;

Figure 13 is a longitudinal cross-sectional diagram
along the line B-B of the solar energy collector as-
sembly of Figure 11;

Figure 14 is a diagram of a central sheet useable in
the solar energy collector assembly of Figure 11;

Figure 15 is an explanatory diagram illustrating the
operation of the solar energy collector assembly of

Figure 11;

Figure 16 is a transverse cross section along the line
C-C of the solar energy collector assembly of Figure
11;

Figure 17A is an explanatory diagram of the solar
energy collector assembly of Figure 11;

Figure 17B is an explanatory diagram of the solar
energy collector assembly of Figure 11;

Figure 18A is a detailed plan view of a part of the
solar energy collector assembly of Figure 11;

Figure 18B is a cross section along the line D-D of
a the part of the solar energy collector assembly of
Figure 11;

Figure 19 is a diagram showing a part of the solar
energy collector assembly of Figure 11 with the pho-
tovoltaic elements removed;

Figure 20 is a diagram of a third embodiment of a
hybrid solar energy converter according to the inven-
tion;

Figure 21 is a cut away diagram of a part of a solar
energy collector assembly useable in the hybrid solar
energy converter of Figure 20;

Figure 22 is a diagram of an alternative transparent
tube useable in a hybrid solar energy converter ac-
cording to the invention;

Figure 23 is a diagram of a solar energy collector
arranged for rotation about a single axis; and

Figure 24 is a diagram of a solar energy collector
array arranged for rotation about two axes.

Detailed Description of the Invention

First embodiment

[0329] Apparatus according to a first embodiment of
the present invention is illustrated in Figure 1. Figure 1
shows a general exterior view of a first embodiment of a
hybrid solar energy converter 1 according to the present
invention.

Overview

[0330] In the first embodiment, the hybrid solar energy
converter 1 includes a solar energy collector assembly
2 housed within a sealed transparent tube 3. The solar
energy collector assembly 2 includes a heat transport
element 4 and an array of photovoltaic elements 5 mount-
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ed on an upper surface of the heat transport element 4.
The hybrid solar energy converter 1 also includes a heat
exchange assembly 6 at one end of the transparent tube
3. One end of the solar energy collector assembly 2 is
connected to the heat exchange assembly 6. In one ex-
ample the photovoltaic elements 5 may be formed of sil-
icon. In another example the photovoltaic elements 5
may be formed of gallium arsenide. In other examples,
photovoltaic elements formed of other semiconductor
materials may be used. In other examples organic pho-
tovoltaic elements may be used. In other examples hybrid
photovoltaic elements may be used.
[0331] Photovoltaic elements may also be referred to
as photovoltaic cells, solar cells or photoelectric cells.
For the avoidance of doubt, in the present application the
term photovoltaic element is used to refer to any element
which converts incident electromagnetic radiation into
electrical energy.
[0332] In the first embodiment, the heat exchange as-
sembly 6 includes a primary heat exchanger 7 arranged
to transfer heat energy from the heat transport element
4 to a first fluid, and a secondary heat exchanger 8 ar-
ranged to transfer heat energy from the heat transport
element 4 to a second fluid. The primary heat exchanger
7 and the secondary heat exchanger 8 are separated by
a heat transfer control valve 9 able to selectively allow,
or prevent, the transfer of heat energy from the heat trans-
port element 4 to the secondary heat exchanger 8.
[0333] In one possible example, in use the hybrid solar
energy converter 1 may be mounted on a roof. In the
illustrated embodiment mounting brackets 10 and 11 are
provided. Mounting bracket 10 supports the transparent
tube 3 and mounting bracket 11 is attached to the heat
exchange assembly 6. The transparent tube 3 is secured
to the mounting bracket 10 by a strap or clip 12 of a
plastics material in order to reduce the risk of accidental
damage to the transparent tube 3.
[0334] An overview of operation of the hybrid solar en-
ergy converter 1 is that the solar energy, in other words
sunlight, incident on the hybrid solar energy converter 1
passes through the sealed transparent tube 3 and is in-
cident on the photovoltaic elements 5 of the solar energy
collector assembly 2. The photovoltaic elements 5 con-
vert a part of the energy of the incident solar energy into
electrical energy, and convert a part of the energy of the
incident solar energy into heat energy. A further part of
the incident solar energy may be incident on any parts
of the solar energy collector assembly 2 which are not
covered by the photovoltaic elements 5. This further part
of the incident solar energy may also be converted into
heat energy. In general, it is desirable to maximize the
proportion of the surface of the solar energy collector
assembly 2 exposed to incident solar energy which is
covered by the photovoltaic elements 5, and to minimize
the proportion which is not so covered. However, in some
circumstances it may be preferred to leave some parts
of this exposed surface uncovered, for example to sim-
plify manufacture and/or assembly of the solar energy

collector assembly 2 and attachment of the photovoltaic
elements 5 to the solar energy collector assembly 2. Usu-
ally, in the first embodiment the surface of the solar en-
ergy collector assembly exposed to incident solar energy
will be the upper surface.
[0335] The electrical energy produced by the photo-
voltaic elements 5 is carried along the heat transport el-
ement 4 by electrical conductors (not shown in Figure 1)
and away from the solar energy converter 1 for use. The
heat energy absorbed by the photovoltaic elements 5 is
transferred into the heat transport element 4, cooling the
photovoltaic elements 5, and then carried to the heat ex-
change assembly 6.
[0336] As explained above, the heat transfer control
valve 9 is able to selectively allow, or prevent, the transfer
or transport of heat energy from the heat transport ele-
ment 4 to the secondary heat exchanger 8. Accordingly,
at the heat exchange assembly 6 the heat energy from
the heat transfer element 4 is selectively passed under
the control of the heat transfer control valve 9 either to
the primary heat exchanger 7 only, or to both the primary
heat exchanger 7 and the secondary heat exchanger 8.
By selecting whether the heat energy is transferred to
the primary heat exchanger 7 only, or to both the primary
heat exchanger 7 and the secondary heat exchanger 8
the degree of cooling applied to the photovoltaic ele-
ments 5 can be varied.
[0337] In one typical arrangement, the hybrid solar en-
ergy converter 1 may be used in a domestic situation,
such as on a household roof, to generate electricity for
household use and/or for export, and to generate hot
water for a domestic hot water and/or heating system. In
this arrangement the heat energy transferred to the pri-
mary heat exchanger 7 is transferred into a pumped water
supply flowing through the primary heat exchanger 7 to
heat the water. This heated water is then used by the
domestic hot water and heating system, and the electrical
energy produced by the photovoltaic elements is sup-
plied to a domestic electrical supply system. In this ar-
rangement the heat energy transferred to the secondary
heat exchanger 8 is transferred into ambient air and al-
lowed to escape into the atmosphere. The secondary
heat exchanger 8 is used, under the selective control of
the heat transfer control valve 9, to release heat energy
into the atmosphere in order to regulate the temperature
of the solar energy collector assembly 2.
[0338] The efficiency of semiconductor photovoltaic el-
ements generally drops as the temperature of the sem-
iconductor material rises. The temperature above which
efficiency drops with increasing temperature and the rate
at which efficiency drops with increasing temperature will
vary for different semiconductor materials and different
designs of photovoltaic element. For silicon photovoltaic
elements the efficiency of electrical energy generation
generally drops by about 0.35% to 0.5% for each degree
centigrade of temperature increase above 25°C.
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Transparent tube

[0339] In the first embodiment illustrated in Figure 1
the sealed transparent tube 3 is formed by a cylindrical
glass tube having one open end 3a and one closed
domed end 3b. The sealed transparent tube 3 is illustrat-
ed in more detail in Figure 2. The open end 3a of the
cylindrical glass tube is sealed by a metal cap 12 which
is bonded to the glass tube with adhesive to form an air
tight seal. The interior of the tube 3 is at least partially
evacuated. That is, the interior of the tube is at a pressure
below normal atmospheric pressure. The pressure of the
vacuum within the tube 3 may be 10-3 mbar.
[0340] The open end 3a of the cylindrical glass tube
sealed by the cap 12 is attached to the heat exchange
assembly 6 and the closed domed end 3b is remote from
the heat exchange assembly 6.
[0341] Insulated electrical conductors 21 pass through
the metal cap 12 to carry the electrical energy generated
by the photovoltaic elements 5 away from the solar en-
ergy collector assembly 3. The heat transport element 4
of the solar energy collector assembly 2 has a projecting
tube 13 which passes through the metal cap 12 in order
to carry heat energy from the solar energy collector as-
sembly 3 to the heat exchange assembly 6.
[0342] As discussed above, the solar energy collector
assembly 2 housed within the transparent tube 3 includes
photovoltaic elements 5. Typically, photovoltaic devices
are made from semiconductor materials which may suffer
from oxidation and other environmental effects adversely
affecting their performance and lifetime when exposed
to the atmosphere. The use of an evacuated tube 3 may
protect the semi-conductor materials of the photovoltaic
elements 5 from such environmental damage. This may
allow the cost of encapsulating the photovoltaic elements
to be avoided.
[0343] The use of an evacuated tube may also in-
crease the efficiency with which heat can be collected
from incident solar energy by the solar energy collector
assembly 2. Having the solar energy collector assembly
2 surrounded by an evacuated tube 3 may reduce or
effectively prevent convective heat loss from the solar
energy collector assembly 2 into the material of the trans-
parent tube 3 and the air around the hybrid solar energy
converter 1.
[0344] In alternative example a different vacuum pres-
sure may be used. In some examples the vacuum pres-
sure may be in the range 10-2 mbar to 10-6 mbar. In gen-
eral, it is expected that lower vacuum pressure, or in other
words a harder vacuum, will provide greater insulating
benefits. Further, it is expected that lower vacuum pres-
sure, or in other words a harder vacuum, will provide
greater protection from environmental damage in exam-
ples where the photovoltaic elements are not encapsu-
lated. In practice the benefits of using a lower vacuum
pressure may need to be balanced against the increased
cost of achieving a lower vacuum pressure. In some ex-
amples a vacuum pressure of 10-2 mbar, or lower, may

be used.
[0345] In an alternative example the sealed transpar-
ent tube 3 may be filled with an inert gas instead of being
evacuated. In particular, the inert gas may be nitrogen.
[0346] In another alternative example the sealed trans-
parent tube 3 may be filled with an inert gas at a reduced
pressure. In some examples this may be achieved by
filling the tube 3 with the inert gas and then evacuating
the tube 3. In particular, the inert gas may be nitrogen.
[0347] In the illustrated first embodiment the tube 3 is
cylindrical having a circular cross section. The use of a
circular cross section shape may increase the strength
of the evacuated tube to resist the atmospheric pressure
acting on the evacuated tube. In alternative examples
the tube may have other shapes. In some examples the
cross sectional size and/or shape of the tube may vary
at different positions along its length.
[0348] In an alternative example the tube may have an
elliptical cross section. In particular, the tube 3 may have
an elliptical cross section with the long axis of the ellipse
aligned with the plane of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 2. The use of a tube 3 having an elliptical cross-
section with the long axis of the ellipse aligned with the
plane of the solar energy collector assembly may reduce
the amount of glass required by the tube 3 and may re-
duce reflection losses due to the reflection of incident
solar energy from the tube 3.
[0349] In the illustrated first embodiment the tube 3 is
formed of glass. The use of glass may allow the vacuum
within the tube 3 to be maintained longer because the
rate of migration of gas molecules from the atmosphere
through glass is, in practice, effectively zero. In alterna-
tive examples suitable transparent plastics materials or
laminated structures may be used to form the tube 3.
[0350] In the illustrated first embodiment the tube 3 is
transparent. In alternative examples the tube may be only
partially transparent.
[0351] In the illustrated first embodiment the metal end
cap 12 is bonded to the glass tube 3 by adhesive. In other
examples alternative glass to metal bonding techniques
may be used, for example welding, brazing or soldering.
[0352] In the illustrated first embodiment the tube 3 has
a metal end cap 12 at one end. In alternative examples
the end cap 12 may be made of other materials. In some
examples the end cap 12 may be made of glass. This
may reduce conductive heat losses from the collector
assembly 2.

Collector assembly

[0353] The solar energy collector assembly 2 accord-
ing to the first embodiment is illustrated in Figures 3 and
4. The solar energy collector assembly 2 includes a heat
transport element 4 and an array of photovoltaic ele-
ments 5 mounted on one surface of the heat transport
element 4. In order to allow radiant solar energy to be
incident on the photovoltaic elements 5 the array of pho-
tovoltaic elements 5 will usually be mounted on the sur-
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face of the heat transport element 4 exposed to the inci-
dent radiant solar energy in operation of the hybrid solar
energy converter 1. This will usually be the upper surface
of the heat transport element 4.
[0354] In some arrangements the surface of the heat
transport element 4 exposed to the incident radiant solar
energy may not be the upper surface. In particular, this
would be the case if the solar energy collector assembly
2 was located in a vertical, or substantially vertical, plane,
or if the incident solar radiant energy was incident hori-
zontally or from below, for example after redirection by
an optical system, such as a mirror. Accordingly, refer-
ences to upper and lower surfaces, and similar directional
terminology in this description, should be understood as
referring to the situation illustrated in the figures where
the solar energy collector assembly is in a plane at an
angle to the horizontal and radiant solar energy is incident
from above.
[0355] In the illustrated example of the first embodi-
ment, the solar energy collector assembly 2 is supported
by a cylindrical tube 13 of the heat transport element 4.
The cylindrical tube 13 passes through the end cap 12
and into the heat exchange assembly 6, as will be ex-
plained in more detail below. Where the cylindrical tube
13 passes through the end cap 12 the cylindrical tube 13
is soldered to the end cap 12 to retain the cylindrical tube
13 in place and support the solar energy collector as-
sembly 2.
[0356] In alternative examples the cylindrical tube 13
may be secured to the end cap 12 in other ways. In one
example the cylindrical tube 13 may be welded to the
end cap 12.
[0357] The supporting of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 2 by a single physical connection through the
cylindrical tube 13 may increase the efficiency with which
heat can be collected from incident solar energy by the
solar energy collector assembly 2. Having the solar en-
ergy collector assembly 2 supported by a single physical
connection through the cylindrical tube 13 may reduce
conductive heat loss from the solar energy collector as-
sembly 2 into the supporting structure outside the trans-
parent tube.
[0358] In the first embodiment, the heat transport ele-
ment 4 is substantially trapezoid in cross section, having
a substantially flat upper surface 4a and a substantially
flat lower surface 4b. Each of the photovoltaic elements
5 is square, and the width of the heat transport element
4 is the same as the width of each square photovoltaic
element 5. In the illustrated embodiment, seven square
photovoltaic elements 5 are mounted side by side to one
another along the length of the heat transport element 4.
Substantially the entire upper face of the heat transport
element 4 is covered by the photovoltaic elements 5. Cov-
ering a large proportion of the heat transport element with
photovoltaic elements may increase the efficiency of the
hybrid solar energy converter.
[0359] The photovoltaic elements 5 are bonded to the
substantially flat upper surface 4a of the heat transport

element 4 using a layer 49 of heat conducting adhesive.
This thermally conductive adhesive bonding layer 49 is
shown in Figure 7. The adhesive bonding layer 49 is elec-
trically insulating. The adhesive bonding layer 49 be-
tween the photovoltaic elements 5 and the heat transport
element 4 is arranged to be thin. This may improve the
degree of thermal conduction between the photovoltaic
elements 5 and the heat transport element 4. This may
increase the rate of heat transfer laterally across the pho-
tovoltaic elements 5. An adhesive material loaded with
solid spheres of a predetermined size may be used to
form the adhesive bonding layer 49. This may allow a
thin adhesive layer 49 to be consistently and reliably
formed. The adhesive bonding layer 49 is formed of a
flexible or "forgiving" adhesive material. This may relieve
stresses in the assembled solar energy collector assem-
bly 2 and reduce any stress applied to the photovoltaic
elements 5.
[0360] The photovoltaic elements 5 are semiconductor
photovoltaic elements formed of silicon. In one embodi-
ment the photovoltaic elements are formed of single-
crystal silicon. In one embodiment the photovoltaic ele-
ments are formed of amorphous silicon. In one embodi-
ment the photovoltaic elements are formed of polycrys-
talline silicon, or polysilicon. In other embodiments alter-
native types of semiconductor photovoltaic elements
may be used.
[0361] As discussed above, in operation of the hybrid
solar energy converter 1 the photovoltaic elements 5 are
cooled by the heat transport element 4. This cooling may
allow the temperature of the photovoltaic elements 5 to
be maintained at a desired value.
[0362] This cooling may provide the advantage that
the appearance of hot spots or regions in the photovoltaic
elements 5 can be reduced or eliminated, and the tem-
perature of the photovoltaic elements 5 maintained at a
uniform desired value. Such hot spots or regions may for
example be produced by heating by incident solar radi-
ation, by inhomogeneities or faults in the photovoltaic
elements 5, or by a combination of, or interaction be-
tween, these causes.
[0363] Such hot spots or regions can reduce the effi-
ciency of the photovoltaic elements 5. It is believed that
hot spots in the photovoltaic elements 5 may reduce the
efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 5 in the short term,
and may also degrade the performance of the photovolta-
ic elements 5 in the longer term. As discussed above,
the efficiency of photovoltaic elements reduces as the
temperature increases. In the short term a hot spot in a
photovoltaic element may reduce the output of the pho-
tovoltaic element because the material forming the hot
spot is at a higher temperature than the rest of the pho-
tovoltaic element, and so has a reduced efficiency com-
pared to the rest of the photovoltaic element. Further, in
the longer term the degrading of the performance of the
photovoltaic element may also take place more rapidly
at a hot spot because the material forming the hot spot
is at a higher temperature than the rest of the photovoltaic
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element.
[0364] Accordingly, maintaining the photovoltaic ele-
ments 5 at a more uniform temperature value and reduc-
ing, or eliminating, hot spots or regions may improve the
efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 5 at a specific tem-
perature, and may reduce the amount of degradation of
the photovoltaic elements 5 caused by higher tempera-
tures.
[0365] This may allow the photovoltaic elements 5 to
operate at a higher overall temperature than would oth-
erwise be the case. This may be understood by consid-
ering that where hot spots exist in the photovoltaic ele-
ments 5 it may be the temperature induced reduction in
efficiency and temperature induced degradation in these
hot spots that limits the maximum operating temperature
of the photovoltaic element 5 as a whole. As a result,
reducing, or eliminating, these hotspots may allow the
maximum operating temperature of the photovoltaic el-
ement 5 as a whole to be raised.
[0366] The illustrated example of the first embodiment
has a solar energy collector assembly 2 supported by a
single physical connection through the cylindrical tube
13. In other examples alternative supporting arrange-
ments may be used. In some examples the solar energy
collector assembly 2 may be supported by two physical
connections, one at each end of the solar energy collector
assembly 2. In some examples, one of the two physical
connections may be the through the cylindrical tube. In
general, it is advantageous to minimize the number of
physical supports in order to minimize the escape of heat
from the solar energy collector assembly by conduction
through the physical supports.
[0367] In other examples the number of photovoltaic
elements 5 mounted on the heat transport element 4 may
be different. In one example, twelve photovoltaic ele-
ments 5 may mounted on the heat transport element 4.
In one example, eighteen photovoltaic elements 5 may
mounted on the heat transport element 4. In other exam-
ples the relative sizes of the photovoltaic elements 5 and
the heat transport element 4 may be different.
[0368] In some examples the adhesive layer 49 may
comprise an epoxy resin which remains non-brittle after
curing.
[0369] In other examples the adhesive layer 49 may
be formed by a double sided adhesive tape.

Heat transport element

[0370] The heat transport element 4 according to the
first embodiment is shown in more detail in a cut away
view in Figure 5, and in transverse and longitudinal cross-
sectional views in Figures 6 and 7 respectively.
[0371] In the first embodiment, the heat transport ele-
ment 4 is substantially trapezoid in cross section and has
an upper surface 4a formed by an upper sheet 14 and a
lower surface 4b formed by a lower sheet 15. The sides
of the heat transport element 4 are formed by upwardly
bent parts of the lower sheet 15. The photovoltaic ele-

ments 5 are bonded to the upper sheet 14. The upper
sheet 14 and the lower sheet 15 are sealed together
around their respective edges by welding and define
three fluid passages 16 between them. The upper sheet
14 and the lower sheet 15 are separated by 1mm so that
each of the passages 16 is 1mm thick. Each of the pas-
sages 16 is divided into an upper portion 16a and a lower
portion 16b by a partition sheet 17. The partition sheets
17 tend to guide fluid flow along the passages 16 along
either the upper portions 16a or the lower portions 16b
of the passages 16. However, the partition sheets 17 do
not extend entirely across the passages 16. The upper
portion 16a and the lower portion 16b of each fluid pas-
sage 16 are not sealed from one another. The partition
sheets 17 are located and secured in place by being spot
welded to dimples 19 projecting upwardly from the lower
sheet 15.
[0372] The heat transport element 4 is a substantially
rigid structure. This may reduce the physical stress ap-
plied to the photovoltaic elements 5 by flexing of the heat
transport element. This may extend the working life of
the photovoltaic elements 5.
[0373] In the illustrated example of the first embodi-
ment the upper, lower and partition sheets 14, 15 and 17
are formed of 0.2 mm thick tin coated mild steel. The use
of mild steel may avoid or reduce problems produced by
differential thermal expansion of the silicon semiconduc-
tor photovoltaic elements 5 and the heat transport ele-
ment 4 because the coefficients of thermal expansion of
silicon and mild steel are similar.
[0374] The upper sheet 14 is bent to form two longitu-
dinal recesses in its upper surface which forming two
parallel troughs 18 running along the upper surface 4a
of the heat transport element 4. In these recesses the
upper sheet 14 contacts the lower sheet 15 and the two
sheets 14 and 15 are bonded together. This may increase
the rigidity of the heat transport element 4. Electrically
conductive ribbons or wires 20 run along the troughs 18
between the heat transport element 4 and the photovolta-
ic elements 5. The wires 20 are electrically connected to
the photovoltaic elements 5 and to the conductors 21
which pass through the cap 12 to provide a conductive
path to carry the electrical power generated by the pho-
tovoltaic elements 5 out of the sealed transparent tube
2. This electrical power may be supplied to an inverter
for voltage conversion and/or for conversion to alternat-
ing current for supply to a domestic or mains electrical
system.
[0375] At an end of the heat transport element 4 adja-
cent the open end of the glass tube 3 and the end cap
12 the generally trapezoid cross sectional shape of most
of the length of the heat transport element 4 transitions
to a projecting cylindrical tube 13. The upper and lower
sheets 14 and 15 are sealed to the cylindrical tube 13 so
that the interior of the heat transport element 4 is sealed.
The cylindrical tube 13 passes through the end cap 12
and into the heat exchange assembly 6. The central bore
of the cylindrical tube 13 is connected to the passages
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16 and acts to carry heat energy from the heat transport
element 4 to the heat exchange assembly 6, as will be
explained below. The cylindrical tube 13 physically sup-
ports the solar energy collector assembly 2 within the
sealed transparent tube 3.
[0376] The passages 16 are filled with degassed dis-
tilled water 22 as a working fluid and the interior of the
heat transport element 4 including the passages 16 and
the tube 13 is at least partially evacuated. That is, the
interior of the heat transport element 4 is at a pressure
below normal atmospheric pressure. The interior of the
heat transport element may be under a vacuum at a pres-
sure of 10-3 mbar. The heat transport element 4 is ar-
ranged to be inclined to the horizontal with the end of the
heat transport element 4 adjacent the heat exchange as-
sembly 6 higher than the end of the heat transport ele-
ment 4 remote from the heat exchange assembly 6. As
a result, the passages 16 within the heat transport ele-
ment 4 are similarly inclined to the horizontal. The amount
of water 22 in the passages 16 is sufficient that the lower
surface of the upper sheet 14, that is, the surface forming
the top of the passages 16, is below the surface of the
water 22 at a position corresponding to the location of
the nearest part of any of the photovoltaic elements 5 to
the tube 13. The inclination angle to the horizontal may
be small. The inclination angle may be 5° or more. An
inclination angle of about 5° is sufficient. Larger angles
of inclination may be used if desired. An angle of inclina-
tion up to and including 90° may be used, i.e. the heat
transport element 4 may be arranged longitudinally ver-
tically.
[0377] The heat transport element 4 is a substantially
rigid structure. This may minimize changes in the level
of the surface of the water 22 due to flexing of the com-
ponents of the heat transport element 4, such as the up-
per and lower sheets 14 and 15. Such changes in the
level of the surface of the water 22 may affect the effi-
ciency of the cooling of the photovoltaic elements 5.
[0378] In operation of the first embodiment, when the
solar energy collector assembly 2 is exposed to incident
solar radiative energy the photovoltaic elements 5 absorb
some of this energy, converting a part of the absorbed
energy into electrical energy. The remainder of the ab-
sorbed energy is converted into heat energy, raising the
temperature of the photovoltaic elements 5. The ab-
sorbed heat energy flows from the photovoltaic elements
5 into the heat transport element 4, flowing through the
upper sheet 14 and into the water 22 inside the channels
16, which water is in contact with the lower surface of the
upper sheet 14.
[0379] The liquid water 22 inside the passages 16 ab-
sorbs the heat energy and vaporizes, producing bubbles
23 of steam or water vapor. The liquid water may vaporize
and produce bubbles as a result of either or both of con-
vection boiling and nucleation. At the vacuum pressure
of 10-3 mbar inside the passages 16 the water boils from
around 00C, so that the water 22 vaporizes readily at the
normal operating temperatures of the hybrid solar energy

converter 1. The bubbles 23 of water vapor are less
dense than the liquid water 22. As explained above, the
passages 16 are inclined to the horizontal, and as a re-
sult, this density difference causes the bubbles 23 of wa-
ter vapor to travel upwards along the passages 16 to-
wards the upper surface of the water 22. The roughening
of the surface of the sheet 14 produced by the tin coating
may provide nucleation sites, increasing the tendency of
the liquid water 22 to vaporize and form bubbles 23 of
water vapor.
[0380] When a bubble 23 of water vapor reaches the
surface of the water 22 the vapor is released into the
vacuum above the water 22. The bursting of the bubbles
of water vapor at the water surface may generate droplets
of liquid water and may project at least some of these
water droplets upwardly from the water surface into the
vacuum above the water surface. As a result, the heat
transfer mechanism may be a multi-phase system com-
prising liquid water, water vapor and droplets of liquid
water, and not just a two-phase system comprising liquid
water and water vapor only. The presence of such drop-
lets of water in the vacuum may enhance the rate of va-
porization by increasing the surface area of the liquid
water exposed to the vacuum.
[0381] The water vapor in the vacuum travels at a very
high speed through the vacuum along the cylindrical tube
13 and into the heat exchange assembly 6. The travel
speed of the hot water vapor in the vacuum is very fast,
approximating to the thermal speed of the water vapor
molecules. Inside the heat exchange assembly 6 the wa-
ter vapor condenses on a heat exchange surface of one
of the primary and secondary heat exchangers 7 and 8.
The condensed water flows back out of the heat ex-
change assembly 6 down the tube 13 and back into the
water 22 within the passages 16.
[0382] The bubbles 23 of water vapor will tend to move
upwardly through the liquid water 22 in the passages 16
because of the lower density of the water vapor compared
to the liquid water, which will result in an upward buoy-
ancy force on each bubble 23. Further, the movement of
the bubbles 23 of water vapor will tend to drive the liquid
water 22 in the passages 16 upwardly. As a result, the
bubbles 23 in combination with the partition sheet 17
cause the water 22 in each passage 16 to circulate with
relatively hot water 22 and bubbles 23 of water vapor
flowing upwards along the upper portion 16a of the pas-
sage 16 and relatively cool water 22 flowing downwards
along the lower portion 16b of the passage 16. This cir-
culation is driven primarily by the difference in density
between the water vapor of the bubbles 23 and the liquid
water. However, this circulation may also be driven by
convection as a result of the difference in density between
the relatively hot water in passage 16a and the relatively
cool water in passage 16b, in a similar manner to a ther-
mosiphon. This density driven circulation may form a
highly effective heat transport mechanism because water
has a relatively high enthalpy of vaporization, so that the
bubbles 23 of water vapor may carry a large amount of
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heat energy additional to the heat energy carried by the
circulation of the relatively hot water in passage 16a and
the relatively cool water in passage 16b.
[0383] As the bubbles 23 of water vapor travel upward-
ly along the passages 16 the pressure head acting on
the bubbles 23 decreases, so that the bubbles 23 tend
to expand. As a result, the tendency of the vapor bubbles
23 to collapse and implode is reduced by the effects of
the expansion and decreasing pressure as the bubbles
23 move upwardly. When considering this point, it should
be remembered that when the heat transport element 4
is operating the bubbles 23 will be forming within an es-
tablished density driven circulation fluid flow and will
move upwardly carried by this flow in addition to the bub-
bles movement due to their own buoyancy relative to the
liquid water. Further, it is believed that expansion of the
bubbles 23 as they move upwardly will further increase
the speed of the density driven circulation flow by increas-
ing the buoyancy of the expanding bubbles 23.
[0384] In general, the speed of the density driven cir-
culation increases and the effectiveness of the heat
transport mechanism increases as the temperature of
the upper sheet 14 of the heat transport element 4 in-
creases.
[0385] The density driven circulation of the water 22
within the passage 16 is a vapor driven circulating or
rolling flow.
[0386] The density driven circulation of the water 22
within the passage 16 becomes particularly vigorous, and
becomes particularly effective as a heat transport mech-
anism, when the water 22 within the passage 16 enters
a rolling boil state. The effectiveness of the heat transport
mechanism significantly increases when rolling boiling
of the water 22 commences. In general, when other pa-
rameters of the system remain constant, entry into the
rolling boil state will take place when the temperature of
the upper sheet 14 of the heat transport element 4 reach-
es a specific temperature.
[0387] In the illustrated example using water, the water
22 within passage 16 may enter a rolling boil state at a
temperature of about 40°C.
[0388] In the illustrated example of the first embodi-
ment the heat transport element 4, the cylindrical tube
13 and the primary and secondary heat exchangers 7
and 8 are all arranged in a straight line. Accordingly, the
channels 16 and 17 within the heat transport element 4,
the internal passage of the cylindrical tube 13, and the
internal passages of the heat exchange assembly 6 are
all inclined at the same angle to the horizontal. This is
not essential. In some examples it may be preferred to
have these components inclined at different angles to
the horizontal. In particular, in some examples it may be
preferred to have channels 16 and 17 within the heat
transport element 4 inclined at a first angle to the hori-
zontal selected to optimize the efficiency of the density
driven circulation, and to have the internal passages of
the cylindrical tube 13 and the heat exchange assembly
6 inclined at a second angle to the horizontal selected to

optimize the return flow of condensed water to the heat
transport element 4.
[0389] In the illustrated first embodiment three fluid
passages 16 are defined within the heat transport ele-
ment 4. In other examples there may be different num-
bers of fluid passages. In particular, some examples may
have only a single passage.
[0390] In the illustrated example of the first embodi-
ment 0.2 mm thick tin coated mild steel sheets are used
to form the heat transport element 4. In alternative ex-
amples other thicknesses may be used, in particular 0.1
mm thick sheets may be used. The use of a thinner upper
sheet may improve the rate of heat energy transfer from
the photovoltaic elements to the water inside the chan-
nels. In other examples sheets having different thick-
nesses may be used for the different sheets. In other
examples different materials may be used, in particular
sheets of other metals or metal alloys, such as copper
or brass may be used. In other examples the upper, lower
and/or partition sheets may be formed from materials
which are not metals. In other embodiments there may
be openings in the upper sheet allowing the water inside
the channels to directly contact the back surfaces of the
photovoltaic elements to maximize heat transfer. In such
examples the thickness or material used to form the up-
per sheet could be selected without having to take ther-
mal conductivity into account.
[0391] The sheets used to form the heat transport el-
ement 4 may be shaped by pressing.
[0392] In the illustrated first embodiment the partition
sheets are secured to dimples projecting from the lower
sheet 15. In alternative examples other support arrange-
ments may be used. In particular dimples projecting from
the partition sheets may be secured to the lower sheet.
[0393] In the illustrated first embodiment each of the
passages is 1mm thick. In alternative examples different
passage thicknesses may be used. In particular a pas-
sage thickness of 0.8 mm may be used. In particular a
passage thickness of 1.2 mm may be used.
[0394] In the illustrated first embodiment the thickness
of each of the portions 16a and 16b of a passage 16 is
approximately equal. In alternative examples the thick-
nesses of the portions 16a and 16b in a passage 16 may
be different. In particular the thickness of the portion 16a
carrying the bubbles of vapor 23 may be greater than the
thickness of the other portion 16b.
[0395] In the illustrated first embodiment the upper
sheet 14 is flat where it contacts the photovoltaic ele-
ments 5. In alternative examples the upper sheet 14 may
be patterned to stiffen it, to reduce flexing of the upper
sheet 14 due to thermal expansion or contraction when
the temperature of the heat transport element 4 changes.
Such flexing may place damaging stress on the photo-
voltaic elements.
[0396] In the illustrated first embodiment the different
sheets are welded together. In alternative examples dif-
ferent bonding techniques may be used. In some exam-
ples the different sheets may be bonded by techniques
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including spot welding, roller welding, solder or adhesive.
[0397] In the illustrated first embodiment the partition
sheet 17 dividing each passage 16 into portions 16a and
16b is flat. In alternative examples the partition sheet may
have other profiles. In particular the partition sheet may
have a corrugated or wave profile. The partition sheet
may divide the passage 16 into a plurality of portions 16a
and a plurality of portions 16b
[0398] In the illustrated first embodiment the heat
transport element 4 and the passages 16 are formed by
shaped sheets. In alternative examples the heat trans-
port element and the passages may be formed in other
ways. In particular, the heat transport element and the
passages may be formed by flattened tubes.
[0399] In the illustrated first embodiment the tube 13
is a cylindrical tube. In other examples the tube 13 may
have other cross sectional shapes. In some examples
the tube 13 may have a cross sectional shape that varies
along its length.
[0400] In the illustrated example of the first embodi-
ment the flow of water vapor and liquid water through the
heat transport element 4 tends to keep the cooled upper
surface of the heat transport element 4 at a uniform op-
erating temperature during operation. That is, the cooled
upper surface of the heat transport element 4 tends to
be kept isothermal. The isothermal nature of the cooled
upper surface of the heat transport element 4 tends to
give rise to isothermal cooling of the photovoltaic ele-
ments 5, where hotter parts of the photovoltaic elements
5 tend to be preferentially cooled so that the photovoltaic
elements 5 themselves tend to become isothermal.
[0401] Such isothermal cooling provides further ad-
vantages in addition to those provided by cooling.
[0402] Isothermal cooling may provide the advantage
that the appearance of hot spots or regions in the pho-
tovoltaic elements 5 produced by heating by incident so-
lar radiation can be reduced or eliminated. Such hot spots
or regions can reduce the efficiency of the photovoltaic
elements 5.
[0403] Isothermal cooling may simplify the control and
wiring arrangements of the photovoltaic elements 5 by
reducing or eliminating any requirement for compensa-
tion for differences in the performance of the different
parts of the photovoltaic elements 5 that are at different
temperatures.
[0404] Isothermal cooling tends to reduce, or prevent,
the formation of hot spots or regions in the photovoltaic
elements 5. As is explained above, this may allow the
efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 5 to be improved
at a specific temperature. Further, this may reduce the
amount of degradation of the photovoltaic elements 5
caused by higher temperatures.
[0405] Still further, this may allow the photovoltaic el-
ements 5 to operate with a given degree of efficiency at
a higher temperature than would otherwise be the case.
This may allow the solar energy collector assembly 2
including the photovoltaic elements 5 to be operated at
a higher temperature without reducing the efficiency with

which the photovoltaic elements 5 produce electrical en-
ergy.
[0406] One example of this effect of isothermal cooling
is that the general figure quoted above for silicon photo-
voltaic elements that the efficiency of electrical energy
generation generally drops by about 0.35% to 0.5% for
each degree centigrade of temperature increase above
250C may not apply to silicon photovoltaic elements that
are isothermally cooled. Such isothermally cooled silicon
photovoltaic elements having hotspots eliminated or re-
duced may have a higher threshold temperature at which
the efficiency of electrical energy generation begins to
drop and/or may have a reduced rate of reduction in ef-
ficiency for each degree centigrade of temperature in-
crease above the threshold temperature. Further, the
temperature at which there is a risk of permanent deg-
radation of the silicon photovoltaic elements may also be
increased for isothermally cooled silicon photovoltaic el-
ements. Similar effects may be found in photovoltaic el-
ements formed of other semiconductor materials.
[0407] In some examples, one or more layers of heat
conductive material may be located between the upper
sheet 14 and the photovoltaic elements 5. Such layers
of heat conductive material may increase the rate of heat
transfer between the photovoltaic elements 5 and the
upper sheet 14, and thus the rate of heat transfer between
the photovoltaic elements 5 and the liquid within the pas-
sages 16. Such layers of heat conductive material may
also increase the rate of heat transfer laterally across the
photovoltaic elements 5.
[0408] Accordingly, providing a layer of heat conduc-
tive material may increase the degree of isothermal cool-
ing and further tend to reduce, or eliminate, the formation
of hot spots or regions in the photovoltaic elements 5.

Heat exchange assembly

[0409] Figure 8 illustrates a cross sectional diagram of
the heat exchange assembly 6 according to the first em-
bodiment. As explained above, the heat exchange as-
sembly 6 includes a primary heat exchanger 7 and a sec-
ondary heat exchanger 8 separated by a heat transfer
control valve 9.
[0410] The tube 13 of the heat transport element 4 is
connected to the heat exchange assembly 6. The tube
13 is connected to the primary heat exchanger 7. The
primary heat exchanger 7 is formed by a cylindrical cop-
per tube 24 having a plurality of heat transfer fins 25
extending outwardly from the tube 24. The heat transfer
fins 25 extend into a flow channel carrying a first operating
fluid. In the illustrated example of the first embodiment
the first operating fluid is a pumped flow of water forming
part of a domestic hot water and/or heating system.
[0411] The secondary heat exchanger 8 is formed by
a cylindrical copper tube 26 having a plurality of heat
transfer fins 27 extending outwardly from the tube 26.
The heat transfer fins 27 extend into a second operating
fluid. In the illustrated example of the first embodiment
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the second operating fluid is ambient air.
[0412] The copper tube 26 of the secondary heat ex-
changer 8 is separated from the copper tube 24 of the
primary heat exchanger 7 by a length of glass tube 28.
The glass tube 28 forms a thermal break between the
primary and secondary heat exchangers 7 and 8. This
thermal break may minimize the conduction of heat en-
ergy between the primary and secondary heat exchang-
ers 7 and 8. The copper tube 24 of the primary heat ex-
changer 7, the glass tube 28 and the copper tube 26 of
the secondary heat exchanger 8 define a fluid flow pas-
sage 29 extending from the tube 13 through the primary
heat exchanger 7 and the heat transfer control valve 9
to the secondary heat exchanger 8.
[0413] The interiors of both of the primary and second-
ary heat exchangers 7 and 8 in communication with the
tube 13 are sealed and at a vacuum pressure of 10-3

mbar. A vacuum pipe 35 is provided at the end of the
secondary heat exchanger 8 to allow the primary and
secondary heat exchangers 7 and 8 and the connected
channels 16 within the heat transport element 4 to be
evacuated during manufacture. This vacuum pipe 35 is
blocked to provide a seal after the evacuation.
[0414] The fluid flow passage 29 is selectively block-
able between the primary and secondary heat exchang-
ers 7 and 8 by a valve element 30 of the heat transfer
control valve 9. In a closed condition the valve element
30 bears against a valve seat 31 formed by a circumfer-
ential inwardly extending ridge in the copper tube 24 of
the primary heat exchanger 7, blocking water vapor flow
along the fluid flow passage 29. In an open condition the
valve element 30 is separated from the valve seat 31
defining an annular gap allowing water vapor flow along
the fluid flow passage 29.
[0415] The valve element 30 is urged towards the
closed position by a toggle spring 32. A bellows 33 partly
filled with an actuating liquid 34 is arranged so that as
the temperature increases the vapor pressure of the ac-
tuating fluid increases and the increased pressure caus-
es the bellows 33 to urge the valve element 30 towards
the closed position with a force that increases with in-
creasing temperature. At a predetermined trigger tem-
perature the force applied by the bellows 33 will exceed
the force applied by the toggle spring 32 and the valve
element 30 will move to the open position, allowing water
vapor flow along the fluid flow passage 29. Accordingly,
at temperatures below the trigger temperature the fluid
flow passage 29 will be closed and at temperatures above
the trigger temperature the fluid flow passage 29 will be
open. As explained above, the hot water vapor moves
very quickly in the vacuum conditions within the fluid flow
passage 29 so that when the valve 9 opens the time delay
before heat energy is transferred to the secondary heat
exchanger 8 may be very short.
[0416] In the illustrated embodiment the trigger tem-
perature is the intended maximum temperature of the hot
water supplied to the domestic hot water and/or heating
system, 65°C.

[0417] In operation, when the temperature of the first
operating fluid and the primary heat exchanger 7 is below
the trigger temperature of the heat transfer control valve
9 the hot water vapor from the heat transport element 4
passes along the tube 13 and into the primary heat ex-
changer 7. The hot water vapor is prevented from reach-
ing the secondary heat exchanger 8 by the closed control
valve element 30. The hot water vapor condenses on an
interior surface of the copper tube 24 of the primary heat
exchanger 7, releasing heat energy which passes
through the heat transfer fins 25 and into the first oper-
ating fluid. In the illustrated embodiment the heated first
operating fluid provides a flow of heated water to a do-
mestic hot water and/or heating system.
[0418] When the temperature of the first operating fluid
and the primary heat exchanger 7 reaches or exceeds
the trigger temperature of the heat transfer control valve
9, the heat transfer control valve 9 opens, allowing the
hot water vapor from the heat transport element 4 to pass
along the tube 13 and into both the primary heat exchang-
er 7 and the secondary heat exchanger 8. Accordingly,
in addition to passing into the primary heat exchanger 7
as discussed above, the hot water vapor is also able to
reach the secondary heat exchanger 8 through the open
control valve element 30. The hot water vapor condenses
on an interior surface of the copper tube 26 of the sec-
ondary heat exchanger 8, releasing heat energy which
passes through the heat transfer fins 27 and into the sec-
ond operating fluid. In the illustrated embodiment the
heated second operating fluid provides a convection flow
of heated air carrying heat away from the hybrid solar
energy converter 1. This may allow the hybrid solar en-
ergy converter 1 to use the atmosphere as a heat sink.
This may prevent further heating of the first operating
fluid to be reduced or prevented.
[0419] This may allow the problem of stagnation en-
countered in solar water heating systems to be avoided
or reduced. In solar water heating systems stagnation
may occur when the water being heated reaches a max-
imum desired temperature. Generally, the pumping of
the water to be heated through the solar water heater is
then stopped to avoid overheating of the water, which
could otherwise result in damage to the system supplied
with the heated water. However, when the pumping of
the water to be heated is stopped the stationary water
near the solar water heater may then be heated to a very
high temperature by the solar heater, resulting in unde-
sirable overheating and pressurization of the water sys-
tem.
[0420] The primary heat exchanger 8 is surrounded by
a casing 50 including an inlet opening 51 and an outlet
opening 52 for the water to be heated as the first operating
fluid. Inlet and outlet supply pipes for the water may be
attached to the inlet opening 51 and the outlet opening
52. The casing 50 is formed of a foamed plastics material
with a hard outer shell to provide thermal insulation of
the primary heat exchanger 7 and the first operating fluid
and to provide weather resistance.
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[0421] In some examples the casing 50 may be formed
of other materials instead of foamed plastics. In some
examples the casing may be formed of an electrically
and thermally insulating material with good resistance to
water and weathering. In particular, the casing may be
formed of glass, ceramic, or concrete.
[0422] In one example the primary heat exchanger 8
may include a bleed valve to allow any air trapped within
the first operating fluid in the primary heat exchanger 8
to be bled out. In other examples the bleed valve may
not be provided. In examples where the first operating
fluid is pumped through the primary heat exchanger the
primary heat exchanger may be arranged to be pump
purged of air by the pumped fluid flow.
[0423] As explained above, in the illustrated example
of the first embodiment the trigger temperature of the
heat transfer control valve 9 is predetermined. In some
examples the trigger temperature may be settable in use,
or on installation or manufacture of the hybrid solar en-
ergy converter 1. In some examples the trigger temper-
ature may be settable to different values depending on
the intended maximum water temperature of the water
to be heated. In particular, in some examples the trigger
temperature may be settable to 65°C when the hybrid
solar energy converter is to be used to heat water for a
domestic hot water system and may be settable to 135°C
when the hybrid solar energy converter is to be used to
heat water for an industrial hot water system.
[0424] In some examples the trigger temperature of
the heat transfer control valve may be selected to max-
imize the generation of electrical energy by the photo-
voltaic elements 5. In some examples the trigger tem-
perature value may be selected to increase the amount
of heat energy transferred to the first operating fluid. In
some examples the trigger temperature may be selected
to optimize the overall production of energy, taking into
account both the amount of electrical energy produced
by the photovoltaic elements 5 and the amount of heat
energy transferred to the first operating fluid. In some
examples the optimizing may maximize the total produc-
tion of energy. In some examples the optimum overall
production of energy may take into account the relative
demand for, or value of, the different types of energy,
rather than simply maximizing the total amount of energy
produced.
[0425] As explained above, the isothermal cooling
tends to reduce, or prevent, the formation of hot spots or
regions in the photovoltaic elements 5. This may allow
the solar energy collector assembly 2 including the pho-
tovoltaic elements 5 to be operated at a higher temper-
ature without reducing the efficiency with which the pho-
tovoltaic elements 5 produce electrical energy. This may
allow the temperature of the collector assembly to be
increased to produce more useable heat energy without
the increase in temperature reducing the efficiency with
which the photovoltaic elements 5 produce electrical en-
ergy. This may allow the trigger temperature to be in-
creased.

[0426] In some examples the trigger temperature may
be set to different temperatures during use of the hybrid
solar energy converter 1. This may allow the temperature
of the collector assembly to be controlled to produce dif-
ferent amounts of useable heat energy or electricity de-
pending upon which type of energy is most in demand
at a specific time.
[0427] An alternative arrangement to operate the valve
9 is shown in Figure 9. In this alternative arrangement
the valve element 30 is urged into the closed position by
a toggle spring as before. In this arrangement the valve
element 30 may be selectively urged into an open posi-
tion by a solenoid 36. In this alternative arrangement the
solenoid may be controlled based on a measured tem-
perature of the primary heat exchanger or of the water
to be heated in order to limit the maximum temperature
reached.
[0428] Alternatively, the solenoid may be controlled in
whole, or in part, based upon the current requirements
of a user. For example, when hot water is more in demand
than electricity the valve 9 may be closed to pass hot
water vapor from the heat transport element 4 only to the
primary heat exchanger 7 to maximize the amount of
heat applied to the water acting as the first operating fluid
regardless of any temporary reduction in efficiency of the
photovoltaic elements 5 as a result of any resulting in-
crease in temperature of the collector assembly. Further,
when hot water is less in demand than electricity, the
valve 9 may be opened in order to pass hot water vapor
from the heat transport element 4 to both of the primary
and secondary heat exchangers 7 and 8 in order to cool
the photovoltaic elements as much as possible and max-
imize the efficiency of electricity generation regardless
of the effects on the temperature of the water acting as
the first operating fluid.
[0429] In the illustrated example of the first embodi-
ment the temperature of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 2, and thus the temperature of the photovoltaic
elements 5, is controlled by operating the heat transfer
control valve 9 to selectively enable or disable the transfer
of heat energy from the solar energy collector assembly
2 to the secondary heat exchanger 8.
[0430] In other examples other control methods can
be used additionally or alternatively to control the tem-
perature of the solar energy collector assembly 2. In
some examples the temperature of the solar energy col-
lector assembly 2 may be controlled by changing the rate
of removal of heat energy from the solar energy collector
assembly 2.
[0431] In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 2 can
be controlled by altering the flow rate of the first operating
fluid passing through the primary heat exchanger 7. In
some examples the rate of removal of heat energy from
the solar energy collector assembly 2 can be controlled
by altering the surface area over which the first operating
fluid is in contact with the the primary heat exchanger 7,
for example by selectively opening or closing fluid flow
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passages of the first operating fluid within the primary
heat exchanger 2.
[0432] In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 2 can
be controlled by altering the vacuum pressure within the
tube 3. This may change the rate of convective heat loss
from the solar energy collector assembly 2 to the tube 3.
In general, heat transferred to the tube 3 will be rapidly
lost to the outside environment by convection and/or con-
duction.
[0433] In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 2 can
be controlled by altering the vacuum pressure within the
heat transport element 4. In general, the tendency of the
liquid water within the passage 16 to vaporize and form
bubbles of vapor 23 will increase as the vacuum pressure
is reduced, and the tendency of the liquid water within
the passage 16 to vaporize and form bubbles of vapor
23 will decrease as the vacuum pressure is increased.
As is explained above, the density driven circulation of
water around the passages 16 and the transport of heat
energy along the tube 13 are both driven by water vapor.
Accordingly, altering the tendency of the liquid water to
vaporize by altering the vacuum pressure may allow the
rate of removal of heat energy from the solar energy col-
lector assembly 2, and the rate of removal of heat energy
from the photovoltaic elements 5 to be controlled, and
so allow the temperature of the solar energy collector
assembly 2 and photovoltaic elements 5 to be controlled.
[0434] Further, the temperature at which rolling boiling
of the water 22 within the passage 16 commences will
tend to increase as the vacuum pressure is increased,
and will tend to decrease as the vacuum pressure is de-
creased. Accordingly, in examples where the vacuum
pressure within the heat transport element 4 is altered
the temperature at which the water 22 within the passage
16 commences rolling boiling can be changed.
[0435] As is explained above, the density driven circu-
lation of water around the passages 16 becomes partic-
ularly vigorous, and becomes particularly effective as a
heat transport mechanism, when the water 22 within the
passage 16 enters a rolling boil state. Accordingly, alter-
ing the temperature at which the water 22 within the pas-
sage 16 commences rolling boiling by altering the vacu-
um pressure may allow the rate of removal of heat energy
from the solar energy collector assembly 2 and photo-
voltaic elements 5 to be controlled, and so allow the tem-
perature of the solar energy collector assembly 2 and
photovoltaic elements 5 to be controlled.
[0436] In some examples the temperature of the solar
energy collector assembly 2 may be controlled by chang-
ing the amount of solar energy incident on the solar en-
ergy collector assembly 2, and so changing the rate of
absorption of heat energy by the solar energy collector
assembly 2.
[0437] In some examples the amount of incident solar
energy may be controlled by changing the orientation of
the solar energy collector assembly relative to the direc-

tion of the incident solar energy. This can be carried out
using a drive mechanism able to rotate the solar energy
collector assembly about one or more axes.
[0438] In some examples the amount of incident solar
energy may be controlled using adjustable light intercept-
ing or blocking mechanisms in the path of the incident
solar energy. In some examples variable filters, shutters,
stops, or the like may be used. In some examples these
adjustable light intercepting or blocking mechanisms
may comprise physical devices. In some examples these
adjustable light intercepting or blocking mechanisms
may comprise devices having electronically controlled
optical characteristics, such as liquid crystals.
[0439] In examples where the temperature of the solar
energy collector assembly and/or the photovoltaic ele-
ments are to be controlled, a temperature sensor and a
temperature controller may be provided, together with a
temperature control mechanism arranged to carry out
one, some, or all, of the methods of controlling temper-
ature described above.
[0440] The temperature sensor is arranged to measure
the temperature of the solar energy collector assembly
and provide this temperature value to the temperature
controller. The temperature controller can then operate
the temperature control mechanism in a suitable manner
to control the temperature of the solar energy collector
assembly to the desired value.
[0441] Examples where the temperature of the photo-
voltaic elements is to be controlled a temperature sensor
arranged to measure the temperature of a photovoltaic
element or elements and provide this temperature value
to the temperature controller may be provided. This may
be additional to, or instead of, the temperature sensor
arranged to measure the temperature of the solar energy
collector assembly. The temperature controller can then
operate the temperature control mechanism in a suitable
manner to control the temperature of the photovoltaic
element or elements to the desired value.
[0442] In some examples the temperature sensor can
be provided on the upper surface of the solar energy
collector assembly. In some examples the temperature
sensor can be formed on the same semiconductor wafer
as a photovoltaic element.
[0443] Conveniently, the temperature controller may
be a suitably programmed general purpose computer.
[0444] In the illustrated first embodiment copper is
used in the heat exchangers. This may enhance the ef-
ficiency of the heat exchangers because copper has a
relatively high thermal conductivity. In alternative exam-
ples other materials may be used.
[0445] In alternative examples different types of valve
may be used. In particular a valve may be used with a
valve element acting as a piston moving within a valve
seat acting as a cylinder whereby the valve is closed
when the valve element is within the valve seat and the
valve is opened when the valve element is outside the
valve seat.
[0446] In the illustrated first embodiment the fluid flow
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passage 29, tube 13, and the passages 16 within the
heat transport element 4 are evacuated through a vacu-
um pipe 35 at the end of the secondary heat exchanger
8. In alternative examples a differently located vacuum
pipe may be provided. In particular a vacuum pipe may
be provided at the end of the heat transport element re-
mote from the heat exchange assembly, as shown in
Figure 3.
[0447] The illustrated first embodiment is a hybrid solar
energy converter comprising photovoltaic elements and
arranged to convert incident solar radiation into outputs
of both electrical energy and hot water. In other examples
the photovoltaic elements may be omitted to provide a
solar energy converter arranged to convert incident solar
radiation into an output of hot water.

Second Embodiment

[0448] Apparatus according to a second embodiment
of the present invention is illustrated in Figure 10. Figure
10 shows a general exterior view of a second embodi-
ment of a hybrid solar energy converter 101 according
to the present invention.

Overview

[0449] In the second embodiment, the hybrid solar en-
ergy converter 101 includes a solar energy collector as-
sembly 102 housed within a sealed transparent tube 103.
The solar energy collector assembly 102 includes a heat
transport element 104 and an array of photovoltaic ele-
ments 105 mounted on an upper surface of the heat
transport element 104. The hybrid solar energy converter
101 also includes a heat exchange assembly 106 at one
end of the transparent tube 103. One end of the solar
energy collector assembly 102 is connected to the heat
exchange assembly 106. Similarly to the first embodi-
ment, in different examples the photovoltaic elements
105 may be formed of silicon, or gallium arsenide, or
other suitable semiconductor materials. In other exam-
ples organic photovoltaic elements may be used. In other
examples hybrid photovoltaic elements may be used.
[0450] In the second embodiment, the heat exchange
assembly 106 includes a primary heat exchanger 107
arranged to transfer heat energy from the heat transport
element 104 to a first fluid, and a secondary heat ex-
changer 108 arranged to transfer heat energy from the
heat transport element 104 to a second fluid. The primary
heat exchanger 107 and the secondary heat exchanger
108 are separated by a heat transfer control valve 109
able to selectively allow, or prevent, the transfer of heat
energy from the heat transport element 104 to the sec-
ondary heat exchanger 108.
[0451] In one possible example, in use the hybrid solar
energy converter 101 may be mounted on a roof. Accord-
ingly, mounting brackets similar to those of the first em-
bodiment may be provided.
[0452] In overview, the operation of the hybrid solar

energy converter 101 of the second embodiment is sim-
ilar to operation of the hybrid solar energy converter 1 of
the first embodiment. Solar energy incident on the hybrid
solar energy converter 101 passes through the sealed
transparent tube 103 and is incident on the photovoltaic
elements 105 of the solar energy collector assembly 102.
The photovoltaic elements 105 convert a part of the en-
ergy of the incident solar energy into electrical energy,
and convert a part of the energy of the incident solar
energy into heat energy. A further part of the incident
solar energy may be incident on any parts of the solar
energy collector assembly 102 which are not covered by
the photovoltaic elements 105, and this further part of
the incident solar energy may also be converted into heat
energy. In general, it is desirable to maximize the pro-
portion of the surface of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 102 exposed to incident solar energy which is
covered by the photovoltaic elements 105, and to mini-
mize the proportion which is not so covered. However,
in some circumstances it may be preferred to leave some
parts of this exposed surface uncovered, for example to
simplify manufacture and/or assembly of the solar energy
collector assembly 102 and attachment of the photovolta-
ic elements 105 to the solar energy collector assembly
102. Usually, in the second embodiment the surface of
the solar energy collector assembly exposed to incident
solar energy will be the upper surface.
[0453] The electrical energy produced by the photo-
voltaic elements 105 is carried along the heat transport
element 104 by electrical conductors and away from the
solar energy converter 101 for use. The heat energy ab-
sorbed by the photovoltaic elements 105 is transferred
into the heat transport element 104, cooling the photo-
voltaic elements 105, and then carried to the heat ex-
change assembly 106.
[0454] Similarly to the first embodiment, the heat trans-
fer control valve 109 is able to selectively allow, or pre-
vent, the transfer or transport of heat energy from the
heat transport element 104 to the secondary heat ex-
changer 108. Accordingly, the degree of cooling applied
to the photovoltaic elements 105 can be varied.
[0455] In one typical arrangement, the hybrid solar en-
ergy converter 101 may be used to generate electricity,
and to generate hot water. Similarly to the first embodi-
ment, in this arrangement the heat energy transferred to
the primary heat exchanger 107 is transferred into a
pumped water supply flowing through the primary heat
exchanger 107 to heat the water. This heated water is
then used by a domestic or industrial hot water system,
and the electrical energy produced by the photovoltaic
elements 105 is supplied to an electrical supply system.
In some arrangements the heat energy transferred to the
secondary heat exchanger 108 is transferred into ambi-
ent air and allowed to escape and the secondary heat
exchanger 108 is used, under the selective control of the
heat transfer control valve 109, to release heat energy
in order to regulate the temperature of the solar energy
collector assembly 102
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Transparent tube

[0456] In the second embodiment illustrated in Figure
10 the sealed transparent tube 103 is similar to the sealed
transparent tube 3 of the first embodiment, having one
closed domed end and one open end sealed by a metal
end cap 120. The interior of the tube 103 is at least par-
tially evacuated. That is, the interior of the tube is at a
pressure below normal atmospheric pressure.
[0457] The pressure of the vacuum within the tube 103
may be 10-3 mbar. Other vacuum pressures may be
used, as discussed regarding the first embodiment. In
some examples the vacuum pressure may be in the
range 10-2 mbar to 10-6 mbar. In general, it is expected
that lower vacuum pressure, or in other words a harder
vacuum, will provide greater insulating benefits. Further,
it is expected that lower vacuum pressure, or in other
words a harder vacuum, will provide greater protection
from environmental damage in examples where the pho-
tovoltaic elements are not encapsulated. In practice the
benefits of using a lower vacuum pressure may need to
be balanced against the increased cost of achieving a
lower vacuum pressure. In some examples a vacuum
pressure of 10-2 mbar, or lower, may be used.
[0458] In an alternative example the sealed transpar-
ent tube 103 may be filled with an inert gas instead of
being evacuated. In particular, the inert gas may be ni-
trogen.
[0459] In another alternative example the sealed trans-
parent tube 103 may be filled with an inert gas at a re-
duced pressure. In some examples this may be achieved
by filling the tube 103 with the inert gas and then evac-
uating the tube 103. In particular, the inert gas may be
nitrogen.
[0460] In the illustrated second embodiment the tube
103 is cylindrical having a circular cross section. Similarly
to the first embodiment, in alternative examples the tube
103 may have other shapes. In some examples the cross
sectional size and/or shape of the tube 103 may vary at
different positions along its length. In an alternative ex-
ample the tube 103 may have an elliptical cross section.
In particular, the tube 103 may have an elliptical cross
section with the long axis of the ellipse aligned with the
plane of the solar energy collector assembly 102.
[0461] In the illustrated first embodiment the tube 103
is formed of glass. In alternative examples suitable trans-
parent plastics materials or laminated structures may be
used to form the tube 103.
[0462] In the illustrated second embodiment the tube
103 is transparent. In alternative examples the tube may
be only partially transparent.
[0463] In the illustrated second embodiment the metal
end cap 120 may be bonded to the glass tube 103 by
adhesive. In other embodiments alternative glass to met-
al bonding techniques may be used, for example welding,
brazing or soldering.
[0464] Similarly to the first embodiment the tube 103
has a metal end cap 120 at one end. In alternative ex-

amples the end cap 120 may be made of other materials.
In some examples the end cap 120 may be made of glass.
This may reduce conductive heat losses from the collec-
tor assembly 102.

Collector assembly

[0465] In the second embodiment, the solar energy col-
lector assembly 102 includes a heat transport element
104 and an array of photovoltaic elements 105 mounted
on a surface of the heat transport element 104. In order
to allow radiant solar energy to be incident on the pho-
tovoltaic elements 105 the array of photovoltaic elements
105 are mounted on the surface of the heat transport
element 104 which is exposed to the incident radiant solar
energy in operation of the hybrid solar energy converter
101. This will usually be the upper surface of the heat
transport element 104.
[0466] In some arrangements the surface of the heat
transport element 104 exposed to the incident radiant
solar energy may not be the upper surface. In particular,
this would be the case if the solar energy collector as-
sembly 102 was located in a vertical, or substantially ver-
tical, plane, or if the incident solar radiant energy was
incident horizontally or from below, for example after re-
direction by an optical system, such as a mirror. Accord-
ingly, references to upper and lower surfaces, and similar
directional terminology in this description, should be un-
derstood as referring to the situation illustrated in the fig-
ures where the solar energy collector assembly is in a
plane at an angle to the horizontal and radiant solar en-
ergy is incident from above.
[0467] In the illustrated example of the second embod-
iment, the solar energy collector assembly 102 is sup-
ported by a cylindrical tube 119 of the heat transport el-
ement 104. The cylindrical tube 119 passes through the
end cap 120 and into the heat exchange assembly 106,
as will be explained in more detail below. Where the cy-
lindrical tube 119 passes through the end cap 120 the
cylindrical tube 119 is soldered to the end cap 120 to
retain the cylindrical tube 119 in place and support the
solar energy collector assembly 102.
[0468] In alternative examples the cylindrical tube 119
may be secured to the end cap 120 in other ways. In one
example the cylindrical tube 119 may be welded to the
end cap 120.
[0469] The supporting of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 102 by a single physical connection through the
cylindrical tube 119 may increase the efficiency with
which heat can be collected from incident solar energy
by the solar energy collector assembly 102. Having the
solar energy collector assembly 102 supported by a sin-
gle physical connection through the cylindrical tube 119
may reduce conductive heat loss from the solar energy
collector assembly 102 into the supporting structure out-
side the transparent tube.
[0470] In the second embodiment the heat transport
element 104 has a substantially flat upper surface 104a.
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Each of the photovoltaic elements 105 is square, and the
width of the heat transport element 104 is the same as
the width of each square photovoltaic element 105. Five
square photovoltaic elements 105 are mounted side by
side to one another along the length of the heat transport
element 104. Substantially the entire upper face of the
heat transport element 104 is covered by the photovoltaic
elements 105. Covering a large proportion of the upper
surface 104a of the heat transport element 104 with pho-
tovoltaic elements 105 may increase the efficiency of the
hybrid solar energy converter 101.
[0471] In one example the square photovoltaic ele-
ments 105 may each be a 125mm by 125mm square and
0.2mm thick. In another example the square photovoltaic
elements may each be a 156mm by 156 mm square. In
other examples, photovoltaic elements having other siz-
es or shape may be used.
[0472] The photovoltaic elements 105 are bonded to
the substantially flat upper surface 104a of the heat trans-
port element 104 using a layer 149 of heat conducting
adhesive in a similar manner to the first embodiment.
This thermally conductive adhesive bonding layer 149 is
shown in Figure 11. The adhesive bonding layer 149 is
electrically insulating. The adhesive bonding layer 149
between the photovoltaic elements 105 and the heat
transport element 104 is arranged to be thin. This may
improve the degree of thermal conduction between the
photovoltaic elements 105 and the heat transport ele-
ment 104. This may increase the rate of heat transfer
laterally across the photovoltaic elements 105. An adhe-
sive material loaded with solid spheres of a predeter-
mined size may be used to form the adhesive bonding
layer 149. This may allow a thin adhesive layer 149 to
be consistently and reliably formed. The adhesive bond-
ing layer 149 is formed of a flexible or "forgiving" adhesive
material. This may relieve stresses in the assembled so-
lar energy collector assembly 102 and reduce any stress
applied to the photovoltaic elements 105.
[0473] The photovoltaic elements 105 are semicon-
ductor photovoltaic elements formed of silicon. In one
embodiment the photovoltaic elements are formed of sin-
gle-crystal silicon. In one embodiment the photovoltaic
elements are formed of amorphous silicon. In one em-
bodiment the photovoltaic elements are formed of poly-
crystalline silicon, or polysilicon. In other embodiments
alternative types of semiconductor photovoltaic elements
may be used.
[0474] As discussed above, in operation of the hybrid
solar energy converter 101 the photovoltaic elements
105 are cooled by the heat transport element 104. This
cooling may allow the temperature of the photovoltaic
elements 5 to be maintained at a desired value.
[0475] This cooling may provide the advantage that
the appearance of hot spots or regions in the photovoltaic
elements 105 can be reduced or eliminated, and the tem-
perature of the photovoltaic elements 105 maintained at
a uniform desired value. Such hot spots or regions may
for example be produced by heating by incident solar

radiation , by inhomogeneities or faults in the photovolta-
ic elements 105, or by a combination of, or interaction
between, these causes.
[0476] Such hot spots or regions can reduce the effi-
ciency of the photovoltaic elements 105. It is believed
that hot spots in the photovoltaic elements 105 may re-
duce the efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 105 in
the short term, and may also degrade the performance
of the photovoltaic elements 105 in the longer term. As
discussed above, the efficiency of photovoltaic elements
reduces as the temperature increases. In the short term
a hot spot in a photovoltaic element may reduce the out-
put of the photovoltaic element because the material
forming the hot spot is at a higher temperature than the
rest of the photovoltaic element, and so has a reduced
efficiency compared to the rest of the photovoltaic ele-
ment. Further, in the longer term the degrading of the
performance of the photovoltaic element may also take
place more rapidly at a hot spot because the material
forming the hot spot is at a higher temperature than the
rest of the photovoltaic element.
[0477] Accordingly, maintaining the photovoltaic ele-
ments 105 at a more uniform temperature value and re-
ducing, or eliminating, hot spots or regions may improve
the efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 105 at a spe-
cific temperature, and may reduce the amount of degra-
dation of the photovoltaic elements 105 caused by higher
temperatures.
[0478] This may allow the photovoltaic elements 105
to operate at a higher overall temperature than would
otherwise be the case. This may be understood by con-
sidering that where hot spots exist in the photovoltaic
elements 105 it may be the temperature induced reduc-
tion in efficiency and temperature induced degradation
in these hot spots that limits the maximum operating tem-
perature of the photovoltaic element 105 as a whole. As
a result, reducing, or eliminating, these hotspots may al-
low the maximum operating temperature of the photo-
voltaic element 105 as a whole to be raised.
[0479] The illustrated example of the second embodi-
ment has a solar energy collector assembly 102 support-
ed by a single physical connection through the cylindrical
tube 119. In other examples alternative supporting ar-
rangements may be used. In some examples the solar
energy collector assembly 102 may be supported by two
physical connections, one at each end of the solar energy
collector assembly 102. In some examples, one of the
two physical connections may be the through the cylin-
drical tube. In general, it is advantageous to minimize the
number of physical supports in order to minimize the es-
cape of heat from the solar energy collector assembly by
conduction through the physical supports.
[0480] In other examples the number of photovoltaic
elements 105 mounted on the heat transport element
104 may be different. In other examples the relative sizes
of the photovoltaic elements 105 and the heat transport
element 104 may be different.
[0481] In some examples the adhesive layer 149 may
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comprise an epoxy resin which remains non-brittle after
curing.
[0482] In other examples the adhesive layer 149 may
be formed by a double sided adhesive tape.

Heat transport element

[0483] The heat transport element 104 according to
the second embodiment is shown in more detail in a cut
away view in Figure 11, and in transverse and longitudinal
cross-sectional views in Figures 12 and 13 respectively.
The transverse cross section of Figure 12 is taken along
the line A-A in Figure 11. The longitudinal cross section
of Figure 13 is taken along the line B-B in Figure 11.
[0484] In the second embodiment, the heat transport
element 104 is generally rectangular. The heat transport
element 104 has a flat upper surface 104a and a lower
surface 104b which is flat across most of its area, and
has an outwardly projecting section 110 along one edge
104c of the heat transport element 104. The outwardly
projecting section 110 contains and defines a vapor man-
ifold 111. In operation the heat transport element 104 is
arranged to be transversely sloping, so that the side edge
104c of the heat transport element 104 bearing the out-
wardly projecting section 110 is higher than the opposite
side edge 104d of the heat transport element 104, for
reasons which will be explained in detail below. The in-
clination angle of the heat transport element 104 to the
horizontal may be small. An inclination of about 5° is suf-
ficient. Larger angles of inclination may be used if de-
sired. An angle of inclination up to and including 90° may
be used, i.e. the heat transport element 104 may be ar-
ranged transversely vertically.
[0485] The heat transport element 104 has an upper
surface 104a formed by an upper sheet 114 and a lower
surface 104b formed by a lower sheet 115. A central
sheet 116 is located between the upper sheet 114 and
the lower sheet 115, so that fluid flow passages 117 and
118 running transversely across the heat transport ele-
ment 104 are defined between the central sheet 116 and
each of the upper sheet 114 and the lower sheet 115.
The fluid flow passages 117 and 118 are sloped along
their lengths. In the illustrated example the heat transport
element 104 is transversely sloping, and as a result the
fluid flow passages 117 and 118 running transversely
across the heat transport element 104 will be sloped
along their lengths.
[0486] Figure 14 shows the profile of the central sheet
116 in more detail. Figure 14 shows a longitudinal cross
section along the line B-B in Figure 11. The central sheet
116 is formed with a corrugated profile having ridges and
troughs which run transversely across the heat transport
element 104. The cross-sectional profile of the corrugat-
ed central sheet 116 can be understood as a zig-zag
profile with the points of the zig-zag forming the peaks
and troughs being flattened. Accordingly, the upper and
lower fluid flow passages 117 and 118 are interleaved.
The upper and lower fluid flow passages 117 and 118

are arranged side by side in a planar array with upper
fluid flow passages 117 and lower fluid flow passages
118 arranged alternately.
[0487] To be more specific, in the illustrated example
of the second embodiment the central sheet 116 com-
prises a plurality of flat surfaces connected by folds run-
ning transversely across the heat transport element 104.
The central sheet 116 comprises a first series of first co-
planar surfaces 116a spaced apart equidistantly in a first
plane C and a second series of second coplanar surfaces
116b spaced apart equidistantly in a second plane D,
each of the first and second coplanar surfaces 116a and
116b having the same width, and the separation between
successive coplanar surfaces 116a or 116b of each of
the first and second series of first and second coplanar
surfaces 116a and 116b being larger than the width of
the coplanar surfaces 116a and 116b. The first and sec-
ond planes C and D are parallel and spaced apart. The
first and second series of coplanar surfaces are arranged
so that in plan view, i.e. when viewed perpendicularly to
the first and second planes C and D, each of the first
coplanar surfaces 116a is located equidistantly between
two of the second coplanar surfaces 116b, and vice-ver-
sa. The first and second coplanar surfaces 116a and
116b are interconnected by a first series of first parallel
linking surfaces 116c and a second series of second par-
allel linking surfaces 116d.
[0488] As is shown particularly in Figure 13, the central
sheet 116 is arranged with the first surfaces 116a con-
tacting an inner face of the upper sheet 114 and the sec-
ond surfaces 116b contacting an inner face of the lower
sheet 115. The first surfaces 116a of the central sheet
are bonded to the upper sheet 114 and the second sur-
faces 116b of the central sheet 116 are bonded to the
lower sheet 115. Accordingly, the upper lower, and cen-
tral sheets 114, 115, 116 define a plurality of trapezoid
cross-section upper fluid flow channels 117 and lower
fluid flow channels 118 between them. The upper fluid
flow channels 117 are defined between the upper sheet
114 and the central sheet 116. The lower fluid flow chan-
nels 118 are defined between the lower sheet 115 and
the central sheet 116. The trapezoid upper fluid flow
channels are arranged so that the larger one of the two
parallel faces of the trapezoid channel is formed by the
upper sheet 114.
[0489] The edges of the heat transport element 104
are formed by upwardly bent parts of the lower sheet
115, which are bonded to the upper sheet 114. The pho-
tovoltaic elements 105 are bonded to the upper sheet
114. At the edges of the heat transport element 104, the
upper sheet 114 is bonded directly to the lower sheet
115, the central sheet 116 is not located between the
upper and lower sheets 114 and 115 at their edges.
[0490] In some examples the central sheet 116 may
extend at least partially between the upper and lower
sheets 114 and 115 at the end edges of the heat transport
element 104 so that the upper and lower sheets 114 and
115 are both bonded to the central sheet 116. This may
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assist in locating and securing the central sheet 116 rel-
ative to the upper and lower sheets 114 and 115.
[0491] As discussed above, the heat transport element
104 has an outwardly projecting section 110 along the
upper side edge 104c of the heat transport element 104.
The outwardly projecting section 110 is substantially
semi-cylindrical and is formed by an outwardly projecting
part of the lower sheet 115. The outwardly projecting sec-
tion 110 defines a vapor manifold 111. The fluid flow
channels 117 and 118 connect to the vapor manifold 111.
It should be noted that the central sheet 116 extends
across most of the width of the vapor manifold 111. Ac-
cordingly, the upper fluid flow channels 117 defined be-
tween the upper sheet 114 and the central sheet 116
connect to the vapor manifold 111 towards the top of the
vapor manifold 111, while the lower fluid flow channels
118 defined between the lower sheet 115 and the central
sheet 116 connect to the vapor manifold 111 towards the
bottom of the vapor manifold 111. All of the upper and
lower fluid flow channels 117 and 118 are interconnected
by the vapor manifold 111.
[0492] At the lower side edge 104d of the heat transport
element 104 opposite the outwardly projecting section
110, there is a gap 123 between the edge of the central
sheet 116 and the side edge 104c of the heat transport
element 104 formed by an upwardly bent part of the lower
sheet 115. This gap 123 allows water to flow between
different ones of the fluid flow channels 117 and 118. The
gap 123 extends along the side edge 104d of the heat
transport element 104, and forms a fluid manifold 124
interconnecting all of the upper and lower fluid flow chan-
nels 117 and 118.
[0493] At an end of the heat transport element 104 ad-
jacent the open end of the glass tube 103 and the end
cap 120 the substantially semi-cylindrical outwardly pro-
jecting section 110 extending most of the length of the
heat transport element 104 transitions to a projecting cy-
lindrical tube 119. The upper and lower sheets 114 and
115 are sealed to the cylindrical tube 119 so that the
interior of the heat transport element 104 is sealed. The
cylindrical tube 119 passes through the end cap 12 and
into the heat exchange assembly 106. The central bore
of the cylindrical tube 119 is connected to the vapor man-
ifold 111 and acts to carry heat energy from the heat
transport element 104 to the heat exchange assembly
106, as will be explained below.
[0494] The cylindrical tube 119 physically supports the
solar energy collector assembly 102 within the sealed
transparent tube 103. There is no other physical support
of the solar energy collector assembly 102. This may
reduce conductive heat losses from the solar energy col-
lector assembly 102, which may increase the amount of
useful heat energy produced by the hybrid solar energy
converter 101.
[0495] The fluid flow channels 117 and 118 are at least
partially filled with degassed distilled water 121 as a work-
ing fluid and the interior of the heat transport element 104
including the fluid flow channels 117 and 118, the vapor

manifold 111, and the tube 119 are at least partially evac-
uated. That is, the interior of the heat transport element
104 is at a pressure below normal atmospheric pressure.
The interior of the heat transport element 104 may be
under a vacuum at a pressure of 10-3 mbar. The heat
transport element 104 is arranged to be laterally inclined
to the horizontal with the side 104a of the heat transport
element 104 where the vapor manifold 111 is located
being arranged to be higher than the opposite side 104b
of the heat transport element 104.
[0496] In the illustrated second embodiment the
amount of water 121 in the fluid flow channels 117 and
118 is such that an upper surface 132 of the water 121
in the lower fluid flow channels 118 is level with the ends
of the lower fluid flow channels 118 where the lower fluid
flow channels 118 connect to the vapor manifold 111. In
the illustrated second embodiment the level of the sur-
face 132 of the water 121 in the upper fluid flow channels
117 and lower fluid flow channels 118 is substantially the
same. Accordingly, in the illustrated second embodiment
the lower fluid flow channels are filled with liquid water,
while the upper fluid flow channels 117 are only partially
filled with liquid water.
[0497] In other examples the level of the water 121
may be different. In some examples the upper surface
132 of the water 121 in the lower fluid flow channels 118
may be below the vapor manifold 111. In some examples
the upper surface 132 of the water 121 in the lower fluid
flow channels 118 may be above the bottom of the vapor
manifold 111, with some water being present in the bot-
tom of the vapor manifold 111.
[0498] It is expected that in practice the heat transport
element 104 will operate most efficiently with the upper
surface 122 of the water being at, or close to, the point
where the lower fluid flow channels 118 contact the vapor
manifold 111. If the level of the water in the heat transport
element 104 is too high, so that the upper surface 122
of the water is too high within the vapor manifold 111,
the efficiency of operation of the heat transport element
104 may be reduced, as will be discussed in more detail
below.
[0499] The upper surface 132 of the water 121 in the
upper fluid flow channels 117 may be higher than in the
lower fluid flow channels 118 as a result of capillary ac-
tion. The extent of this capillary effect in any specific ex-
ample will depend upon the dimensions of the upper fluid
flow channels 117. In the illustrated second embodiment
some of the inner surface of the upper sheet 114, that is,
the surface forming a part of the upper fluid flow channels
117, is above the surface of the water 121. In some ex-
amples the upper fluid flow channels 117 may have a
small enough cross-sectional area that the upper surface
123 of the water 121 in the upper fluid flow channels 117
is at the ends of the upper fluid flow channels 117 due
to capillary action.
[0500] It should be noted that, unlike the first embodi-
ment, it is not necessary that the inner surface of the
upper sheet 114, that is, the surface forming a part of the
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upper fluid flow channels 117, is below the upper surface
132 of the water 121 at a position corresponding to the
location of the uppermost parts of the photovoltaic ele-
ments 105. However, in some embodiments this may be
the case.
[0501] In operation of the second embodiment, when
the solar energy collector assembly 102 is exposed to
incident solar radiative energy, the photovoltaic elements
105 absorb some of this energy, converting a part of the
absorbed energy into electrical energy. The remainder
of the absorbed energy is converted into heat energy,
raising the temperature of the photovoltaic elements 105.
The absorbed heat energy flows from the photovoltaic
elements 105 into the heat transport element 104, being
transmitted through the upper sheet 114 and into the wa-
ter 121 inside the upper fluid flow channels 117, which
water is in contact with the inner surface of the upper
metal sheet 114 across the larger parallel faces of the
trapezoid upper fluid flow channels 117.
[0502] The liquid water 121 inside the upper fluid flow
channels 117 absorbs the heat energy from the photo-
voltaic elements 105 passing through the upper sheet
114 and vaporizes, producing bubbles 122 of steam or
water vapor, as shown in figure 15. The liquid water may
vaporize and produce bubbles as a result of either or
both of convection boiling and nucleation. At the vacuum
pressure of 10-3 mbar inside the upper fluid flow channels
117 water boils from around 00C, so that the water 121
vaporizes readily at the normal operating temperatures
of the hybrid solar energy converter 101.
[0503] The bubbles 122 of water vapor are less dense
than the liquid water 121. Further, as explained above
the upper fluid flow channels 117 are sloping along their
lengths. Accordingly, as a result of this density difference
the water vapor bubbles 122 travel upwards along the
upper fluid flow channels 117 towards the upper side
edge 104c of the heat transport element 104 and the
surface of the water 121. When a bubble 122 of water
vapor reaches the surface of the water 121 the vapor is
released into the vacuum above the water 121 in the
vapor manifold 111. Further, as a bubble 122 travels up-
wards along a fluid flow channel 117 the bubble 122 will
act as a piston to drive the liquid water, and any other
bubbles 122 above it, upwardly along the upper fluid flow
channel 117. This pistonic driving may tend to accelerate
the speed with which the vapor bubbles 122 move up-
ward along the upper fluid flow channels 117. This pis-
tonic driving may act to pump liquid water upwards along
the upper fluid flow channels 117 to the ends of the upper
fluid flow channels 117, where the liquid water will be
ejected from the upper fluid flow channels 117 into the
vapor manifold 111. In the illustrated second embodi-
ment, where some of the inner surface of the upper sheet
114 is above the surface of the water 121, this pumping
of liquid water upwards along the upper flow channels
117 ensures that the part of the inner surface of the upper
sheet 114 above the surface of the water 121 is in contact
with a flow of water so that it can be cooled.

[0504] The amount of the pistonic driving produced by
the bubbles 122 will depend upon the relative sizes of
the bubbles 122 compared to the cross-sectional areas
of the upper fluid flow channels 117. The amount of pis-
tonic driving produced by the bubbles 122 may be in-
creased where the size of the bubbles is relatively large
compared to the cross-sectional areas of the upper fluid
flow channels 117. The pistonic driving produced by the
bubbles 122 may be particularly effective in examples
where the size of the bubbles 122 of water vapor is equal
to, or only a little smaller than, the cross sectional areas
of the upper fluid flow channels 117.
[0505] In practice the sizes of individual water vapor
bubbles will vary. However, the likely average sizes of
the bubbles and the likely variability in their sizes can be
determined in any specific case, based on the operating
parameters to be used in the hybrid solar energy con-
verter.
[0506] The bursting of the bubbles of water vapor at
the water surface and any pistonic pumping of liquid wa-
ter out of the ends of the upper fluid flow channels 117
may generate droplets of liquid water, and may project
at least some of these water droplets into the vacuum
within the vapor manifold 111 above the water surface.
As a result, the heat transfer mechanism may be a multi-
phase system comprising liquid water, water vapor and
droplets of liquid water, and not just a two-phase system
comprising liquid water and water vapor only. The pres-
ence of such droplets of water in the vacuum, and any
pumping of liquid water out of the ends of the upper fluid
flow channels 117, may enhance the rate of vaporization
by increasing the surface area of the water exposed to
the vacuum.
[0507] Similarly to the first embodiment, the water va-
por in the vacuum within the vapor manifold 111 travels
at a very high speed through the vacuum along the vapor
manifold 111, along the tube 119 and into the heat ex-
change assembly 106. The travel speed of the hot water
vapor in the vacuum is very fast, approximating to the
thermal speed of the water vapor molecules. Inside the
heat exchange assembly 106 the water vapor condenses
on a heat exchange surface of one of the primary and
secondary heat exchangers 107 and 108. The con-
densed water flows back out of the heat exchange as-
sembly 106 down the tube 119, along the bottom of the
vapor manifold 111, and is returned back into the water
121 within the lower fluid flow channels 118. This gener-
ating of hot water vapor within the upper fluid flow chan-
nels 117 and the vapor manifold 111, and subsequent
travel of hot water vapor from the vapor manifold 111 to
the heat exchange assembly 106 where it condenses,
followed by return of the condensed water, transfers heat
energy from the heat transfer element 104 to the oper-
ating fluids in the heat exchange assembly 106.
[0508] Any liquid water ejected from the upper fluid flow
channels 117 into the vapor manifold 111 which does not
vaporize will also fall to the bottom of the vapor manifold
111, and is returned back into the water 121 within the

67 68 



EP 3 722 698 A1

36

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

lower fluid flow channels 118.
[0509] As is explained above, all of the upper and lower
fluid flow channels 117 and 118 are interconnected by
the fluid manifold 124 formed by the gap 123. Accord-
ingly, it is not important which of the lower fluid flow chan-
nels 118 is entered by any liquid water returning from the
vapor manifold 111.
[0510] As is clear from the description above, the vapor
manifold 111 generally includes liquid water in addition
to water vapor when the hybrid solar energy converter
101 is operating. However, as is also discussed above,
if the level of the water in the heat transport element 104
is too high, so that the upper surface 122 of the water is
too high within the vapor manifold 111, the efficiency of
operation of the heat transport element 104 may be re-
duced. This reduction in efficiency of operation may occur
because there is insufficient space within the vapor man-
ifold 111 above the surface of the water for the movement
and evaporation of the droplets of liquid water. This re-
duction in efficiency of operation may occur because the
droplets of liquid water and waves and splashing upward-
ly of the liquid water surface may reduce the open, or
water free, cross sectional area of the vapor manifold at
some locations to a relatively small amount, or even to
zero, momentarily closing the vapor manifold. This re-
duction in the open, or water free, cross sectional area
of the vapor manifold may interfere with the movement
of the water vapor in the vacuum within the vapor man-
ifold 111.
[0511] The bubbles 122 of water vapor will tend to
move upwardly through the liquid water in the upper fluid
flow channel 117 because of the lower density of the
water vapor compared to the liquid water 121, which will
result in an upward buoyancy force on each bubble 122.
Further, the movement of the bubbles 122 of water vapor
will tend to drive the liquid water 121 in the upper fluid
flow channel 117 upwardly, particularly in examples
where pistonic driving takes place. As a result, the bub-
bles 122 of water vapor cause the water 121 in the upper
and lower fluid flow channels 117 and 118 to circulate,
with relatively hot liquid water and bubbles 122 of water
vapor flowing upwards along the upper fluid flow chan-
nels 117, and relatively cool liquid water flowing down-
wards along the lower fluid flow channels 118. The upper
and lower fluid flow channels 117 and 118 are intercon-
nected by the vapor manifold 111 and the fluid manifold
124, as explained above. Accordingly, the relatively hot
liquid water flowing upwards along the upper fluid flow
channels is continuously replaced by relatively cool liquid
water from the lower fluid flow channels 118. This circu-
lation is driven primarily by the difference in density be-
tween the water vapor and the liquid water. However,
this circulation may also be driven by convection as a
result of the difference in density between the relatively
hot liquid water in the upper fluid flow channels 117 and
the relatively cool liquid water in the lower fluid flow chan-
nels 118, in a similar manner to a thermosiphon. Accord-
ingly, the upper fluid flow channels 117 may be regarded

as riser channels, while the lower fluid flow channels 118
may be regarded as sinker channels or return channels.
[0512] As the bubbles 122 of water vapor travel up-
wardly along the upper fluid flow channels 117 the pres-
sure head acting on the bubbles 122 decreases, so that
the bubbles 122 tend to expand. As a result, the tendency
of the vapor bubbles 122 to collapse and implode is re-
duced by the effects of the expansion and decreasing
pressure as the bubbles 122 move upwardly. When con-
sidering this point, it should be remembered that when
the heat transport element 104 is operating the bubbles
122 will be forming within an established density driven
circulation fluid flow and will move upwardly carried by
this flow in addition to the bubbles movement due to their
own buoyancy relative to the liquid water. Further, it is
believed that expansion of the bubbles 122 as they move
upwardly will further increase the speed of the density
driven circulation flow by increasing the buoyancy of the
expanding bubbles 122. In some examples expansion of
the bubbles as they move upwardly may also increase
the degree of pistonic driving.
[0513] This density driven circulation may form a highly
effective heat transport mechanism because water has
a relatively high enthalpy of vaporization, so that the
movement of the bubbles 122 of water vapor may carry
a large amount of heat energy, in addition to the heat
energy carried by the movement of relatively hot water
out of the upper fluid flow channels 117, and its replace-
ment by cooler water. In arrangements where pistonic
driving of the flow of the liquid water by the water vapor
bubbles takes place the effectiveness of the heat trans-
port mechanism may be further increased by the increase
in the flow rate of the liquid water caused by the pistonic
driving. This pistonic driving is a component of the overall
density driving producing the density driven circulation.
The pistonic driving is caused by the density difference
between the liquid water and the bubbles of water vapor.
[0514] In general, the speed of the density driven cir-
culation increases and the effectiveness of the heat
transport mechanism increases as the temperature of
the upper sheet 114 of the heat transport element 104
increases.
[0515] The density driven circulation of the water 121
within the fluid flow channels 117 and 118 is a vapor
driven circulating or rolling flow.
[0516] The density driven circulation of the water 121
within the fluid flow channels 117 and 118 becomes par-
ticularly vigorous, and becomes particularly effective as
a heat transport mechanism, when the temperature of
the upper sheet 114 of the heat transport element 104
becomes sufficiently high that the water 121 within the
fluid flow channels 117 and 118 enters a rolling boil state.
The effectiveness of the heat transport mechanism sig-
nificantly increases when rolling boiling of the water 121
commences. In general, when other parameters of the
system remain constant, entry into the rolling boil state
will take place when the temperature of the upper sheet
114 of the heat transport element 104 reaches a specific
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temperature.
[0517] In the illustrated example using water, the water
121 within fluid flow channels 117 and 118 may enter a
rolling boil state at a temperature of about 40°C.
[0518] The arrangement of fluid flow channels 117 ex-
tending laterally across the heat transport element 104
may allow the vertical height of the liquid water in the
heat transport element 104 to be reduced compared to
embodiments in which the density driven flow extends
along the length of a heat transport element, and so re-
duce the pressure head acting on the liquid water at the
bottom of the heat transport element 104. In general,
increased pressure reduces the tendency of liquids to
vaporize and so increases the boiling point of liquids.
Accordingly, reducing the pressure head acting on the
liquid water at the bottom of the heat transport element
104 may increase the tendency of the liquid water 121
towards the lower ends of the upper fluid flow channels
117 to vaporize and produce bubbles 122, and so may
improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the heat
transport element 104.
[0519] In particular, the reduction of the pressure head
acting on the liquid water at the bottom of the upper fluid
flow channels 117 may reduce any temperature differ-
ential along the lengths of the upper fluid flow channels
between their the top and bottom ends by reducing any
difference in the tendency of the liquid water to vaporize
due to differences in pressure. This may reduce temper-
ature differentials between the different points on the heat
transport element 104 and may assist in reducing or
avoiding the formation of hot spots in the photovoltaic
elements 105.
[0520] In general the forming of hot spots in the pho-
tovoltaic elements 105 is undesirable because these may
lead to a reduction in the efficiency of electrical energy
generation in the photovoltaic elements 105, which re-
duction in efficiency may be permanent.
[0521] The arrangement of the upper fluid flow chan-
nels 117 extending laterally across the heat transport el-
ement 104 and interconnected by a vapor manifold 111
extending longitudinally along the heat transport element
104 may allow a very rapid flow of heat energy along the
heat transport element 104 away from any upper fluid
flow channel 117 having a higher temperature. This may
reduce temperature differentials between the different
points on the heat transport element 104 and may reduce,
or avoid, the formation of hot spots in the photovoltaic
elements 105.
[0522] The provision of the two separate heat transport
mechanisms of the movement of water vapor along the
vapor manifold 111 and the density driven flow of liquid
water and water vapor along each of the upper fluid flow
channels 117, respectively acting longitudinally and
transverse the length of the heat transport element 104,
may tend to equalize the temperature across the entire
upper surface of the heat transport element, and thus
tend to equalize the temperature across the photovoltaic
elements 105 and reduce, or avoid, the formation of hot

spots.
[0523] The movement of water vapor along the vapor
manifold 111 provides a very rapid heat transport mech-
anism that tends, by the vaporization and condensation
of water, to move heat energy from relatively hot locations
to relatively cold locations. As a result, the movement of
water vapor along the vapor manifold 111 may tend to
equalize the temperature of the liquid water surface at
different positions along the heat transfer element 104,
in addition to transporting heat energy from the heat
transport element 104, and specifically from the upper
surface 104a of the heat transport element 104, to the
heat exchange assembly 106. This temperature equali-
zation may have the effect of removing more heat energy
from hotter parts of the upper surface 104a of the heat
transport element 104, and so tending to equalize the
temperature across the upper surface 104a. It is clear
that such isothermal cooling will tend to reduce, or avoid,
the formation of hot spots, for example in any photovoltaic
element attached to the upper surface 104a.
[0524] The lower sheet 115 of the heat transport ele-
ment 104 has a plurality of hollow ridges 125 extending
between the flat part of the lower surface 104b and the
semi-cylindrical surface of the outwardly projecting sec-
tion 110. Each hollow ridge 125 has a ’V’ profile, and the
hollow ridges 125 are located spaced apart at regular
intervals along the length of the heat transport element
104. Figure 16 shows a transverse cross section of the
heat transport element 104 taken along the line C-C in
Figure 11. The line C-C of Figure 16 is parallel to the line
A-A of Figure 12, but passes through one of the hollow
ridges 125. The hollow ridges 125 act as supports for the
outwardly projecting section 110, acting as buttresses
and helping to keep the curved part of the lower sheet
115 forming the outwardly projecting section 110 fixed
relative to the flat part of the lower metal sheet 115 and
the other parts of the heat transport element 104.
[0525] The hollow ridges 125 also act as drains to re-
turn liquid water from the vapor manifold 111 into the
lower fluid flow channels 118, as will be explained in more
detail below.
[0526] As explained above, the vapor manifold 111 is
semi-cylindrical, being defined by the semi-cylindrical
outwardly projecting section 110 formed by a curved part
of the lower sheet 115. Further, as explained above, the
heat transport element 104 is transversely sloping so that
the side edge 104c of the heat transport element 104
bearing the outwardly projecting section 110 is higher
than the other side edge 104d of the heat transport ele-
ment 104. As a result, depending upon the transverse
inclination angle of the heat transport element 104 there
may, or may not, be parts of the vapor manifold 111 which
are located below the ends of the lower fluid flow chan-
nels 118 where the lower fluid flow channels 118 connect
to the vapor manifold 111.
[0527] Figures 17A and 17B are explanatory diagrams,
each showing a transverse cross sectional view of the
heat transport element 104 corresponding to the view
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shown in Figure 12. Figure 17A shows the heat transport
element 104 inclined at a relatively large angle to the
horizontal, while Figure 17B shows the heat transport
element 104 inclined at a relatively small angle to the
horizontal.
[0528] When the heat transport element is inclined at
a relatively small angle to the horizontal, as shown in
Figure 17A, the lower fluid flow channels 118 connect to
the vapor manifold 111 at the lowest point of the semi-
cylindrical outwardly projecting section 110 of the lower
sheet 115 defining the vapor manifold 111. In this position
all liquid water within the vapor manifold 111 will drain
directly into the lower fluid flow channels 118. In contrast,
when the heat transport element 104 is inclined at a rel-
atively large angle to the horizontal, as shown in Figure
17B, the part of the semi-cylindrical outwardly projecting
section 110 of the lower sheet 115 defining the vapor
manifold 111 is located below the point at which the lower
fluid flow channels 118 connect to the vapor manifold. In
this position, in the absence of the hollow ridges 125,
some liquid water within the vapor manifold 111, specif-
ically liquid water below the horizontal line 126, could be
retained within the vapor manifold 111 and not drain into
the lower fluid flow channels 118.
[0529] The hollow ridges 125 form a drain path for liquid
water in the vapor manifold 111 to return to the lower
fluid flow channels 118 and so prevent the retention of a
reservoir of liquid water within the vapor manifold 111
which might otherwise occur.
[0530] As discussed above, the heat transport assem-
bly 104 can operate with liquid water within the vapor
manifold 111. However, in the absence of the hollow ridg-
es 125 the existence and size of any reservoir of liquid
water retained in the vapor manifold 111 will vary de-
pending on the angle of inclination to the horizontal of
the heat transport element 104, and the resulting chang-
es in the liquid water level in the fluid flow channels 117
and 118 at different angles of inclination may adversely
affect the operation of the heat transport element 104 at
some angles of inclination and so limit the range of angles
of inclination at which the heat transport element 104 can
be used.
[0531] Accordingly, the hollow ridges 125 may extend
the range of angles of inclination at which the heat trans-
port element 104 can be used.
[0532] Depending upon the geometry of the different
parts of the heat transport element 104 in any specific
design, even when the hollow ridges 125 are used there
may still be a minimum angle of inclination at which the
heat transport element 104 can operate without the re-
tention of liquid water in the vapor manifold 111 having
adverse effects on operation of the heat transport ele-
ment 104.
[0533] In the illustrated example of the second embod-
iment the hollow ridges 125 act as supports for the out-
wardly projecting section 110 and also act as drains to
return liquid water from the vapor manifold 111 into the
lower fluid flow channels 118. In some examples these

functions may be carried out by separate dedicated struc-
tures.
[0534] The corrugated profile of the central sheet 116
and the bonding of the first and second surfaces 116a
and 116b of the central sheet 116 to the upper sheet 114
and the lower sheet 115 so that the linking surfaces 116c
and 116d of the central sheet 116 interconnect the upper
and lower sheets 114 and 115 increases the strength
and rigidity of the heat transport element 104. This may
make the heat transport element 104 a more rigid struc-
ture. This may tend to reduce the amount of flexing of
the heat transport element 104 in use. This may prevent
damage to the photovoltaic elements 105 by reducing
the amount of mechanical stress applied to the photo-
voltaic elements 105. This may allow the upper, lower,
and/or central metal sheets 114, 115, 116, to be thinner,
which may reduce weight and costs. This may allow the
upper metal sheet 114 to be thinner, which may improve
the transfer of heat from the photovoltaic elements 105
into the liquid water within the upper fluid flow channels
117.
[0535] The heat transport element 104 is a substan-
tially rigid structure. This may minimize changes in the
level of the upper surface 132 of the water 121 due to
flexing of the components of the heat transport element
104, such as the upper and lower sheets 114 and 115.
Such changes in the level of the upper surface 132 of
the water 121 may affect the efficiency of the cooling of
the photovoltaic elements 105.
[0536] As is explained above, the interior of the heat
transport element 104 is evacuated, and the heat trans-
port element 104 is located within an evacuated tube
103. Usually the heat transport element 104 and the
evacuated tube 103 are evacuated to the same pressure.
In the illustrated example of the second embodiment de-
scribed above this pressure may be 10-3 mbar.
[0537] When the water within the heat transport ele-
ment 104 is heated the proportion of the water in a vapor
phase will increase and the proportion in a liquid phase
will decrease. As a result the pressure within the heat
transport element 104 will increase, producing a pressure
differential between the interior and exterior of the heat
transport element 104. This pressure differential may
cause the upper and lower metal sheets 114 and 115 to
’balloon’, or bend outwards. The interconnection of the
upper and lower metal sheets 114 and 115 by the linking
surfaces 116c and 116d of the central metal sheet 116
may resist such ballooning of the upper and lower metal
sheets 114 and 115 and reduce or prevent ballooning.
Arranging for the linking surfaces 116c and 116d of the
central metal sheet 116 to be straight may increase the
resistance to ballooning. Reducing or preventing balloon-
ing may prevent damage to the photovoltaic elements
105 by reducing the amount of mechanical stress applied
to the photovoltaic elements 105. This may allow the up-
per metal sheet 114 to be thinner, which may reduce
weight and costs and/or may improve the transfer of heat
from the photovoltaic elements 105 into the liquid water

73 74 



EP 3 722 698 A1

39

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

within the upper fluid flow channels 117.
[0538] The above description of the operation of the
heat transfer element 104 according to the second em-
bodiment describes the transfer of heat energy from the
photovoltaic elements 105 through the upper metal sheet
114 and into the water within the upper fluid flow channels
117. In addition, in the regions of the upper metal sheet
114 bonded to the first surfaces 116a, some heat energy
will pass through the upper metal sheet 114 and the cen-
tral metal sheet 116 into the water within the lower fluid
flow channels 118. Although this transfer of heat energy
will cool the photovoltaic elements 105, the heating of
the water in the lower fluid flow channels 118 is generally
undesirable because it will tend to counteract and slow
the density driven circulation of water produced by the
heating of the water in the upper fluid flow channels 117
described above. Accordingly, it is preferred for the sizes
of the first surfaces 116a of the central metal sheet 116
in contact with the upper metal sheet 114 to be as small
as possible, subject to the contact area between the first
surfaces 116a and the upper metal sheet 114 being suf-
ficiently large to form a reliable bond of the required
strength.
[0539] Unlike the first embodiment, it is not necessary
for the heat transport element 104 according to the sec-
ond embodiment to be inclined to the horizontal along its
longitudinal axis. In other words, unlike the first embod-
iment, it is not necessary for the end of the heat transport
element 104 adjacent the heat exchange assembly 106
to be higher than the end of the heat transport element
104 remote from the heat exchange assembly 106.
[0540] In the illustrated second embodiment the heat
transport element 104 is arranged to be horizontal along
its longitudinal axis. That is, the end of the heat transport
element 104 adjacent the heat exchange assembly 106
should be at the same height as the end of the heat trans-
port element 104 remote from the heat exchange assem-
bly 106. However, in practice some deviation from the
horizontal may be tolerated without significant impact on
the operation of the heat transport element 104. Such
deviation from the horizontal will result in differences in
the level of the liquid water surface relative to the struc-
ture of the heat transport element 104 at different posi-
tions along the length of the heat transport element 104.
As is explained above, the level of the liquid water surface
may be varied. Accordingly, the minor differences in level
caused by small deviations from the horizontal may be
accommodated.
[0541] In some examples the hybrid solar energy con-
verter 101 may be arranged so that the tube 119 and the
internal passages of the heat exchanger assembly 106
are inclined at an angle to the horizontal downwardly from
the heat exchanger assembly 106 towards the heat trans-
port element 104 in order to assist the return flow of con-
densed liquid water from the primary and secondary heat
exchangers 108 and 109 to the vapor manifold 111 of
the heat transport element 104.
[0542] In the illustrated example, each of the upper and

lower sheets 114 and 115 has a dimpled profile. This
dimpled profile is shown in more detail in Figures 18A
and 18B. Figure 18 A shows a plan view from above of
a part of the upper sheet 114. Figure 18B shows a cross
section through the upper sheet 114 along the line D-D
in figure 18A.
[0543] As is shown in Figure 18A, a plurality of dimples
127 are formed in the flat upper surface 104a of the heat
transport element 104 in the upper sheet 114. The dim-
ples 127 are formed in straight rows and columns to form
a regular two dimensional square array, and are spaced
apart leaving a flat strip 128 between each row of dimples
127.
[0544] Each dimple 127 comprises a looped recess
127a having a circular inner perimeter 127b and a square
outer perimeter 127c. The square outer perimeter 127c
has rounded off corners 127d. Within the circular inner
perimeter 127b a circular region 127e is raised relative
to the looped recess 127. The circular region 127e is at
the same level as the surface 104a of the flat strips of
the upper sheet 115 outside the dimple 127.
[0545] The flat strips 128 run transversely across the
upper sheet 114 and have the same width as the width
of the first coplanar surfaces 116a of the central sheet
116. The flat strips 128 provide flat areas for bonding with
the first surfaces 116a of the central sheet 116. The flat
strips 128 may allow reliable and strong bonds to be
made between the first surfaces 116a and the upper
sheet 114. The flat strips 128 may allow a good seal to
be formed between adjacent upper fluid flow passages
117.
[0546] A plurality of dimples 129 are formed in the lower
sheet 115. The dimples 129 are formed in straight rows
and columns to form a regular two dimensional square
array, and are spaced apart leaving a flat strip 130 be-
tween each row of dimples 129. The dimples 129 in the
lower sheet 115 are the same as the dimples 127 in the
upper sheet 114. The flat strips 128 run transversely
across the upper metal sheet 114 and have the same
width as the width of the first and second coplanar sur-
faces 116a and 116b. The flat strips 130 provide flat areas
for bonding with the second surfaces 116b of the central
sheet 116. The flat strips 130 may allow reliable and
strong bonds to be made between the second surfaces
116b and the lower sheet 115.
[0547] In the illustrated example of the second embod-
iment of the invention both the dimples 127 in the upper
sheet 114 and the dimples 130 in the lower sheet 115
are formed by downward recesses. Accordingly, the dim-
ples 127 in the upper sheet 114 have recesses extending
into the heat transport element 104, while the dimples
130 in the lower sheet 115 have recesses extending out
of the heat transport element 104. In other examples the
dimples 127 and 130 may be formed by recesses ex-
tending upwardly, or by recesses extending in opposite
directions.
[0548] The array of dimples 130 on the lower metal
sheet 115 extends across the flat part of the lower sheet
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115, but does not extend into the semi-cylindrical surface
of the outwardly projecting section 110. Further, the array
of dimples 130 on the lower sheet 115 has dimples omit-
ted from the array at the locations of the hollow ridges
125.
[0549] The dimples 127 and 130 may increase the ri-
gidity of the upper and lower sheets 114 and 115. This
may tend to reduce the amount of flexing of the heat
transport element 104 in use. This may prevent damage
to the photovoltaic elements 105 by reducing the amount
of mechanical stress applied to the photovoltaic elements
105. This may allow the upper, lower, and/or central
sheets 114, 115, 116, to be thinner, which may reduce
weight and costs. This may allow the upper sheet 114 to
be thinner, which may improve the transfer of heat from
the photovoltaic elements 105 into the liquid water within
the upper fluid flow channels 117.
[0550] The surfaces of the dimples 127 may provide
additional nucleation sites for the formation of water va-
por bubbles 122, which may improve efficiency.
[0551] In examples where adhesive is used to attach
the photovoltaic elements 105 to the heat transport ele-
ment 104 the dimples 127 on the flat upper surface 104a
of the heat transport element 104 may provide reservoirs
for the adhesive. This may allow more secure attachment
of the photovoltaic elements 105. This may allow a thin-
ner layer of adhesive to be used, which may improve the
transfer of heat from the photovoltaic elements 105 into
the liquid water within the upper fluid flow channels 117.
[0552] As discussed above the heat transport element
104 has a flat upper surface 104a formed by an upper
sheet 114 with a dimpled profile. In addition the upper
sheet 114 is has two longitudinal recesses 129 running
across in its upper surface 104a which form two parallel
troughs running along the upper surface 104a of the heat
transport element 104. Figure 19 shows one of these
recesses 129. Electrically conductive ribbons or wires
130 run along the longitudinal recesses 129 between the
heat transport element 104 and the photovoltaic ele-
ments 105. The wires 130 are electrically connected to
the photovoltaic elements 105 and to the conductors 21
which pass through the cap 12 to provide a conductive
path to carry the electrical power generated by the pho-
tovoltaic elements 105 out of the sealed transparent tube
103. This electrical power may be supplied to an inverter
for voltage conversion and/or for conversion to alternat-
ing current for supply to a domestic or mains electrical
system.
[0553] In examples where adhesive is used to attach
the photovoltaic elements 105 to the heat transport ele-
ment 104, an electrically insulating adhesive can be used
to electrically insulate the electrically conductive ribbons
or wires 130 from the photovoltaic elements 105 and from
the upper surface 104a of the heat transport element
104. The electrically insulating adhesive can also be used
to electrically insulate the photovoltaic elements 105 from
the upper surface 104a of the heat transport element 104.
[0554] In the second embodiment the longitudinal re-

cesses 129 run perpendicularly to the fluid flow channels
117 and 118. Accordingly, each of the first surfaces 116a
of the central metal sheet 116 has two recesses to receive
the longitudinal recesses 129.
[0555] In the illustrated example of the second embod-
iment each dimple 127 comprises a looped recess with
a circular inner perimeter 127b and a square outer pe-
rimeter 127c, with the circular region 127e at the same
level as the surface 104a of the flat strips of the upper
metal sheet 115 outside the dimple 127. In some exam-
ples the circular region 127e may not be at the same
level as the surface 104a of the flat strips of the upper
metal sheet 115 outside the dimple 127. In other exam-
ples different dimple shapes and/or profiles may be used.
In some examples the perimeters may have different
shapes. In some examples the circular region 127e may
not be at the same level as the surface 104a of the flat
strips of the upper metal sheet 115 outside the dimple
127. In some examples the dimples may simply comprise
a recessed region, rather than a recessed outer region
surrounding a relatively raised inner region.
[0556] In the illustrated example of the second embod-
iment 0.2 mm thick tin coated mild steel sheets are used
to form the different sheets of the heat transport element.
In alternative examples other thicknesses may be used,
in particular 0.1 mm thick tin coated mild steel sheets
may be used. The use of a thinner upper metal sheet
may improve the rate of heat energy transfer from the
photovoltaic elements to the water inside the upper fluid
flow channels. In other examples the different sheets may
have different thicknesses.
[0557] In the illustrated example of the second embod-
iment the spacing between the upper sheet 114 and the
parallel lower sheet 115 is 1.8mm at the locations of the
longitudinal recesses 129. Accordingly, the thickness of
the fluid flow channels 117 and 118 at the locations of
the longitudinal recesses 129 is 1.6mm, since the thick-
ness of the central sheet is 0.2mm.
[0558] The use of mild steel may avoid or reduce prob-
lems produced by differential thermal expansion of the
silicon semiconductor photovoltaic elements 105 and the
heat transport element 104 because the coefficients of
thermal expansion of silicon and mild steel are similar.
[0559] The sheets used to form the heat transport el-
ement may be shaped by pressing.
[0560] In other examples different materials may be
used, in particular sheets of other metals or metal alloys,
such as copper or brass may be used. In other examples
the upper, lower and/or partition sheets may be formed
from materials which are not metals. In other examples
there may be openings in the upper sheet allowing the
water inside the upper fluid flow channels to directly con-
tact the back surfaces of the photovoltaic elements to
maximize heat transfer. In such examples the thickness
or material used to form the upper sheet could be select-
ed without having to take thermal conductivity into ac-
count.
[0561] In the second embodiment of the invention the
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roughening of the surfaces of the upper sheet 114 pro-
duced by the tin coating may provide nucleation sites,
increasing the tendency of the liquid water 121 to vapor-
ize and form bubbles 122 of water vapor. In the second
embodiment of the invention the roughening of the sur-
faces of the central sheet 116 produced by the tin coating
may provide nucleation sites, increasing the tendency of
the liquid water 121 to vaporize and form bubbles 122 of
water vapor.
[0562] In some examples other coatings may be added
to the surfaces of the upper sheet 114 in order to promote
or increase nucleation and formation of bubbles of water
vapor. In some examples these coatings may be of met-
als, or plastics. In some examples these coatings may
be of PTFE.
[0563] In the illustrated example of the second embod-
iment the different sheets are soldered together. In alter-
native embodiments different bonding techniques may
be used. In some examples the different sheets may be
bonded by techniques including spot welding, roller weld-
ing or adhesive.
[0564] In the illustrated example of the second embod-
iment inner faces of the upper and lower sheets 114 and
115, and both faces of the central metal sheet 116, are
coated with a solder layer. In the illustrated example the
solder layers are 2 to 6 microns thick. Other examples
may have different thicknesses.
[0565] The edges of the upper and lower sheets 114
and 115 are then soldered together to form a gas tight
seal between them, and to form a gas tight seal between
the upper and lower sheets 114 and 115 and the tube
119. As is explained above, the central metal sheet 116
is not located between the upper and lower metal sheets
114 and 115 at their edges.
[0566] The heat transport element 104 is then heated
in an oven to a sufficiently high temperature to reflow the
solder layers on the upper, lower and central sheets 114,
115, 116, and is simultaneously evacuated.
[0567] This manufacturing procedure may ensure
good solder bonding between the central sheet 116 and
the upper and lower sheets 114 and 115. This manufac-
turing procedure may allow a better level of vacuum to
be achieved within the heat transport element 104 by
evacuating the heat transport element 104 at a high tem-
perature when out-gassing by the metal sheets and sol-
der is taking place.
[0568] The solder may microscopically roughen the
surfaces of the upper and central sheets 114 and 116,
This may provide nucleation sites, increasing the tenden-
cy of the liquid water 121 to vaporize and form bubbles
122 of water vapor.
[0569] In other examples, a solder layer is formed on
the central sheet 116 only on the parts of the central metal
sheet which contact the upper or lower sheets 114 and
115. As can be understood from a comparison of figures
13 and 14 this will be the contact faces of the first and
second surfaces 116a and 116b. Similarly, in some ex-
amples a solder layer is formed on the surfaces of the

upper sheet 114 and the lower sheet 115 only on the
parts of the surfaces which will contact one of the other
sheets. Reducing the amount of solder used may reduce
costs.
[0570] In one example the upper sheet 114 only is coat-
ed in solder across its entire surface, while the central
sheet and lower sheet 116 and 115 are coated in solder
only on the parts of the surfaces which will contact one
of the other sheets. This may allow the solder layer to
provide nucleation sites on the surface of the upper sheet
114 forming parts of the upper fluid flow channels, while
reducing the total amount of solder used.
[0571] As explained above, in the illustrated example
of the second embodiment the flow of water vapor and
liquid water through the heat transport element 104 tends
to keep the cooled upper surface of the heat transport
element 104 at a uniform operating temperature during
operation. That is, the cooled upper surface of the heat
transport element 104 tends to be kept isothermal. The
isothermal nature of the cooled upper surface of the heat
transport element 104 tends to give rise to isothermal
cooling of the photovoltaic elements 105, where hotter
parts of the photovoltaic elements 105 tend to be prefer-
entially cooled so that the photovoltaic elements 105
themselves tend to become isothermal.
[0572] Such isothermal cooling provides further ad-
vantages in addition to those provided by cooling.
[0573] Isothermal cooling may provide the advantage
that the appearance of hot spots or regions in the pho-
tovoltaic elements 105 produced by heating by incident
solar radiation can be reduced or eliminated. Such hot
spots or regions can reduce the efficiency of the photo-
voltaic elements 105.
[0574] Isothermal cooling may simplify the control and
wiring arrangements of the photovoltaic elements 105 by
reducing or eliminating any requirement for compensa-
tion for differences in the performance of the different
parts of the photovoltaic elements 105 that are at different
temperatures.
[0575] Isothermal cooling tends to reduce, or prevent,
the formation of hot spots or regions in the photovoltaic
elements 105. As is explained above, this may allow the
efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 105 to be im-
proved at a specific temperature. Further, this may re-
duce the amount of degradation of the photovoltaic ele-
ments 105 caused by higher temperatures.
[0576] Still further, this may allow the photovoltaic el-
ements 105 to operate with a given degree of efficiency
at a higher temperature than would otherwise be the
case. This may allow the solar energy collector assembly
102 including the photovoltaic elements 105 to be oper-
ated at a higher temperature without reducing the effi-
ciency with which the photovoltaic elements 105 produce
electrical energy.
[0577] One example of this effect of isothermal cooling
is that the general figure quoted above for silicon photo-
voltaic elements that the efficiency of electrical energy
generation generally drops by about 0.35% to 0.5% for
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each degree centigrade of temperature increase above
250C may not apply to silicon photovoltaic elements that
are isothermally cooled. Such isothermally cooled silicon
photovoltaic elements having hotspots eliminated or re-
duced may have a higher threshold temperature at which
the efficiency of electrical energy generation begins to
drop and/or may have a reduced rate of reduction in ef-
ficiency for each degree centigrade of temperature in-
crease above the threshold temperature. Further, the
temperature at which there is a risk of permanent deg-
radation of the silicon photovoltaic elements may also be
increased for isothermally cooled silicon photovoltaic el-
ements. Similar effects may be found in photovoltaic el-
ements formed of other semiconductor materials.
[0578] In some examples, one or more layers of heat
conductive material may be located between the upper
sheet 114 and the photovoltaic elements 105. Such lay-
ers of heat conductive material may increase the rate of
heat transfer between the photovoltaic elements 105 and
the upper sheet 114, and thus the rate of heat transfer
between the photovoltaic elements 105 and the liquid
within the upper fluid flow channels 117. Such layers of
heat conductive material may also increase the rate of
heat transfer laterally across the photovoltaic elements
105.
[0579] Accordingly, providing a layer of heat conduc-
tive material may increase the degree of isothermal cool-
ing and further tend to reduce, or eliminate, the formation
of hot spots or regions in the photovoltaic elements 105.

Heat exchange assembly

[0580] The heat exchange assembly 106 of the second
embodiment may be essentially the same as the heat
exchange assembly 6 of the first embodiment. As ex-
plained above, in the second embodiment the heat ex-
change assembly 106 includes a primary heat exchanger
107 and a secondary heat exchanger 108 separated by
a heat transfer control valve 109. These are similar to,
and operate similarly to, the heat exchange assembly 6
including a primary heat exchanger 7 and a secondary
heat exchanger 8 separated by a heat transfer control
valve 9 according to the first embodiment.
[0581] In the illustrated example of the second embod-
iment the trigger temperature of the heat transfer control
valve 109 is predetermined. In some examples the trigger
temperature may be settable in use, or on installation or
manufacture of the hybrid solar energy converter 101. In
some examples the trigger temperature may be settable
to different values depending on the intended maximum
water temperature of the water to be heated. In particular,
in some examples the trigger temperature may be setta-
ble to 65°C when the hybrid solar energy converter is to
be used to heat water for a domestic hot water system
and may be settable to 135°C when the hybrid solar en-
ergy converter is to be used to heat water for an industrial
hot water system.
[0582] In some examples the trigger temperature of

the heat transfer control valve may be selected to max-
imize the generation of electrical energy by the photo-
voltaic elements 105. In some examples the trigger tem-
perature value may be selected to increase the amount
of heat energy transferred to the first operating fluid. In
some examples the trigger temperature may be selected
to optimize the overall production of energy, taking into
account both the amount of electrical energy produced
by the photovoltaic elements 105 and the amount of heat
energy transferred to the first operating fluid. In some
examples the optimizing may maximize the total produc-
tion of energy. In some examples the optimum overall
production of energy may take into account the relative
demand for, or value of, the different types of energy,
rather than simply maximizing the total amount of energy
produced.
[0583] As explained above, the isothermal cooling
tends to reduce, or prevent, the formation of hot spots or
regions in the photovoltaic elements 105. This may allow
the solar energy collector assembly 102 including the
photovoltaic elements 105 to be operated at a higher
temperature without reducing the efficiency with which
the photovoltaic elements 105 produce electrical energy.
This may allow the temperature of the collector assembly
to be increased to produce more useable heat energy
without the increase in temperature reducing the efficien-
cy with which the photovoltaic elements 105 produce
electrical energy. This may allow the trigger temperature
to be increased.
[0584] In some examples the trigger temperature may
be set to different temperatures during use of the hybrid
solar energy converter 101. This may allow the temper-
ature of the collector assembly to be controlled to produce
different amounts of useable heat energy or electricity
depending upon which type of energy is most in demand
at a specific time.
[0585] For example, when hot water is more in demand
than electricity the valve 109 may be closed to pass hot
water vapor from the heat transport element 104 only to
the primary heat exchanger 107 to maximize the amount
of heat applied to the water acting as the first operating
fluid regardless of any temporary reduction in efficiency
of the photovoltaic elements 105 as a result of any re-
sulting increase in temperature of the collector assembly.
Further, when hot water is less in demand than electricity,
the valve 109 may be opened in order to pass hot water
vapor from the heat transport element 104 to both of the
primary and secondary heat exchangers 107 and 108 in
order to cool the photovoltaic elements 105 as much as
possible and maximize the efficiency of electricity gen-
eration regardless of the effects on the temperature of
the water acting as the first operating fluid.
[0586] In the illustrated example of the first embodi-
ment the temperature of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 102, and thus the temperature of the photovoltaic
elements 105, is controlled by operating the heat transfer
control valve 109 to selectively enable or disable the
transfer of heat energy from the solar energy collector
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assembly 102 to the secondary heat exchanger 108.
[0587] In other examples other control methods can
be used additionally or alternatively to control the tem-
perature of the solar energy collector assembly 102. In
some examples the temperature of the solar energy col-
lector assembly 102 may be controlled by changing the
rate of removal of heat energy from the solar energy col-
lector assembly 102.
[0588] In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 102 can
be controlled by altering the flow rate of the first operating
fluid passing through the primary heat exchanger 107.
In some examples the rate of removal of heat energy
from the solar energy collector assembly 102 can be con-
trolled by altering the surface area over which the first
operating fluid is in contact with the primary heat ex-
changer 107, for example by selectively opening or clos-
ing fluid flow passages of the first operating fluid within
the primary heat exchanger 102.
[0589] In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 102 can
be controlled by altering the vacuum pressure within the
tube 103. This may change the rate of convective heat
loss from the solar energy collector assembly 102 to the
tube 103. In general, heat transferred to the tube 103 will
be rapidly lost to the outside environment by convection
and/or conduction.
[0590] In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 102 can
be controlled by altering the vacuum pressure within the
heat transport element 104. In general, the tendency of
the liquid water within the upper fluid flow channel 117
to vaporize and form bubbles of vapor 122 will increase
as the vacuum pressure is reduced, and the tendency of
the liquid water within the upper fluid flow channel 117
to vaporize and form bubbles of vapor 122 will decrease
as the vacuum pressure is increased. As is explained
above, the density driven circulation of water around the
upper and lower fluid flow channels 117 and 118 and the
transport of heat energy along the vapor manifold 111
and the tube 119 are both driven by water vapor. Accord-
ingly, altering the tendency of the liquid water to vaporize
by altering the vacuum pressure may allow the rate of
removal of heat energy from the solar energy collector
assembly 102, and the rate of removal of heat energy
from the photovoltaic elements 105 to be controlled, and
so allow the temperature of the solar energy collector
assembly 102 and photovoltaic elements 105 to be con-
trolled.
[0591] Further, the temperature at which rolling boiling
of the water 121 within the upper fluid flow channel 117
commences will tend to increase as the vacuum pressure
is increased, and will tend to decrease as the vacuum
pressure is decreased. Accordingly, in examples where
the vacuum pressure within the heat transport element
104 is altered the temperature at which the water 121
within the upper fluid flow channel 117 commences roll-
ing boiling can be changed.

[0592] As is explained above, the density driven circu-
lation of water around the upper and lower fluid flow chan-
nels 117 and 118 becomes particularly vigorous, and be-
comes particularly effective as a heat transport mecha-
nism, when the water 121 within the upper fluid flow chan-
nel 117 enters a rolling boil state. Accordingly, altering
the temperature at which the water 121 within the upper
fluid flow channel 117 commences rolling boiling by al-
tering the vacuum pressure may allow the rate of removal
of heat energy from the solar energy collector assembly
102 and photovoltaic elements 105 to be controlled, and
so allow the temperature of the solar energy collector
assembly 102 and photovoltaic elements 105 to be con-
trolled.
[0593] In some examples the temperature of the solar
energy collector assembly 102 may be controlled by
changing the amount of solar energy incident on the solar
energy collector assembly 102, and so changing the rate
of absorption of heat energy by the solar energy collector
assembly 102.
[0594] In some examples the amount of incident solar
energy may be controlled by changing the orientation of
the solar energy collector assembly relative to the direc-
tion of the incident solar energy. This can be carried out
using a drive mechanism able to rotate the solar energy
collector assembly about one or more axes.
[0595] In some examples the amount of incident solar
energy may be controlled using adjustable light intercept-
ing or blocking mechanisms in the path of the incident
solar energy. In some examples variable filters, shutters,
stops, or the like may be used. In some examples these
adjustable light intercepting or blocking mechanisms
may comprise physical devices. In some examples these
adjustable light intercepting or blocking mechanisms
may comprise devices having electronically controlled
optical characteristics, such as liquid crystals.
[0596] In examples where the temperature of the solar
energy collector assembly and/or the photovoltaic ele-
ments are to be controlled, a temperature sensor and a
temperature controller may be provided, together with a
temperature control mechanism arranged to carry out
one, some, or all, of the methods of controlling temper-
ature described above.
[0597] The temperature sensor is arranged to measure
the temperature of the solar energy collector assembly
and provide this temperature value to the temperature
controller. The temperature controller can then operate
the temperature control mechanism in a suitable manner
to control the temperature of the solar energy collector
assembly to the desired value.
[0598] Examples where the temperature of the photo-
voltaic elements is to be controlled a temperature sensor
arranged to measure the temperature of a photovoltaic
element or elements and provide this temperature value
to the temperature controller may be provided. This may
be additional to, or instead of, the temperature sensor
arranged to measure the temperature of the solar energy
collector assembly. The temperature controller can then
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operate the temperature control mechanism in a suitable
manner to control the temperature of the photovoltaic
element or elements to the desired value.
[0599] In some examples the temperature sensor can
be provided on the upper surface of the solar energy
collector assembly. In some examples the temperature
sensor can be formed on the same semiconductor wafer
as a photovoltaic element.
[0600] Conveniently, the temperature controller may
be a suitably programmed general purpose computer.
[0601] The illustrated second embodiment is a hybrid
solar energy converter comprising photovoltaic elements
and arranged to convert incident solar radiation into out-
puts of both electrical energy and hot water. In other ex-
amples the photovoltaic elements may be omitted to pro-
vide a solar energy converter arranged to convert inci-
dent solar radiation into an output of hot water.

Third Embodiment

[0602] Apparatus according to a third embodiment of
the present invention is illustrated in Figure 20. Figure
20 shows a general exterior view of a third embodiment
of a hybrid solar energy converter 201 according to the
present invention.

Overview

[0603] In the third embodiment, the hybrid solar energy
converter 201 includes a solar energy collector assembly
202 housed within a sealed transparent tube 203. The
solar energy collector assembly 202 includes a heat
transport element 204 and an array of photovoltaic ele-
ments 205 mounted on an front surface of the heat trans-
port element 204, the front surface being the surface ex-
posed to incident solar radiation in use. The hybrid solar
energy converter 201 also includes a heat exchange as-
sembly 206 at one end of the transparent tube 203. One
end of the solar energy collector assembly 202 is con-
nected to the heat exchange assembly 206. Similarly to
the first and second embodiments, in different examples
the photovoltaic elements 205 may be formed of silicon,
or gallium arsenide, or other suitable semiconductor ma-
terials. In other examples organic photovoltaic elements
may be used. In other examples hybrid photovoltaic el-
ements may be used.
[0604] In the third embodiment, the heat exchange as-
sembly 206 includes a primary heat exchange assembly
207 arranged to transfer heat energy from the heat trans-
port element 204 to a first fluid, and a secondary heat
exchange assembly 208 arranged to transfer heat energy
from the heat transport element 204 to a second fluid.
The primary heat exchange assembly 207 and the sec-
ondary heat exchange assembly 208 are separated by
a heat transfer control valve assembly 209 able to selec-
tively allow, or prevent, the transfer of heat energy from
the heat transport element 204 to the secondary heat
exchange assembly 208.

[0605] In one possible example, in use the hybrid solar
energy converter 201 may be mounted on a wall. Accord-
ingly, suitable mounting brackets may be provided.
[0606] In overview, the operation of the hybrid solar
energy converter 201 of the third embodiment is similar
to operation of the hybrid solar energy converter 1 and
101 of the first and second embodiments. Solar energy
incident on the hybrid solar energy converter 201 passes
through the sealed transparent tube 203 and is incident
on the photovoltaic elements 205 of the solar energy col-
lector assembly 202. The photovoltaic elements 205 con-
vert a part of the energy of the incident solar energy into
electrical energy, and convert a part of the energy of the
incident solar energy into heat energy. A further part of
the incident solar energy may be incident on any parts
of the solar energy collector assembly 202 which are not
covered by the photovoltaic elements 205, and this fur-
ther part of the incident solar energy may also be con-
verted into heat energy.
[0607] In general, it is desirable to maximize the pro-
portion of the surface of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 202 exposed to incident solar energy which is
covered by the photovoltaic elements 205, and to mini-
mize the proportion which is not so covered. However,
in some circumstances it may be preferred to leave some
parts of this exposed surface uncovered, for example to
simplify manufacture and/or assembly of the solar energy
collector assembly 202 and attachment of the photovolta-
ic elements 205 to the solar energy collector assembly
202.
[0608] The electrical energy produced by the photo-
voltaic elements 205 is carried along the heat transport
element 204 by electrical conductors and away from the
solar energy converter 201 for use. The heat energy ab-
sorbed by the photovoltaic elements 205 is transferred
into the heat transport element 204, cooling the photo-
voltaic elements 205, and then carried to the heat ex-
change assembly 206.
[0609] Similarly to the first and second embodiments,
the heat transfer control valve 209 is able to selectively
allow, or prevent, the transfer or transport of heat energy
from the heat transport element 204 to the secondary
heat exchanger 208. Accordingly, the degree of cooling
applied to the photovoltaic elements 205 can be varied.
[0610] In one typical arrangement, the hybrid solar en-
ergy converter 201 may be used to generate electricity,
and to generate hot water. Similarly to the first embodi-
ment, in this arrangement the heat energy transferred to
the primary heat exchange assembly 207 is transferred
into a pumped water supply flowing through the primary
heat exchange assembly 207 to heat the water. This
heated water is then used by a domestic or industrial hot
water system, and the electrical energy produced by the
photovoltaic elements 205 is supplied to an electrical
supply system. In some arrangements the heat energy
transferred to the secondary heat exchange assembly
208 is transferred into ambient air and allowed to escape
and the secondary heat exchange assembly 208 is used,
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under the selective control of the heat transfer control
valve assembly 209, to release heat energy in order to
regulate the temperature of the solar energy collector
assembly 202.

Transparent tube

[0611] In the third embodiment illustrated in Figure 20
the sealed transparent tube 203 is similar to the sealed
transparent tube 3 of the first embodiment, having one
closed domed end and one open end sealed by an end
cap 220. The interior of the tube 203 is at least partially
evacuated. That is, the interior of the tube 203 is below
normal atmospheric pressure.
[0612] The pressure of the vacuum within the tube 203
may be 10-3 mbar. Other pressures may be used, as
discussed regarding the first and second embodiments.
In some examples the vacuum pressure may be in the
range 10-2 mbar to 10-6 mbar. In general, it is expected
that lower vacuum pressure, or in other words a harder
vacuum, will provide greater insulating benefits. Further,
it is expected that lower vacuum pressure, or in other
words a harder vacuum, will provide greater protection
from environmental damage in examples where the pho-
tovoltaic elements are not encapsulated. In practice the
benefits of using a lower vacuum pressure may need to
be balanced against the increased cost of achieving a
lower vacuum pressure. In some examples a vacuum
pressure of 10-2 mbar, or lower, may be used.
[0613] In an alternative example the sealed transpar-
ent tube 203 may be filled with an inert gas instead of
being evacuated. In particular, the inert gas may be ni-
trogen.
[0614] In another alternative example the sealed trans-
parent tube 203 may be filled with an inert gas at a re-
duced pressure. In some examples this may be achieved
by filling the tube 203 with the inert gas and then evac-
uating the tube 203. In particular, the inert gas may be
nitrogen.
[0615] In the illustrated third embodiment the tube 203
is cylindrical having a circular cross section. Similarly to
the first and second embodiments, in alternative exam-
ples the tube 203 may have other shapes. In some ex-
amples the cross sectional size and/or shape of the tube
203 may vary at different positions along its length. In an
alternative example the tube 203 may have an elliptical
cross section. In particular, the tube 203 may have an
elliptical cross section with the long axis of the ellipse
aligned with the plane of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 202.
[0616] In the illustrated second embodiment the tube
203 is formed of glass. In alternative examples suitable
transparent plastics materials or laminated structures
may be used to form the tube 203.
[0617] In the illustrated second embodiment the tube
203 is transparent. In alternative examples the tube may
be only partially transparent.
[0618] In the illustrated second embodiment the metal

end cap 220 may be bonded to the glass tube 203 by
adhesive. In other embodiments alternative glass to met-
al bonding techniques may be used, for example welding,
brazing or soldering.
[0619] Similarly to the first embodiment the tube 203
has a metal end cap 220 at one end. In alternative ex-
amples the end cap 220 may be made of other materials.
In some examples the end cap 220 may be made of glass.
This may reduce conductive heat losses from the collec-
tor assembly 202.

Collector assembly

[0620] In the third embodiment, the solar energy col-
lector assembly 202 includes a heat transport element
204 and an array of photovoltaic elements 205 mounted
on one surface of the heat transport element 204. In order
to allow radiant solar energy to be incident on the pho-
tovoltaic elements 205 the array of photovoltaic elements
205 are mounted on the surface of the heat transport
element 204 which is exposed to the incident radiant solar
energy in operation of the hybrid solar energy converter
201. In the third embodiment the heat transport element
204 may be mounted vertically. In examples where the
heat transport element 204 is not mounted vertically the
surface which is exposed to the incident radiant solar
energy in operation will usually be the upper surface of
the heat transport element 204.
[0621] In some arrangements the surface of the heat
transport element 204 exposed to the incident radiant
solar energy may not be the upper surface. In particular,
this would be the case if the incident solar radiant energy
was incident horizontally or from below, for example after
redirection by an optical system such as a mirror.
[0622] In the illustrated example of the third embodi-
ment, the solar energy collector assembly 202 is sup-
ported by cylindrical tubes 219 of the heat transport ele-
ment 204. The cylindrical tubes 219 pass through the
end cap 220 and into the heat exchange assembly 206,
as will be explained in more detail below. Where the cy-
lindrical tube 219 passes through the end cap 220 the
cylindrical tube 119 is soldered to the end cap 220 to
retain the cylindrical tube 119 in place and support the
solar energy collector assembly 102.
[0623] In alternative examples the cylindrical tube 219
may be secured to the end cap 220 in other ways. In one
example the cylindrical tube 119 may be welded to the
end cap 220.
[0624] The supporting of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 202 by physical connections through the cylin-
drical tubes 219 may increase the efficiency with which
heat can be collected from incident solar energy by the
solar energy collector assembly 202. Having the solar
energy collector assembly 202 supported by physical
connections only through the cylindrical tubes 219 may
reduce conductive heat loss from the solar energy col-
lector assembly 202 into the supporting structure outside
the transparent tube.
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[0625] In the illustrated example of the third embodi-
ment the heat transport element 204 has a substantially
flat front surface 204a. Each of the photovoltaic elements
205 is square, and the width of the heat transport element
204 is the same as the width of each square photovoltaic
element 205. Six square photovoltaic elements 105 are
mounted side by side to one another along the length of
the heat transport element 204. Substantially the entire
front face of the heat transport element 204 is covered
by the photovoltaic elements 205. Covering a large pro-
portion of the upper surface 204a of the heat transport
element 204 with photovoltaic elements 205 may in-
crease the efficiency of the hybrid solar energy converter
201.
[0626] In one example the square photovoltaic ele-
ments 205 may each be a 125mm by 125mm square and
0.2mm thick. In another example the square photovoltaic
elements may each be a 156mm by 156 mm square. In
other examples, photovoltaic elements having other siz-
es or shapes may be used.
[0627] The photovoltaic elements 205 are bonded to
the substantially flat upper surface 204a of the heat trans-
port element 204 using a layer of heat conducting adhe-
sive in a similar manner to the first and second embodi-
ments. The adhesive bonding layer is electrically insu-
lating. The adhesive bonding layer between the photo-
voltaic elements 205 and the heat transport element 204
is arranged to be thin. This may improve the degree of
thermal conduction between the photovoltaic elements
205 and the heat transport element 204. This may in-
crease the rate of heat transfer laterally across the pho-
tovoltaic elements 205. An adhesive material loaded with
solid spheres of a predetermined size may be used to
form the adhesive bonding layer. This may allow a thin
adhesive layer to be consistently and reliably formed.
The adhesive bonding layer is formed of a flexible or "for-
giving" adhesive material. This may relieve stresses in
the assembled solar energy collector assembly 202 and
reduce any stress applied to the photovoltaic elements
205.
[0628] The photovoltaic elements 205 are semicon-
ductor photovoltaic elements formed of silicon. In one
embodiment the photovoltaic elements are formed of sin-
gle-crystal silicon. In one embodiment the photovoltaic
elements are formed of amorphous silicon. In one em-
bodiment the photovoltaic elements are formed of poly-
crystalline silicon, or polysilicon. In other embodiments
alternative types of semiconductor photovoltaic elements
may be used.
[0629] Similarly to the first and second embodiments,
in operation of the hybrid solar energy converter 201 the
photovoltaic elements 205 are cooled by the heat trans-
port element 204, which may provide similar advantages
to those discussed above. This cooling may allow the
temperature of the photovoltaic elements 5 to be main-
tained at a desired value.
[0630] This cooling may provide the advantage that
the appearance of hot spots or regions in the photovoltaic

elements 205 can be reduced or eliminated, and the tem-
perature of the photovoltaic elements 205 maintained at
a uniform desired value. Such hot spots or regions may
for example be produced by heating by incident solar
radiation, by inhomogeneities or faults in the photovoltaic
elements 205, or by a combination of, or interaction be-
tween, these causes.
[0631] As discussed above regarding the first and sec-
ond embodiments, such hot spots or regions can reduce
the efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 205 in the
short term, and may also degrade the performance of
the photovoltaic elements 205 in the longer term.
[0632] Accordingly, maintaining the photovoltaic ele-
ments 205 at a more uniform temperature value and re-
ducing, or eliminating, hot spots or regions may improve
the efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 205 at a spe-
cific temperature, and may reduce the amount of degra-
dation of the photovoltaic elements 205 caused by higher
temperatures.
[0633] This may allow the photovoltaic elements 205
to operate at a higher overall temperature than would
otherwise be the case, for the same reasons as dis-
cussed regarding the first and second embodiments.
[0634] The illustrated example of the third embodiment
has a solar energy collector assembly 202 supported only
by physical connections through the cylindrical tubes
219. In other examples alternative supporting arrange-
ments may be used. In some examples the solar energy
collector assembly 202 may be supported by a physical
connections both ends of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 202. In some examples, the physical connections
at one end of the solar energy collector assembly may
be the through the cylindrical tubes 219. In general, it is
advantageous to minimize the number of physical sup-
ports in order to minimize the escape of heat from the
solar energy collector assembly by conduction through
the physical supports.
[0635] In other examples the number of photovoltaic
elements 205 mounted on the heat transport element
204 may be different. In other examples the relative sizes
of the photovoltaic elements 205 and the heat transport
element 204 may be different.
[0636] In some examples the adhesive layer may com-
prise an epoxy resin which remains non-brittle after cur-
ing.
[0637] In other examples the adhesive layer may be
formed by a double sided adhesive tape.

Heat transport element

[0638] The heat transport element 204 according to
the third embodiment is shown in more detail in a cut
away view in Figure 21.
[0639] In the third embodiment, the heat transport el-
ement 204 is generally rectangular. The heat transport
element 204 has a flat front surface 204a and a rear sur-
face 204b which is flat across most of its area, and has
three outwardly projecting sections 210 spaced out along
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its length, with a first outwardly projecting section 210 at
an upper end of the heat transport element 204, a second
outwardly projecting section 210 located one third of the
way along the length of the heat transport element 204,
and a third outwardly projecting section 210 located two
thirds of the way along the length of the heat transport
element 204.
[0640] The heat transport element 204 is divided into
three sections, an upper section 204c, a central section
204d, and a lower section 204e. Each section 204c to
204e is cooled by a separate density driven circulation
acting as a heat transport mechanism similar to the mech-
anism of the second embodiment and comprising a re-
spective one of the three outwardly projecting sections
210. Each of the three sections 204c to 204e supports
and cools two of the six photovoltaic elements 205.
[0641] Each outwardly projecting section 210 contains
and defines a vapor manifold 211. In operation the heat
transport element 204 is arranged to be longitudinally
sloping, so that the heat transport element 204 has an
upper end and a lower end. The heat transport element
204 may be arranged longitudinally vertically, or at an
angle to the vertical.
[0642] The heat transport element 204 has a front sur-
face 204a formed by a front sheet 214 and a rear surface
204b formed by a rear sheet 215. Three central sheets
216 are located between the front sheet 214 and the rear
sheet 215, with one of the central sheets 216 in each of
the sections 204a to 204c, so that fluid flow passages
217 and 218 running longitudinally along the heat trans-
port element 204 are defined between each central sheet
216 and each of the front sheet 214 and the rear sheet
215. Since the heat transport element 204 is longitudi-
nally sloping the fluid flow passages 217 and 218 running
longitudinally along the heat transport element 204 will
be sloped along their lengths.
[0643] Each central sheet 216 has a similar profile to
the central sheet 116 of the second embodiment, except
that, compared to the second embodiment, the profile of
the central sheets 216 of the third embodiment is rotated
through 900 to define flow channels running longitudinally
along the heat transport element 204. The cross-section-
al profile of the corrugated central sheets 216 can be
understood as a zig-zag profile with the points of the zig-
zag forming the peaks and troughs being flattened.
[0644] To be more specific, in the illustrated example
of the third embodiment the central sheets 216 each com-
prise a plurality of flat surfaces connected by folds run-
ning longitudinally along the heat transport element 204.
Accordingly, the front, rear, and central sheets 214, 215,
216 define a plurality of trapezoid cross-section front fluid
flow channels 217 and rear fluid flow channels 218 be-
tween them. The front fluid flow channels 217 are defined
between the front sheet 214 and the central sheets 216.
The rear fluid flow channels 218 are defined between the
rear sheet 215 and the central sheets 216. The trapezoid
front fluid flow channels 271 are arranged so that the
larger one of the two parallel faces of each trapezoid

channel 217 is formed by the upper sheet 214.
[0645] The front and rear fluid flow channels 217 and
218 of the third embodiment respectively correspond in
function to the upper and lower fluid flow channels 117
and 118 of the second embodiment.
[0646] The edges of the heat transport element 204
are formed by bent parts of the rear sheet 215, which are
bonded to the front sheet 214. The photovoltaic elements
205 are bonded to the front sheet 214. At the edges of
the heat transport element 204, the front sheet 214 is
bonded directly to the rear sheet 215, the central sheets
216 are not located between the front and rear sheets
214 and 215 at their edges.
[0647] In some examples the central sheets 216 may
extend at least partially between the front and rear sheets
214 and 215 at the side edges of the heat transport ele-
ment 204 so that the front and rear sheets 214 and 215
are both bonded to the central sheets 216. This may as-
sist in locating and securing the central sheets 216 rela-
tive to the front and rear sheets 214 and 215.
[0648] As discussed above, the heat transport element
204 has three outwardly projecting sections 210 each
running transversely across the rear surface 204b of the
heat transport element 204. Each outwardly projecting
section 210 is substantially semi-cylindrical and is formed
by an outwardly projecting part of the rear sheet 215.
Each outwardly projecting section 210 defines a vapor
manifold 211. The fluid flow channels 217 and 218 con-
nect to the vapor manifolds 211. It should be noted that
the central sheets 216 extend across most of the width
of the vapor manifolds 211. Accordingly, the front fluid
flow channels 217 defined between the front sheet 214
and the central sheets 216 connect to the vapor manifolds
211 towards the top of each vapor manifold 211, while
the rear fluid flow channels 218 defined between the rear
sheet 215 and the central sheets 216 connect to the vapor
manifolds 211 towards the bottom of each vapor manifold
211.
[0649] The front and rear fluid flow channels 217 and
218 are formed into three groups with the front and rear
fluid flow channels 217 and 218 of each group intercon-
nected by one of the vapor manifolds 211. Each group
of fluid flow channels 217 and 218 extends along one of
the sections 204c to 204e of the heat transport element
204 and, together with the vapor manifold with which they
are connected, forms a separate heat transport mecha-
nism cooling the respective section 204c to 204e of the
heat transport element 204.
[0650] Figure 21 is an explanatory diagram showing a
longitudinal cross section of a part of the heat transport
element 204 along the line D-D in Figure 20. Figure 21
shows the section of the heat transport element 204
around the boundary between the central section 204d
and the lower section 204e. The boundary between the
central section 204d and the upper section 204c is iden-
tical.
[0651] At the top of the lower section 204e of the heat
transport element 204, at the top of the outwardly pro-
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jecting section 110, there is a wall 231 extending trans-
versely across the interior of the heat transport element
204. The wall 231 contacts and is bonded to the front
and rear sheets 214 and 215 and forms a fluid tight seal
between the fluid flow channels 217 and 218 of the central
section 204d of the heat transport element 204 and the
vapor manifold 211 of the lower section 204e of the heat
transport element 204. The walls 131 divide the interior
of the heat transport element 204 into three separate fluid
circulation regions corresponding to the sections 204c to
204e of the heat transport element 204.
[0652] There is a gap 223 between the edge of the
central sheet 216 of the central section 204d of the heat
transport element 204 and the wall 231. This gap 223
allows water to flow between different ones of the fluid
flow channels 217 and 218. The gap 223 extends along
the side wall 231, and forms a fluid manifold 224 inter-
connecting all of the front and rear fluid flow channels
217 and 218 of the central section 204d.
[0653] At one edge of the heat transport element 204
each of the substantially semi-cylindrical outwardly pro-
jecting sections 210 transitions to a projecting cylindrical
tube 219. The front and rear sheets 214 and 215 are
sealed to the cylindrical tubes 219 so that the interior of
the heat transport element 204 is sealed. The cylindrical
tubes 219 pass through the end cap 12 and into the heat
exchange assembly 206. The central bore of each of the
cylindrical tubes 219 is connected to one of the vapor
manifolds 111 and acts to carry heat energy from the
heat transport element 204 to the heat exchange assem-
bly 206, as will be explained below.
[0654] The cylindrical tubes 219 physically support the
solar energy collector assembly 202 within the sealed
transparent tube 203. There is no other physical support
of the solar energy collector assembly 202. As in the pre-
vious embodiments this may reduce conductive heat
losses from the solar energy collector assembly 202,
which may increase the amount of useful heat energy
produced by the hybrid solar energy converter 201.
[0655] The fluid flow channels 217 and 218 are at least
partially filled with degassed distilled water 221 as a work-
ing fluid and the interior of the heat transport element 204
including the fluid flow channels 217 and 218, the vapor
manifolds 211, and the tubes 219 are at least partially
evacuated. That is the interior of the heat transport ele-
ment 204 is below normal atmospheric pressure. the in-
terior of the heat transport element 104 may be under a
vacuum at a pressure of 10-3 mbar.
[0656] In the third embodiment the amount of water
221 in the fluid flow channels 217 and 218 is similar to
the second embodiment except that the interior of each
of the sections 204c to 204e is sealed off from the others
so that the level of the water 221 is independent in each
of the sections 204c to 204e of the heat transfer element
204.
[0657] In each of the three sections 204c to 204e the
level of the water 221 in the fluid flow channels 217 and
218 is such that the upper surface of the water 221 in the

rear fluid flow channels 218 is level with the ends of the
rear fluid flow channels 218 where they connect to the
vapor manifold 211. In the illustrated third embodiment
the level of the surface of the water 221 in the front fluid
flow channels 217 and rear fluid flow channels 218 is the
same. Accordingly, in the illustrated third embodiment
the rear fluid flow channels 218 are filled with liquid water,
while the front fluid flow channels 217 are only partially
filled with liquid water.
[0658] Similarly to the second embodiment, in other
examples the level of the water 221 may be different. In
some examples the upper surface of the water 221 in the
rear fluid flow channels 218 may be below the vapor man-
ifold 211. In some examples the upper surface of the
water 221 in the rear fluid flow channels 218 may be
above the bottom of the vapor manifold 211, with some
water being present in the bottom of the vapor manifold
211.
[0659] It is expected that in practice the heat transport
element 204 will operate most efficiently with the upper
surface of the water being at, or close to, the point where
the lower fluid flow channels 218 contact the vapor man-
ifold 211. If the level of the water in the heat transport
element 204 is too high, so that the upper surface of the
water is too high within the vapor manifold 211, the effi-
ciency of operation of the heat transport element 204
may be reduced, for the same reasons as are discussed
regarding the second embodiment.
[0660] The upper surface of the water 221 in the front
fluid flow channels 217 may be higher than in the rear
fluid flow channels 218 as a result of capillary action. The
extent of this capillary effect in any specific example will
depend upon the dimensions of the front fluid flow chan-
nels 217. In the illustrated second embodiment some of
the inner surface of the upper sheet 214, that is, the sur-
face forming a part of the upper fluid flow channels 217,
is above the surface of the water 221. In some examples
the front fluid flow channels 217 may have a small enough
cross-sectional area that the upper surface of the water
221 in the front fluid flow channels 217 is at the ends of
the front fluid flow channels 217 due to capillary action.
[0661] Similarly to the second embodiment, and unlike
the first embodiment, it is not necessary that the inner
surface of the front sheet 214, that is, the surface forming
a part of the front fluid flow channels 217, is below the
surface of the water 221 at a position corresponding to
the location of the uppermost parts of the photovoltaic
elements 205 for each of the sections 204c to 204e of
the heat transport element 204. However, in some em-
bodiments this may be the case.
[0662] In operation of the third embodiment, when the
solar energy collector assembly 202 is exposed to inci-
dent solar radiative energy, the photovoltaic elements
205 absorb some of this energy, converting a part of the
absorbed energy into electrical energy. The remainder
of the absorbed energy is converted into heat energy,
raising the temperature of the photovoltaic elements 205.
The absorbed heat energy flows from the photovoltaic
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elements 205 into the heat transport element 204, being
transmitted through the front sheet 214 and into the water
221 inside the front fluid flow channels 217, which water
is in contact with the inner surface of the front metal sheet
214 across the larger parallel faces of the trapezoid front
fluid flow channels 217.
[0663] The liquid water 221 inside the front fluid flow
channels 217 absorbs the heat energy from the photo-
voltaic elements 205 passing through the front sheet 214
and vaporizes, producing bubbles 222 of steam or water
vapor. At the vacuum pressure of 10-3 mbar inside the
front fluid flow channels 217 water boils from around 00C,
so that the water 221 vaporizes readily at the normal
operating temperatures of the hybrid solar energy con-
verter 201.
[0664] As discussed above regarding the second em-
bodiment, the bubbles 222 of water vapor are less dense
than the liquid water 221. Further, as explained above
the front fluid flow channels 117 are sloping along their
lengths. Accordingly, as a result of this density difference
the water vapor bubbles 222 travel upwards along the
front fluid flow channels 217 towards the top of the heat
transport element 204 and the surface of the water 221.
When a bubble of water vapor 222 reaches the surface
of the water 221 the vapor is released into the vacuum
above the water 221 in the respective vapor manifold
211. Further, the bubbles 222 will give rise to pistonic
driving in a similar manner to the second embodiment.
In the illustrated third embodiment, where some of the
inner surface of the upper sheet 214 is above the surface
of the water 221, this pumping of liquid water upwards
along the upper flow channels 217 ensures that the part
of the inner surface of the upper sheet 214 above the
surface of the water 221 is in contact with a flow of water
so that it can be cooled.
[0665] The bursting of the bubbles of water vapor at
the water surface and any pistonic pumping of liquid wa-
ter out of the ends of the front fluid flow channels 217
may generate droplets of liquid water, and may project
at least some of these water droplets into the vacuum
within the respective vapor manifold 211 above the water
surface. As a result, the heat transfer mechanism may
be a multi-phase system comprising liquid water, water
vapor and droplets of liquid water, and not just a two-
phase system comprising liquid water and water vapor
only. The presence of such droplets of water in the vac-
uum, and any pumping of liquid water out of the ends of
the front fluid flow channels 217, may enhance the rate
of vaporization by increasing the surface area of the water
exposed to the vacuum.
[0666] Similarly to the first and second embodiment,
the water vapor in the vacuum within each vapor manifold
211 travels at a very high speed through the vacuum
along the vapor manifold 211, along the respective tube
219 and into the heat exchange assembly 206. The travel
speed of the hot water vapor in the vacuum is very fast,
approximating to the thermal speed of the water vapor
molecules. Inside the heat exchange assembly 206 the

water vapor from each tube 219 condenses on a respec-
tive heat exchange surface of one of the primary and
secondary heat exchange assemblies 207 and 208. The
condensed water flows back out of the heat exchange
assembly 206 down the same respective tube 219 to the
respective vapor manifold, along the bottom of the vapor
manifold 211, and is returned back into the water 121
within the rear fluid flow channels 218 associated with
that vapor manifold 211. This generating of hot water
vapor within the front fluid flow channels 217 and the
vapor manifolds 211, and subsequent travel of hot water
vapor from the vapor manifolds 211 to the heat exchange
assembly 206 where it condenses, followed by return of
the condensed water, transfers heat energy from the heat
transfer element 204 to the operating fluids in the heat
exchange assembly 206.
[0667] The tubes 219 are not interconnected within the
heat exchange assembly 206. The respective heat ex-
change surfaces of the primary and secondary heat ex-
change assemblies 207 and 208 connected to each of
the tubes 219 are separate from one another so that liquid
water and water vapor cannot be transferred between
different ones of the separate heat transport mechanisms
cooling the respective sections 204c to 204e of the heat
transport element 204.
[0668] Any liquid water ejected from the front fluid flow
channels 217 into a vapor manifold 211 which does not
vaporize will also fall to the bottom of the respective vapor
manifold 211, and is returned back into the water 221
within the rear fluid flow channels 218 associated with
that vapor manifold 211.
[0669] As is explained above all of the front and rear
fluid flow channels 217 and 218 in each section 204c to
204e of the heat transfer element 204 are interconnected
by the respective fluid manifold 224 formed by the re-
spective gap 223. Accordingly, within each section 204c
to 204e of the heat transfer element 204, it is not important
which of the rear fluid flow channels 218 is entered by
any liquid water returning from the respective vapor man-
ifold 211.
[0670] As is clear from the description above, each va-
por manifold 211 generally includes liquid water in addi-
tion to water vapor when the hybrid solar energy convert-
er 201 is operating. However, as is also discussed above,
if the level of the water in a section 204c to 204e of the
heat transport element 204 is too high, so that the upper
surface of the water is too high within the respective vapor
manifold 211, the efficiency of operation of the heat trans-
port element 204 may be reduced. This reduction in ef-
ficiency of operation may occur because there is insuffi-
cient space within the vapor manifold 211 above the sur-
face of the water for the movement and evaporation of
the droplets of liquid water. This reduction in efficiency
of operation may occur because the droplets of liquid
water and waves and splashing upwardly of the liquid
water surface may reduce the open, or water free, cross
sectional area of the vapor manifold at some locations
to a relatively small amount, or even to zero, momentarily
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closing the vapor manifold. This reduction in the open,
or water free, cross sectional area of the vapor manifold
may interfere with the movement of the water vapor in
the vacuum within the vapor manifold 211.
[0671] In a similar manner to the second embodiment
the bubbles 222 of water vapor will tend to move upwardly
through the liquid water in the front fluid flow channel 217
because of the lower density of the water vapor compared
to the liquid water 221, which will result in an upward
buoyancy force on each bubble 222. Further, the move-
ment of the bubbles 222 of water vapor will tend to drive
the liquid water 221 in the front fluid flow channel 217
upwardly, particularly in examples where pistonic driving
takes place. As a result, the bubbles 222 of water vapor
cause the water 221 in the front and rear fluid flow chan-
nels 217 and 218 in each section 204c to 204e to circu-
late, with relatively hot liquid water and bubbles 222 of
water vapor flowing upwards along the front fluid flow
channels 217, and relatively cool liquid water flowing
downwards along the rear fluid flow channels 218. The
front and rear fluid flow channels 217 and 218 are inter-
connected by the vapor manifold 211 and the fluid man-
ifold 224, as explained above. Accordingly, the relatively
hot liquid water flowing upwards along the front fluid flow
channels is continuously replaced by relatively cool liquid
water from the rear fluid flow channels 218. This circula-
tion is driven primarily by the difference in density be-
tween the water vapor and the liquid water. However,
this circulation may also be driven by convection as a
result of the difference in density between the relatively
hot liquid water in the front fluid flow channels 217 and
the relatively cool liquid water in the rear fluid flow chan-
nels 218, in a similar manner to a thermosiphon. Accord-
ingly, the front fluid flow channels 217 may be regarded
as riser channels, while the rear fluid flow channels 218
may be regarded as sinker channels or return channels.
[0672] As the bubbles 222 of water vapor travel up-
wardly along the front fluid flow channels 217 the pres-
sure head acting on the bubbles 222 decreases, so that
the bubbles 222 tend to expand. As a result, the tendency
of the vapor bubbles 222 to collapse and implode is re-
duced by the effects of the expansion and decreasing
pressure as the bubbles 222 move upwardly. When con-
sidering this point, it should be remembered that when
the heat transport element 204 is operating the bubbles
222 will be forming within established density driven cir-
culation fluid flows and will move upwardly carried by
these flows in addition to the bubbles movement due to
their own buoyancy relative to the liquid water. Further,
it is believed that expansion of the bubbles 222 as they
move upwardly will further increase the speed of the den-
sity driven circulation flow by increasing the buoyancy of
the expanding bubbles 222. In some examples expan-
sion of the bubbles as they move upwardly may also in-
crease the degree of pistonic driving.
[0673] This density driven circulation may form a highly
effective heat transport mechanism because water has
a relatively high enthalpy of vaporization, so that the

movement of the bubbles 222 of water vapor may carry
a large amount of heat energy, in addition to the heat
energy carried by the movement of relatively hot water
out of the front fluid flow channels 217, and its replace-
ment by cooler water. In arrangements where pistonic
driving of the flow of the liquid water by the water vapor
bubbles takes place the effectiveness of the heat trans-
port mechanism may be further increased by the increase
in the flow rate of the liquid water caused by the pistonic
driving. This pistonic driving is a component of the overall
density driving producing the density driven circulation.
The pistonic driving is caused by the density difference
between the liquid water and the bubbles of water vapor.
[0674] In general, the speed of the density driven cir-
culation increases and the effectiveness of the heat
transport mechanism increases as the temperature of
the upper sheet 214 of the heat transport element 204
increases.
[0675] The density driven circulation of the water 221
within the fluid flow channels 217 and 218 is a vapor
driven circulating or rolling flow.
[0676] The density driven circulation of the water 221
within the fluid flow channels 217 and 218 becomes par-
ticularly vigorous, and becomes particularly effective as
a heat transport mechanism, when the temperature of
the upper sheet 214 of the heat transport element 204
becomes sufficiently high that the water 221 within the
fluid flow channels 217 and 218 enters a rolling boil state.
The effectiveness of the heat transport mechanism sig-
nificantly increases when rolling boiling of the water 221
commences. In general, when other parameters of the
system remain constant, entry into the rolling boil state
will take place when the temperature of the front sheet
214 of the heat transport element 204 reaches a specific
temperature.
[0677] In the illustrated example using water, the water
221 within fluid flow channels 217 and 218 may enter a
rolling boil state at a temperature of about 40°C.
[0678] The arrangement of the heat transfer element
204 into sections 204c to 204e with separate fluid flow
channels 217 extending along the heat transport element
104 may allow the vertical height of the liquid water in
each section 204c to 204e of the heat transport element
204 to be reduced compared to embodiments in which
the density driven flow extends along the length of a heat
transport element, and so reduce the pressure head act-
ing on the liquid water at the bottom of the heat transport
element 204. In general, increased pressure reduces the
tendency of liquids to vaporize and so increases the boil-
ing point of liquids. Accordingly, reducing the pressure
head acting on the liquid water at the bottom of the heat
transport element 204 may increase the tendency of the
liquid water 221 in the front fluid flow channels 217 to
vaporize and produce bubbles 222, and so may improve
the efficiency and effectiveness of the heat transport el-
ement 204.
[0679] In particular, the reduction of the pressure head
acting on the liquid water at the bottom of the front fluid
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flow channels 217 may reduce any temperature differ-
ential along the lengths of the front fluid flow channels
between their the top and bottom ends by reducing any
difference in the tendency of the liquid water to vaporize
due to differences in pressure. This may reduce temper-
ature differentials between the different points on the heat
transport element 204 and may avoid the formation of
hot spots in the photovoltaic elements 205. Accordingly,
reducing the pressure head acting on the liquid water at
the bottom of the heat transport element 204 may make
the temperature of the front sheet 214 of the heat trans-
port element 204 more isothermal.
[0680] The arrangement of fluid flow channels 217 ex-
tending longitudinally along the heat transport element
204 and interconnected by vapor manifolds 211 extend-
ing laterally across the heat transport element 204 may
allow a very rapid flow of heat energy along the heat
transport element 204 away from any fluid flow channel
217 having a higher temperature. This may reduce tem-
perature differentials between the different points on the
heat transport element 204 and may reduce, or avoid,
the formation of hot spots in the photovoltaic elements
205.
[0681] The provision of the two separate heat transport
mechanisms of the movement of water vapor along the
vapor manifold 211 and the density driven flow of liquid
water and water vapor along each of the front fluid flow
channels 217, respectively acting longitudinally and
transverse the length of the heat transport element 204
may tend to equalize the temperature across the entire
upper surface of the heat transport element, and thus
tend to equalize the temperature across the photovoltaic
elements 205 and reduce, or avoid, the formation of hot
spots.
[0682] The movement of water vapor along the vapor
manifold 211 provides a very rapid heat transport mech-
anism that tends, by the vaporization and condensation
of water, to move heat energy from relatively hot locations
to relatively cold locations. As a result, the movement of
water vapor along the vapor manifold 211 may tend to
equalize the temperature of the liquid water surface at
different positions across the heat transfer element 204,
in addition to transporting heat energy from the heat
transport element 204 to the heat exchange assembly
206. This temperature equalization may have the effect
of removing more heat energy from hotter parts of the
heat transport element 204, and so tending to equalize
the temperature across the front surface of the heat trans-
port element 204. It is clear that such isothermal cooling
will tend to reduce, or avoid, the formation of hot spots,
for example in any photovoltaic element attached to the
front surface of the heat transport element 204.
[0683] Similarly to the second embodiment, the rear
sheet 215 of the heat transport element 204 has a plu-
rality of hollow ridges 225 extending between the flat part
of the rear surface 204b and the semi-cylindrical surface
of each outwardly projecting section 210. Each hollow
ridge 225 has a ’V’ profile, and the hollow ridges 225 are

located spaced apart at regular intervals along the length
of each outwardly projecting section. The hollow ridges
225 act as supports for the outwardly projecting sections
210, and also act as drains to return liquid water from the
vapor manifolds 211 into the rear fluid flow channels 218
in a similar manner to the hollow ridges 125 of the second
embodiment.
[0684] The hollow ridges 225 may extend the range of
angles of inclination at which the heat transport element
204 can be used, as explained above regarding the sec-
ond embodiment.
[0685] Depending upon the geometry of the different
parts of the heat transport element 204 in any specific
design, even when the hollow ridges 225 are used there
may still be a minimum angle of inclination at which the
heat transport element 204 can operate without the re-
tention of liquid water in the vapor manifolds 211 having
adverse effects on operation of the heat transport ele-
ment 204.
[0686] The corrugated profile of the central sheet 216
and the bonding of the central sheets 216 to the front
sheet 214 and the rear sheet 215 increases the strength
and rigidity of the heat transport element 204, and may
reduce or prevent ballooning for the reasons discussed
regarding the second embodiment. This may make the
heat transport element 204 a more rigid structure. This
may tend to reduce the amount of flexing of the heat
transport element 204 in use. This may prevent damage
to the photovoltaic elements 205 by reducing the amount
of mechanical stress applied to the photovoltaic elements
105. This may allow the front, rear, and/or central sheets
214, 215, 216, to be thinner, which may reduce weight
and costs. This may allow the front sheet 214 to be thin-
ner, which may improve the transfer of heat from the pho-
tovoltaic elements 205 into the liquid water within the
front fluid flow channels 217.
[0687] The heat transport element 204 is a substan-
tially rigid structure. This may minimize changes in the
level of the upper surface 232 of the water 221 due to
flexing of the components of the heat transport element
204, such as the upper and lower sheets 214 and 215.
Such changes in the level of the upper surface 232 of
the water 221 may affect the efficiency of the cooling of
the photovoltaic elements 205.
[0688] As is explained above, the interior of the heat
transport element 204 is evacuated, and the heat trans-
port element 104 is located within an evacuated tube
203. Usually the heat transport element 204 and the
evacuated tube 203 are evacuated to the same pressure.
In the illustrated example of the second embodiment de-
scribed above this pressure may be 10-3 mbar.
[0689] The interconnection of the front and rear sheets
214 and 215 by the linking surfaces of the central sheet
216 may resist ballooning of the front and rear sheets
214 and 215 and reduce or prevent ballooning. Arranging
for the linking surfaces of the central sheet 216 to be
straight may increase the resistance to ballooning. Re-
ducing or preventing ballooning may prevent damage to
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the photovoltaic elements 205 by reducing the amount
of mechanical stress applied to the photovoltaic elements
205. This may allow the front sheet 214 to be thinner,
which may reduce weight and costs and/or may improve
the transfer of heat from the photovoltaic elements 205
into the liquid water within the front fluid flow channels
217.
[0690] For the same reasons as explained with regard
to the second embodiment it is preferred for the sizes of
the surfaces of the central sheets 216 in contact with the
front sheet 214 to be as small as possible, subject to the
contact area between the central sheets 216 and the up-
per sheet 214 being sufficiently large to form a reliable
bond of the required strength.
[0691] In the illustrated example of the third embodi-
ment 0.2 mm thick tin coated mild steel sheets are used
to form the different sheets of the heat transport element.
In alternative examples other thicknesses may be used,
in particular 0.1 mm thick tin coated mild steel sheets
may be used.
[0692] In the illustrated example of the third embodi-
ment the spacing between the front sheet 214 and the
parallel parts of the rear sheet 215 is 1.8mm at the loca-
tions of the recesses. Accordingly, the thickness of the
fluid flow channels 217 and 218 at the locations of the
recesses is 1.6mm, since the thickness of the central
sheet is 0.2mm.
[0693] The sheets used to form the heat transport el-
ement may be shaped by pressing.
[0694] In the illustrated third embodiment the heat
transport element 204 is arranged to be horizontal trans-
versely to longitudinal axis. That is, the vapor manifolds
211 should be horizontal.. However, in practice some
deviation from the horizontal may be tolerated without
significant impact on the operation of the heat transport
element 204. Such deviation from the horizontal will re-
sult in differences in the level of the liquid water surface
relative to the structure of the heat transport element 204
at different positions along the length of each vapor man-
ifold 211. As is explained above, the level of the liquid
water surface may be varied. Accordingly, the minor dif-
ferences in level caused by small deviations from the
horizontal may be accommodated.
[0695] In some examples the hybrid solar energy con-
verter 201 may be arranged so that the tubes 219 and
the internal passages of the heat exchanger assembly
206 are inclined at an angle to the horizontal downwardly
from the heat exchanger assembly 206 towards the heat
transport element 204 in order to assist the return flow
of condensed liquid water from the primary and second-
ary heat exchangers 208 and 209 to the vapor manifold
211 of the heat transport element 204.
[0696] The front and rear sheets 214 and 215 of the
third embodiment have a dimpled profile similarly to the
upper and lower metal sheets 114 and 115 of the second
embodiment.
[0697] As discussed above the heat transport element
204 has a flat front surface 204a formed by a front sheet

214 with a dimpled profile. In addition, the front sheet 214
is has two longitudinal recesses running across in its front
surface 204a which form two parallel troughs running
along the upper surface 204a of the heat transport ele-
ment 204 behind the photovoltaic elements 205. Similarly
to the preceding embodiments electrically conductive rib-
bons or wires run along the longitudinal recesses be-
tween the heat transport element 204 and the photovolta-
ic elements 205. The wires are electrically connected to
the photovoltaic elements 205 and to the conductors 21
which pass through the cap 12 to provide a conductive
path to carry the electrical power generated by the pho-
tovoltaic elements 205 out of the sealed transparent tube
203. This electrical power may be supplied to an inverter
for voltage conversion and/or for conversion to alternat-
ing current for supply to a domestic or mains electrical
system.
[0698] In examples where adhesive is used to attach
the photovoltaic elements 205 to the heat transport ele-
ment 204, an electrically insulating adhesive can be used
in a similar manner to the second embodiment.
[0699] In the third embodiment the longitudinal recess-
es run parallel to the fluid flow channels 217 and 218.
Accordingly, each of the longitudinal recesses can be
accommodated by reducing the thickness of one of the
front fluid flow channels 217 in each section 204c to 204e
of the heat transfer element 204.
[0700] In the illustrated example of the third embodi-
ment the spacing between the front sheet 214 and the
parallel rear sheet 215 is 1.8mm at the locations of the
longitudinal recesses 129. Accordingly, the thickness of
the front fluid flow channels 217 at the locations of the
longitudinal recesses is 1.6mm, since the thickness of
the central sheet is 0.2mm.
[0701] The heat transport element of the third embod-
iment may be formed using the same materials and bond-
ing techniques as in the second embodiment.
[0702] In the illustrated example of the third embodi-
ment the flow of water vapor and liquid water through the
heat transport element 204 tends to keep the cooled front
surface of the heat transport element 204 at a uniform
operating temperature during operation. That is, the
cooled upper surface of the heat transport element 104
tends to be kept isothermal. The isothermal nature of the
cooled upper surface of the heat transport element 104
tends to give rise to isothermal cooling of the photovoltaic
elements 105, where hotter parts of the photovoltaic el-
ements 105 tend to be preferentially cooled so that the
photovoltaic elements 105 themselves tend to become
isothermal
[0703] Such isothermal cooling provides further ad-
vantages in addition to those provided by cooling.
[0704] Isothermal cooling may provide the advantage
that the appearance of hot spots or regions in the pho-
tovoltaic elements 205 produced by heating by incident
solar radiation can be reduced or eliminated. Such hot
spots or regions can reduce the efficiency of the photo-
voltaic elements 205.
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[0705] Isothermal cooling may simplify the control and
wiring arrangements of the photovoltaic elements 205 by
reducing or eliminating any requirement for compensa-
tion for differences in the performance of the different
parts of the photovoltaic elements 205 that are at different
temperatures.
[0706] Isothermal cooling tends to reduce, or prevent,
the formation of hot spots or regions in the photovoltaic
elements 205. As is explained above, this may allow the
efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 205 to be im-
proved at a specific temperature. Further, this may re-
duce the amount of degradation of the photovoltaic ele-
ments 205 caused by higher temperatures.
[0707] Still further, this may allow the photovoltaic el-
ements 205 to operate with a given degree of efficiency
at a higher temperature than would otherwise be the
case. This may allow the solar energy collector assembly
202 including the photovoltaic elements 205 to be oper-
ated at a higher temperature without reducing the effi-
ciency with which the photovoltaic elements 205 produce
electrical energy.
[0708] One example of this effect of isothermal cooling
is that the general figure quoted above for silicon photo-
voltaic elements that the efficiency of electrical energy
generation generally drops by about 0.35% to 0.5% for
each degree centigrade of temperature increase above
25°C may not apply to silicon photovoltaic elements that
are isothermally cooled. Such isothermally cooled silicon
photovoltaic elements having hotspots eliminated or re-
duced may have a higher threshold temperature at which
the efficiency of electrical energy generation begins to
drop and/or may have a reduced rate of reduction in ef-
ficiency for each degree centigrade of temperature in-
crease above the threshold temperature. Further, the
temperature at which there is a risk of permanent deg-
radation of the silicon photovoltaic elements may also be
increased for isothermally cooled silicon photovoltaic el-
ements. Similar effects may be found in photovoltaic el-
ements formed of other semiconductor materials.
[0709] In some examples, one or more layers of heat
conductive material may be located between the upper
sheet 214 and the photovoltaic elements 205. Such lay-
ers of heat conductive material may increase the rate of
heat transfer between the photovoltaic elements 205 and
the front sheet 214, and thus the rate of heat transfer
between the photovoltaic elements 205 and the liquid
within the front fluid flow channels 217. Such layers of
heat conductive material may also increase the rate of
heat transfer laterally across the photovoltaic elements
205.
[0710] Accordingly, providing a layer of heat conduc-
tive material may increase the degree of isothermal cool-
ing and further tend to reduce, or eliminate, the formation
of hot spots or regions in the photovoltaic elements 205.

Heat exchange assembly

[0711] The heat exchange assembly 206 of the third

embodiment may be the similar to the heat exchange
assemblies of the first and second embodiments.
[0712] In the third embodiment the general arrange-
ment and operation of the heat exchange assembly 206
is similar to that in the first and second embodiments. As
explained above, in the third embodiment the heat ex-
change assembly 206 includes a primary heat exchange
assembly 207 and a secondary heat exchange assembly
208 separated by a heat transfer control valve assembly
209. These are similar to, and operate similarly to, the
heat exchange assembly 6 including a primary heat ex-
changer 7 and a secondary heat exchanger 8 separated
by a heat transfer control valve 9 according to the first
embodiment.
[0713] In the third embodiment there are three sepa-
rate pipes 219 respectively connecting the respective va-
por manifolds 211 of the three separate heat transfer
mechanisms to the heat exchange assembly 206. Each
of the three heat transfer mechanisms is connected by
a respective pipe 219 to a respective fluid flow passage
through the primary heat exchange assembly 207, sec-
ondary heat exchange assembly 208 and valve assembly
209. These fluid flow passages are kept separate within
the heat exchange assembly 206 by gas tight barriers so
that no exchange of material, and in particular no ex-
change of liquid water or water vapor, can occur between
the different heat transfer mechanisms.
[0714] If an exchange of liquid water or water vapor
between the different heat transfer mechanisms was pos-
sible, this transfer of water could result in the liquid water
level in one or more of the heat transfer systems becom-
ing too high or too low for efficient operation. This could
result in the different sections 204c to 204e of the heat
transport element 204 being at different temperatures.
[0715] In the third embodiment the primary heat ex-
change assembly 206 comprises three primary heat ex-
changers each having a plurality of heat transfer fins ex-
tending into a flow channel, or channels, carrying a first
operating fluid. In the illustrated example of the third em-
bodiment the first operating fluid is a pumped flow of wa-
ter forming part of a domestic hot water and/or heating
system. The secondary heat exchange assembly com-
prises three secondary heat exchangers each having a
plurality of heat transfer fins extending into a second op-
erating fluid. In the illustrated example of the third em-
bodiment the second operating fluid is ambient air.
[0716] Each of the pipes 219 is connected to a respec-
tive one of the primary heat exchangers and a respective
one of the secondary heat exchangers by a fluid flow
passage. Each of these fluid flow passages is selectively
blockable between the primary and secondary heat ex-
changers by a respective heat transfer control valve of
the heat transfer control valve assembly 209. The three
heat control valves are all operated simultaneously by
the heat control valve assembly to ensure that the differ-
ent sections 204c to 204e of the heat transport element
204 are maintained at the same temperature.
[0717] In some examples the three primary heat ex-
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changers may be physically combined together. In some
examples the three secondary heat exchangers may be
physically combined together.
[0718] In other examples the three pipes 219 may be
connected to a single fluid flow passage through the pri-
mary and secondary heat exchangers and heat transfer
control valve so that the exchange of water between the
different heat transfer mechanisms is possible. In such
examples means for equalizing the water levels in the
different heat transfer mechanisms may be provided.
[0719] In the third embodiment the trigger temperature
of the heat transfer control valve assembly 209 may be
predetermined. In some examples the trigger tempera-
ture may be settable in use, or on installation or manu-
facture of the hybrid solar energy converter 201. In some
examples the trigger temperature may be settable to dif-
ferent values depending on the intended maximum water
temperature of the water to be heated. In particular, in
some examples the trigger temperature may be settable
to 65°C when the hybrid solar energy converter is to be
used to heat water for a domestic hot water system and
may be settable to 135°C when the hybrid solar energy
converter is to be used to heat water for an industrial hot
water system.
[0720] In some examples the trigger temperature of
the heat transfer control valve may be selected to max-
imize the generation of electrical energy by the photo-
voltaic elements 205. In some examples the trigger tem-
perature value may be selected to increase the amount
of heat energy transferred to the first operating fluid. In
some examples the trigger temperature may be selected
to optimize the overall production of energy, taking into
account both the amount of electrical energy produced
by the photovoltaic elements 205 and the amount of heat
energy transferred to the first operating fluid. In some
examples the optimizing may maximize the total produc-
tion of energy. In some examples the optimum overall
production of energy may take into account the relative
demand for, or value of, the different types of energy,
rather than simply maximizing the total amount of energy
produced.
[0721] As explained above, the isothermal cooling
tends to reduce, or prevent, the formation of hot spots or
regions in the photovoltaic elements 205. This may allow
the solar energy collector assembly 202 including the
photovoltaic elements 205 to be operated at a higher
temperature without reducing the efficiency with which
the photovoltaic elements 205 produce electrical energy.
This may allow the temperature of the collector assembly
to be increased to produce more useable heat energy
without the increase in temperature reducing the efficien-
cy with which the photovoltaic elements 205 produce
electrical energy. This may allow the trigger temperature
to be increased.
[0722] In some examples the trigger temperature may
be set to different temperatures during use of the hybrid
solar energy converter 201. This may allow the temper-
ature of the collector assembly to be controlled to produce

different amounts of useable heat energy or electricity
depending upon which type of energy is most in demand
at a specific time.
[0723] For example, when hot water is more in demand
than electricity the valve assembly 209 may be closed to
pass hot water vapor from the heat transport element
204 only to the primary heat exchanger assembly 207 to
maximize the amount of heat applied to the water acting
as the first operating fluid regardless of any temporary
reduction in efficiency of the photovoltaic elements 205
as a result of any resulting increase in temperature of the
collector assembly. Further, when hot water is less in
demand than electricity, the valve assembly 209 may be
opened in order to pass hot water vapor from the heat
transport element 204 to both of the primary and second-
ary heat exchanger assemblies 207 and 208 in order to
cool the photovoltaic elements 205 as much as possible
and maximize the efficiency of electricity generation re-
gardless of the effects on the temperature of the water
acting as the first operating fluid.
[0724] In the illustrated example of the third embodi-
ment the temperature of the solar energy collector as-
sembly 202, and thus the temperature of the photovoltaic
elements 205, is controlled by operating the heat transfer
control valve assembly 209 to selectively enable or dis-
able the transfer of heat energy from the solar energy
collector assembly 202 to the secondary heat exchanger
208.
[0725] In other examples other control methods can
be used additionally or alternatively to control the tem-
perature of the solar energy collector assembly 202. In
some examples the temperature of the solar energy col-
lector assembly 202 may be controlled by changing the
rate of removal of heat energy from the solar energy col-
lector assembly 202.
[0726] In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 202 can
be controlled by altering the flow rate of the first operating
fluid passing through the primary heat exchanger assem-
bly 207. In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 202 can
be controlled by altering the surface area over which the
first operating fluid is in contact with the primary heat
exchanger assembly 207, for example by selectively
opening or closing fluid flow passages of the first oper-
ating fluid within the primary heat exchanger assembly
202.
[0727] In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 202 can
be controlled by altering the vacuum pressure within the
tube 203. This may change the rate of convective heat
loss from the solar energy collector assembly 202 to the
tube 203. In general, heat transferred to the tube 203 will
be rapidly lost to the outside environment by convection
and/or conduction.
[0728] In some examples the rate of removal of heat
energy from the solar energy collector assembly 202 can
be controlled by altering the vacuum pressure within sec-
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tions 204c to 204e of the heat transport element 204. In
general, the tendency of the liquid water within the front
fluid flow channel 217 to vaporize and form bubbles of
vapor 222 will increase as the vacuum pressure is re-
duced, and the tendency of the liquid water within the
front fluid flow channel 217 to vaporize and form bubbles
of vapor 222 will decrease as the vacuum pressure is
increased. As is explained above, the density driven cir-
culation of water around the front and rear fluid flow chan-
nels 217 and 218 and the transport of heat energy along
the vapor manifolds 211 and the tubes 219 are both driv-
en by water vapor. Accordingly, altering the tendency of
the liquid water to vaporize by altering the vacuum pres-
sure may allow the rate of removal of heat energy from
the solar energy collector assembly 202, and the rate of
removal of heat energy from the photovoltaic elements
205 to be controlled, and so allow the temperature of the
solar energy collector assembly 202 and photovoltaic el-
ements 205 to be controlled.
[0729] Further, the temperature at which rolling boiling
of the water 221 within the front fluid flow channels 217
commences will tend to increase as the vacuum pressure
is increased, and will tend to decrease as the vacuum
pressure is decreased. Accordingly, in examples where
the vacuum pressure within the heat transport element
204 is altered the temperature at which the water 221
within the front fluid flow channels 217 commences rolling
boiling can be changed.
[0730] As is explained above, the density driven circu-
lation of water around the front and rear fluid flow chan-
nels 217 and 218 becomes particularly vigorous, and be-
comes particularly effective as a heat transport mecha-
nism, when the water 221 within the front fluid flow chan-
nels 217 enters a rolling boil state. Accordingly, altering
the temperature at which the water 221 within the front
fluid flow channels 217 commences rolling boiling by al-
tering the vacuum pressure may allow the rate of removal
of heat energy from the solar energy collector assembly
202 and photovoltaic elements 205 to be controlled, and
so allow the temperature of the solar energy collector
assembly 202 and photovoltaic elements 205 to be con-
trolled.
[0731] In some examples the temperature of the solar
energy collector assembly 202 may be controlled by
changing the amount of solar energy incident on the solar
energy collector assembly 202, and so changing the rate
of absorption of heat energy by the solar energy collector
assembly 202.
[0732] In some examples the amount of incident solar
energy may be controlled by changing the orientation of
the solar energy collector assembly relative to the direc-
tion of the incident solar energy. This can be carried out
using a drive mechanism able to rotate the solar energy
collector assembly about one or more axes.
[0733] In some examples the amount of incident solar
energy may be controlled using adjustable light intercept-
ing or blocking mechanisms in the path of the incident
solar energy. In some examples variable filters, shutters,

stops, or the like may be used. In some examples these
adjustable light intercepting or blocking mechanisms
may comprise physical devices. In some examples these
adjustable light intercepting or blocking mechanisms
may comprise devices having electronically controlled
optical characteristics, such as liquid crystals.
[0734] In examples where the temperature of the solar
energy collector assembly and/or the photovoltaic ele-
ments are to be controlled, a temperature sensor and a
temperature controller may be provided, together with a
temperature control mechanism arranged to carry out
one, some, or all, of the methods of controlling temper-
ature described above.
[0735] The temperature sensor is arranged to measure
the temperature of the solar energy collector assembly
and provide this temperature value to the temperature
controller. The temperature controller can then operate
the temperature control mechanism in a suitable manner
to control the temperature of the solar energy collector
assembly to the desired value.
[0736] Examples where the temperature of the photo-
voltaic elements is to be controlled a temperature sensor
arranged to measure the temperature of a photovoltaic
element or elements and provide this temperature value
to the temperature controller may be provided. This may
be additional to, or instead of, the temperature sensor
arranged to measure the temperature of the solar energy
collector assembly. The temperature controller can then
operate the temperature control mechanism in a suitable
manner to control the temperature of the photovoltaic
element or elements to the desired value.
[0737] In some examples the temperature sensor can
be provided on the upper surface of the solar energy
collector assembly. In some examples the temperature
sensor can be formed on the same semiconductor wafer
as a photovoltaic element.
[0738] Conveniently, the temperature controller may
be a suitably programmed general purpose computer.
[0739] In the illustrated third embodiment, the heat
transport element 204 is divided into three sections 204c
to 204e, each of which has a separate heat transfer sys-
tem comprising a number of front and rear fluid flow chan-
nels 217 and 218, a vapor manifold 211, and a tube 219.
Each of these separate heat transfer systems operates
in a similar manner to the second embodiment described
above. In other examples the heat transport element 204
may be divided into a different number of sections, each
having a separate heat transfer system.
[0740] In the illustrated third embodiment the tubes 219
each extend outwardly from the side of the heat transport
element 204, then turn through a right angle and extend
parallel to the axis of the tube 203 to pass through the
end cap 220 of the tube 203.
[0741] In other examples, the tubes 219 may be ar-
ranged differently. In some examples the tubes 219 may
be interconnected for mutual support. This may improve
the support provided to the heat transport element 204.
[0742] In the illustrated third embodiment the tubes 219
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each extend outwardly from the end of a respective vapor
manifold 211. In some examples the tubes 219 may ex-
tend from a different part of the respective vapor mani-
folds 211. In some examples the tubes 219 may extend
from different parts of the respective vapor manifolds 211
from one another.
[0743] In the illustrated third embodiment the different
sections 204c to 204e of the heat transport element 204
are each divided by a wall 231 extending between the
front and rear sheets 214 and 215 to form a fluid tight
seal between the fluid flow channels of the different sec-
tions. In other examples a different sealing structure
could be used. In some examples the front and rear
sheets 214 and 215 could be brought into contact to form
the fluid tight seal. In some examples the rear sheet 215
could be bent towards the flat front sheet 214 to contact
the front sheet 214 and form the fluid tight seal. In some
examples the rear sheet 215 may be shaped by pressing.
[0744] The illustrated third embodiment is a hybrid so-
lar energy converter comprising photovoltaic elements
and arranged to convert incident solar radiation into out-
puts of both electrical energy and hot water. In other ex-
amples the photovoltaic elements may be omitted to pro-
vide a solar energy converter arranged to convert inci-
dent solar radiation into an output of hot water.

Alternative collector arrangements

[0745] The illustrated embodiments all employ a single
substantially flat collector assembly within a tube. Other
arrangements may be used.
[0746] In some examples the collector assembly may
be curved. The curved collector assembly may be ar-
ranged to have a curved outer surface concentric with a
cylindrical tube within which the collector assembly is
mounted. This may allow a collector assembly having a
greater surface area to be fitted within a cylindrical tube
of a particular size. The curved collector assembly may
have curved photovoltaic elements mounted on it.
[0747] Some examples may mount multiple collector
assemblies within a single tube.
[0748] Some examples may mount multiple collector
assemblies at different angles within a single tube. In
examples where the collector assemblies and the tube
are fixed this may allow the efficiency of the collector to
be increased by arranging the different collector assem-
blies at angles adapted to more efficiently collect energy
at different times of day.
[0749] In some examples mirrors and/or lenses may
be associated with the hybrid solar energy converter to
direct or focus incident solar energy onto the collector
assembly. Such mirrors may be flat or curved. Such mir-
rors and/or lenses may be fixed or moveable. In some
examples moveable mirrors or lenses may be arranged
to track the sun.
[0750] In some examples the transparent tube may in-
corporate a lens to direct or focus incident solar energy
onto the collector assembly. In some examples the trans-

parent tube may incorporate a Fresnel lens.

Alternative tube arrangement

[0751] Figure 22 illustrates an alternative arrangement
of the transparent tube. In this arrangement, the trans-
parent tube is formed by a cylindrical glass tube 40 having
a first glass end cap 41 and a second glass end cap 42.
[0752] The first and second end caps 41 and 42 each
have a respective central spigot 43 and 44 extending
inwardly along the axis of the cylindrical glass tube 40.
In this arrangement the heat transport element 4 has a
bearing 45 at each end. Each of the bearings 45 fits over
one of the spigots 43 and 44 to rotatably support the solar
energy collector assembly 2 within the transparent tube
3. In the illustrated arrangement the solar energy collec-
tor assembly 2 is supported at both ends by the bearings
45, and is not supported, or is not wholly supported,
through the cylindrical tube 13.
[0753] The spigot 44 of the end cap 42 at the end of
the tube 3 adjacent the heat exchange assembly 6 has
a central through bore 46 allowing the tube 13 of the heat
transport element 4 to reach the heat exchange assembly
6. The end cap 42 adjacent the heat exchange assembly
6 also has electrical conductors 47 passing through the
end cap 42 to carry the electrical energy generated by
the photovoltaic elements 5 away from the solar energy
collector assembly 2.
[0754] In this arrangement the solar energy collector
assembly 2 may be rotated within the cylindrical glass
tube 40, and independently of the cylindrical glass tube
40, to suit the geography of the location at which it is
mounted in order to maximize exposure of the solar en-
ergy collector assembly 2 to incident solar radiation.
[0755] In some examples the cylindrical tube 13 may
be connected to the heat exchange assembly 6 through
a rotating seal or joint to allow the solar energy collector
assembly 2 to rotate within the cylindrical glass tube 40
independently of the heat exchange assembly 6.
[0756] In the illustrated arrangement shown in figure
22 the alternative transparent tube is shown in combina-
tion with the solar energy collector assembly 2 according
to the first embodiment. The illustrated alternative trans-
parent tube can also be combined with the solar energy
collector assemblies according to the other embodi-
ments.

Sun Tracking

[0757] The embodiments described above are solar
energy converters which convert incident solar radiation
into useable electrical and/or heat energy.
[0758] In some examples the collector assemblies of
the solar energy converters may be arranged to change
their orientation to follow the apparent movement of the
sun across the sky, or track the sun. This may increase
the amount of solar radiation energy incident on the col-
lector assemblies, for well-known geometric reasons,
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and so may increase the amount of useable electrical
and/or heat energy produced.
[0759] Figure 23 shows a general view of a solar en-
ergy converter 300 arranged to be able to change orien-
tation to track the sun.
[0760] The solar energy converter 300 comprises a
sealed transparent tube 301 containing a solar energy
collector assembly 302 and mounted to a heat exchange
assembly 303. The solar energy converter 300 may be
a solar energy converter according to any of the embod-
iments disclosed herein. Sun tracking arrangements may
be added to any of the embodiments.
[0761] In the example of figure 23 the sealed transpar-
ent tube 301 is cylindrical and has an axis 304. The sealed
transparent tube 301 is mounted for rotation about the
axis 304 together with the solar energy collector assem-
bly 302 mounted within the tube 301. A drive motor 305
is arranged to rotationally drive the tube 301 through a
transmission mechanism 306. In the illustrated example
the transmission mechanism 306 is a cog and chain
transmission mechanism.
[0762] By selectively operating the drive motor 305
based on the time and date, the sealed transparent tube
301 and solar energy collector assembly 302 can be ro-
tated to follow the sun as the apparent position of the sun
changes as a result of the rotation of the earth.
[0763] Adding such a solar tracking drive system may
increase the amount of energy gathered by the solar en-
ergy collector assembly by about 20%.
[0764] In the example of figure 24, a plurality of solar
energy converters 300 are mounted to form an array 307.
Each of the solar energy converters 300 comprises a
sealed transparent tube 301 containing a solar energy
collector assembly 302 and mounted to a heat exchange
assembly 303. Each sealed transparent tube 301 is
mounted for rotation about an axis 304 together with the
solar energy collector assembly 302 mounted within the
tube 301. The transparent tubes 302 are mounted on the
array 310 so that their respective axes of rotation 304
are parallel.
[0765] A drive motor 311 is arranged to rotationally
drive the tubes 301 of the array 310 in synchrony through
a transmission mechanism 312. In the illustrated exam-
ple the transmission mechanism 312 is a cog and chain
transmission mechanism.
[0766] The array 310 is mounted on a turntable 313
for rotation about an axis 314 perpendicular to the axes
304. A drive motor 315 is arranged to rotationally drive
the turntable 313 through a transmission mechanism
316. In the illustrated example the transmission mecha-
nism 316 is a geared transmission mechanism.
[0767] By selectively operating the drive motors 305
and 315 based on the time and date, the sealed trans-
parent tubes 301 and solar energy collector assemblies
302 of the array 310 can be rotated to follow the sun as
the apparent position of the sun changes as a result of
the rotation of the earth.
[0768] Adding such a dual axis solar tracking drive sys-

tem may increase the amount of energy gathered by the
solar energy collector assemblies 302 by up to about
48%.
[0769] In the examples of figures 23 and 24, the oper-
ating of the drive motor or motors should take into account
the location of the solar energy converter or converters
300.
[0770] In other examples the array 310 can be rotated
about one or two axes to follow the sun. Rotation about
a single axis may increase the amount of energy gathered
by up to about 20%, while rotation about two axes may
increase the amount of energy gathered by up to about
48%.
[0771] In other examples the solar energy collector as-
sembly may be mounted within the tube for rotation rel-
ative to the tube and a drive motor arranged to rotationally
drive the solar energy collector assembly only. In such
examples a drive mechanism which will not allow air leak-
age, which would destroy the vacuum within the tube,
should be used.
[0772] In other examples the solar energy collector as-
sembly, or the solar energy collector assembly together
with the tube, may be rotated about an axis other than
the axis of the tube.

General

[0773] In the description above the level of water within
the heat transport elements of the different embodiments
is referred to. The references to the level of water refer
to the level of water when the heat transport element is
cold and the liquid water contains essentially no bubbles
of water vapor. It will be understood from the above de-
scription that the level of the water will vary during oper-
ation of the heat transport elements as water vapor bub-
bles are formed in the liquid water and burst, and as the
liquid water is vaporized and the water vapor condenses.
[0774] In the illustrated embodiments primary and sec-
ondary heat exchangers separated by a heat transfer
control valve are used. As is explained above, this ar-
rangement may provide advantages in preventing stag-
nation, limiting the maximum temperature of the solar
energy collector assembly and any attached components
such as photovoltaic elements, and controlling a hybrid
solar energy collector to selectively maximize production
of electricity or useable heat energy. In other examples
a primary heat exchanger or exchangers only may be
used, and the arrangement of a secondary heat exchang-
er switched by a heat transfer control valve may be omit-
ted.
[0775] In some examples, one or more of the arrange-
ments described above for controlling the temperature
of the solar energy collector may be used instead of, or
in addition to, the provision of a secondary heat exchang-
er and a heat transfer control valve.
[0776] In the illustrated embodiments the heat trans-
port elements may have an operating temperature range
from just over 0°C to about 270°C. In practice, the oper-
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ating temperature range for domestic instillations may be
limited to a maximum temperature of 95°C, or of 65°C,
for safety, and to comply with legal requirements in some
jurisdictions. Where silicon photovoltaic elements are
used the optimum temperature range to maximize the
generation of electricity may be in the range 20°C to 65°C,
or in the range 20°C to 30°C, or in the range 25°C to 30°C.
[0777] In the illustrated embodiments the heat ex-
changers are connected to the vapor manifold or liquid
passage by a tube or channel so that only water vapor
contacts the heat exchanger surfaces and is condensed
to transfer heat to the heat exchanger. In other examples
the, or each, heat exchanger may be located so that some
liquid water contacts the heat exchanger. The, or each,
heat exchanger may be partially immersed in the liquid
water. This would also apply is other working fluids were
used instead of water.
[0778] The heat transfer rate of the primary and sec-
ondary heat exchangers, that is the rate at which the heat
exchangers can transfer heat energy from the heat trans-
fer element to their respective operating fluids, may be
matched to the heat transfer rate of the heat transfer el-
ement, that is the rate at which the heat transfer element
can transfer heat from the isothermally cooled face of the
collector assembly to the heat exchanger assembly, at
the expected operating temperature, or over the expect-
ed operating temperature range, of the system. This may
improve efficiency.
[0779] In the illustrated embodiments the primary op-
erating fluid is water to be heated and the secondary
operating fluid is ambient (free) air. In other examples
the secondary operating fluid may be ducted air. This
may allow the secondary operating fluid air to be used
for low level heating such as space heating, and may
allow the secondary operating fluid air to be blown past
the secondary heat exchanger, which may increase the
rate of heat loss from the secondary heat exchanger. In
other examples the primary operating fluid may be air.
In other examples the secondary operating fluid may be
water.
[0780] In other examples the primary and/or secondary
operating fluids may be fluids other than water and air.
[0781] In the illustrated embodiments a transparent
tube or envelope is used. In other examples this may be
replaced by a translucent or partially opaque tube or en-
velope.
[0782] In general, in all of the embodiments it may be
preferred to have the photovoltaic elements as thin as
possible to ensure effective cooling of the entire thick-
ness of the photovoltaic elements by the heat transport
element. This may assist in preventing localized hot spots
of elevated temperature developing within the photo-
voltaic elements, which hot spots may degrade the per-
formance and reliability of the photovoltaic elements.
However, in practice there may be a minimum required
thickness of the photovoltaic elements for other reasons,
for example physical strength.
[0783] In the illustrated embodiments degassed dis-

tilled water is used. This may provide the advantage that
the tendency to vaporize of the water is maximized, in-
creasing the efficiency of the heat transfer by the thermo
siphon. Impurities dissolved in the water, including dis-
solved gasses, will tend to suppress vaporization of the
water.
[0784] In some examples the water may contain va-
porization enhancing additives to increase the tendency
of the water to vaporize. In some embodiments particles
of hydrophobic materials may be used, in particular par-
ticles of zinc oxide may be used. The particles of hydro-
phobic molecules may act as nucleating sites, boosting
the formation of bubbles of water vapor, without tending
to suppress vaporization.
[0785] In all of the embodiments, nucleation enhancing
structures may be added to the surfaces of the riser chan-
nels only, and not the return channels. This may encour-
age the liquid water to vaporize and form bubbles prima-
rily, or only, in the riser channels even when the water in
the riser and return channels are at similar, or the same,
temperature. Suitable nucleation enhancing structures
may include micropores and/or surface roughening.
[0786] In all of the embodiments, pores or apertures
may be provided in the sheet separating the riser and
return channels to allow water to pass from the return
channel to the riser channel. This may improve the cir-
culation of the liquid water and improve the efficiency of
the heat transfer.
[0787] In the illustrated embodiments water is used as
the working fluid within the heat transport element to pro-
vide the density driven circulation. In other embodiments
other vaporizable liquids, solutions or mixtures may be
used. In particular a mixture of water and glycol may be
used, ethanol may be used, and a mixture of ethanol and
water may be used. Mixtures of dissimilar fluids where
one fluid acts as a nucleating agent for another fluid may
be used.
[0788] In other examples a mixture of 75% water and
25% ethanol may be used as the working fluid within the
heat transport element. When a mixture of 75% water
and 25% ethanol is used the mixture may enter a rolling
boil state at a temperature of about 22°C. In other em-
bodiments the relative proportions of water and ethanol
used as the working fluid may be varied in order to set
the temperature at which a rolling boil commences to a
desired temperature.
[0789] As discussed above, the effectiveness of the
heat transport mechanism significantly increases when
rolling boiling of the working fluid commences. Accord-
ingly, it applications where it is desirable to keep the tem-
perature of the cooled face of the collector assembly be-
low a specific temperature, it may be preferred to select
a working fluid, or mixture, which commences rolling boil-
ing at a temperature at or below said specific temperature
at the intended vacuum pressure conditions within the
heat transfer device.
[0790] In examples where the solar energy collector
assembly rotates relative to the evacuated tube a rotating
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vacuum seal must be provided between them. In some
examples a rotating vacuum seal may be provided by a
multi-stage seal. In particular a multi-stage o-ring seal
may be used.
[0791] Where a multi-stage o-ring seal is used an ad-
vantageous method of manufacture may be to form the
o-ring seals of the different stages in order from the in-
terior of the evacuated tube to the exterior while evacu-
ating the tube. This will provide a multi-stage o-ring seal
with the regions between the seals initially having the
same vacuum pressure as the interior of the tube. Such
a multi-stage o-ring seal may support a long lasting vac-
uum within the tube even when the multi-stage o-ring
seal is used as a rotating vacuum seal.
[0792] The above embodiments illustrate and describe
a single solar energy converter. In practice an array made
up of a plurality of such units may be used. In such an
array each solar energy converter may have a dedicated
electrical inverter. Alternatively, a group of a plurality of
solar energy converters may share a common inverter.
[0793] In an array of solar energy converters it may be
preferred to have a primary operating fluid channel run-
ning through the primary heat exchangers of all of the
energy converters of the array as a common manifold.
[0794] In an array of solar energy converters it may be
preferred for adjacent solar energy converters to have
their respective inlet opening and outlet opening connect-
ed directly together. This may be done by providing a
flange around each inlet opening and outlet opening and
clamping together the flanges of the adjacent inlet open-
ing and outlet opening of adjacent solar energy convert-
ers.
[0795] In an array of solar energy converters it may be
desirable to be able to extract individual solar energy
converters from the array for servicing, or to replace faulty
converters, without having to drain all of the fluid from
the common manifold. Accordingly, fluid cut off valves
may be provided in the primary heat exchanger of each
solar energy converter in order to seal the appropriate
one of the inlet opening or outlet opening when an adja-
cent solar energy converter is removed from the array.
[0796] The embodiments described above comprise a
collector assembly within an evacuated cylindrical tube.
In some examples the collector assembly may be located
within an enclosure which is not evacuated. In some ex-
amples enclosures which are not cylindrical tubes may
be used.
[0797] The embodiments set out above are described
in the context of a hybrid solar energy converter. The
different parts of the described hybrid solar energy con-
verter may be useable independently.
[0798] In particular, the solar energy collector assem-
bly and the heat exchange assembly may be used in a
flat panel device without a separate evacuated transpar-
ent tube for the solar energy collector assembly. Such a
flat panel device may be evacuated, or alternatively may
not be evacuated.
[0799] In particular, the collector assembly may be

used as a thermal collector to gather heat energy from
incident solar radiation without any photovoltaic ele-
ments being mounted on the collector assembly.
[0800] An array of solar energy converters may com-
prise both hybrid solar energy converters with photovolta-
ic elements mounted on the collector assembly and ther-
mal solar energy converters without photovoltaic ele-
ments mounted on the collector assembly. Such an array
may be used to heat water, with the hybrid solar energy
converters heating the water to an intermediate temper-
ature and the thermal solar energy converters heating
the water from the intermediate temperature to a high
temperature. The thermal solar energy converters with-
out photovoltaic elements may operate at a higher tem-
perature than the hybrid solar energy converters because
they do not have any photovoltaic elements to suffer ther-
mal degradation.
[0801] In some examples the collector assembly may
be used as a thermal collector to heat air or water in
industrial or domestic applications. In some examples
the collector assembly may be used as a thermal collector
to heat water in a desalination or water purifying appli-
cation.
[0802] In particular, the heat exchange assembly may
be used separately in solar energy heat collectors without
the photovoltaic elements and/or without the heat trans-
port element. This may allow the problem of stagnation
to be solved.
[0803] In particular, the heat transport element may
provide a density driven heat transport mechanism use-
able in other heat transport applications.
[0804] In particular, the heat transport element may
provide an isothermal cooled surface useable in other
applications.
[0805] In particular, the isothermal cooled surface may
be curved. This may allow curved objects to be cooled
more efficiently.
[0806] In one example the heat transport element may
be used to cool electrical circuits, for eample in a com-
puter.
[0807] If the heat transport element is used in other
applications, and not in conjunction with photovoltaic el-
ements, the heat transport element may operate at a wid-
er range of temperatures. In one example the heat trans-
port element using water as the working fluid may operate
at a temperature of up to 2800C. In other examples other
fluids may be used as the working fluid. In one example
of a high temperature application sodium may be used
as the working fluid within the heat transport element.
[0808] In some examples the heat transport element
may transport heat to one or more electrothermal power
generators in place of one or both heat exchangers. This
may increase the amount of electrical energy generated.
In particular the heat transport element may transport
heat to a Stirling engine or engines.
[0809] In the illustrated embodiment vacuums are
used within the heat transport element having a pressure
of about 10-3 mbar. Higher or lower pressures may be
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used. In general, it is expected that using lower vacuum
pressures would improve the performance of the hybrid
solar energy converter. In some examples a vacuum
pressure of 10-2 bar or lower may be used. In some ex-
amples vacuum pressures of 10-6 mbar or 10-8 mbar may
be used.
[0810] A vacuum pressure of 10-3 mbar is generally
the lowest pressure that can be provided by simple vac-
uum pumps, so that the use of this vacuum pressure is
convenient as the necessary vacuum pumps are readily
available. The use of this vacuum pressure may be eco-
nomically advantageous in commercial scale production
of hybrid solar energy converters because of the cost of
providing a lower vacuum pressure. In other embodi-
ments higher or lower vacuum pressures may be used.
[0811] In the illustrated embodiments the hybrid solar
energy converter has roof and/or wall mounting brackets.
In other embodiments different mounting methods and
components may be used.
[0812] The description above describes three embod-
iments. All of the embodiments are closely related and
alternatives, explanations and advantages disclosed in
relation to one of the embodiments can generally be ap-
plied in an analogous manner to the other embodiments.
In particular, elements of one embodiment may be used
in the other embodiments, and analogous elements can
be exchanged between the embodiments.
[0813] The above description uses relative location
terms such as upper and lower and front and rear. These
are used for clarity to refer to the relative locations of the
referenced parts in the illustrated figures, and should not
be regarded as limiting regarding the orientation and/or
location of parts of embodiments of the invention during
manufacture or in use.
[0814] Those skilled in the art will appreciate that while
the foregoing has described what are considered to be
the best mode and, where appropriate, other modes of
performing the invention, the invention should not be lim-
ited to specific apparatus configurations or method steps
disclosed in this description of the preferred embodiment.
It is understood that various modifications may be made
therein and that the subject matter disclosed herein may
be implemented in various forms and examples, and that
the teachings may be applied in numerous applications,
only some of which have been described herein. It is
intended by the following claims to claim any and all ap-
plications, modifications and variations that fall within the
true scope of the present teachings. Those skilled in the
art will recognize that the invention has a broad range of
applications, and that the embodiments may take a wide
range of modifications without departing from the inven-
tive concept as defined in the appended claims.

Aspects of the invention are set out in the following 
numbered clauses:

[0815]

1. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber, the solar energy ab-
sorber comprising a photovoltaic element; a
heat transfer element in thermal contact with the
solar energy absorber;
a primary heat exchanger in thermal contact with
the heat transfer element;
a secondary heat exchanger; and
a heat transfer control element;
wherein the heat transfer control element is ar-
ranged to selectively place the secondary heat
exchanger either in thermal contact with the heat
transfer element or out of thermal contact with
the heat transfer element.

2. A solar energy converter according to clause 1,
wherein the solar energy absorber is located within
an envelope.

3. A solar energy converter according to clause 2,
wherein the envelope is a tube.

4. A solar energy converter according to clause 3,
wherein the envelope has a circular cross-section.

5. A solar energy converter according to clause 3,
wherein the envelope has an elliptical cross-section.

6. A solar energy converter according to any preced-
ing clause, wherein the envelope is at least partially
transparent.

7. A solar energy converter according to any one of
clauses 2 to 6, wherein the envelope is at least par-
tially evacuated.

8. A solar energy converter according to clause 7,
wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10-3 mbar
or less.

9. A solar energy converter according to clause 8,
wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10-6 mbar
or less.

10. A solar energy converter according to any pre-
ceding clause, wherein the photovoltaic element is
arranged to generate electrical energy when ex-
posed to solar radiation.

11. A solar energy converter according to clause 10,
and further comprising conductors arranged to out-
put generated electrical energy.

12. A solar energy converter according to any pre-
ceding clause, wherein the photovoltaic element
comprises a semiconductor material.
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13. A solar energy converter according to clause 12,
wherein the photovoltaic element comprises silicon.

14. A solar energy converter according to clause 12,
wherein the photovoltaic element comprises gallium
arsenide.

15. A solar energy converter according to any pre-
ceding clause, wherein one or more thermally con-
ductive layers are disposed between the photovolta-
ic element and the heat transfer element.

16. A solar energy converter according to clause 15,
wherein the one or more of the thermally conductive
layers is also an electrically insulating layer.

17. A solar energy converter according to clause 15
or clause 16, wherein the one or more of the ther-
mally conductive layers comprise an adhesive.

18. A solar energy converter according to clause 17,
wherein the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.

19. A solar energy converter according to clause 17
or clause 18, wherein the adhesive comprises an
epoxy resin.

20. A solar energy converter according to clause 17
or clause 18, wherein the adhesive comprises a dou-
ble sided adhesive tape.

21. A solar energy converter according to any pre-
ceding clause, wherein the heat transfer element is
substantially rigid.

22. A solar energy converter according to any pre-
ceding clause, wherein the solar energy absorber
comprises a plurality of photovoltaic elements.

23. A solar energy converter according to any pre-
ceding clause, wherein the primary heat exchanger
transfers heat from the heat transfer element to a
first fluid.

24. A solar energy converter according to clause 23,
wherein the first fluid is water.

25. A solar energy converter according to any pre-
ceding clause, wherein the secondary heat exchang-
er transfers heat from the heat transfer element to a
second fluid.

26. A solar energy converter according to clause 25,
wherein the second fluid is air.

27. A solar energy converter according to clause 25,
wherein the second fluid is water.

28. A solar energy converter according to any pre-
ceding clause, wherein the heat transfer control el-
ement is arranged to selectively place the secondary
heat exchanger either in thermal contact with the
heat transfer element or out of thermal contact with
the heat transfer element in response to a sensed
temperature.

29. A solar energy converter according to clause 28,
wherein the sensed temperature is a temperature of
the primary heat exchanger.

30. A solar energy converter according to any pre-
ceding clause, wherein the heat transfer element
comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid flow means extending between a first sur-
face and a second surface, at least a part of the
fluid flow means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a
liquid and being arranged so that the first surface
is in thermal contact with the liquid in at least a
first part of the fluid flow means inclined to the
horizontal and containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid
flow channel arranged so that the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel is in better thermal contact
with the first surface than the liquid in the second
fluid flow channel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above
the surface of the liquid is at least partially evac-
uated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes the liquid in the first fluid flow
channel to vaporize, and the vapor travels
through the liquid in the first fluid flow channel
to the surface of the liquid, such that the liquid
circulates around the first fluid flow channel and
the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second
surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the first part of the fluid flow means;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

31. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 1 to 29, wherein the heat transfer element
comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal
and containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid
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in the first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface caus-
es liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface.

32. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 1 to 29, wherein the heat transfer element
comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and con-
taining the liquid and a second fluid flow channel
connected to the first fluid flow channel and con-
taining the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the
liquid in the first fluid flow channel; and
at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the first fluid flow chan-
nel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel and through the tube, and con-
denses at the second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface to the second surface.

33. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 1 to 29, wherein the heat transfer element
comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least
partially evacuated;

whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to
vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condens-
es at the second surface; and condensed liquid
returns from the second surface to the liquid res-
ervoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

34. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 1 to 29, wherein the heat transfer element
comprises a heat transfer device having a working
fluid capable of circulating around a fluid flow path,
the circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with a heat
source, the heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a
working fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact
with the fluid containing portion; a gas substance
generator at least partially within the fluid con-
taining portion, and arranged to generate bub-
bles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow
path in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs
heat from the heat source and transports the
heat away from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas sub-
stance generator to be recycled about the fluid
flow path.

35. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 30 to 34, wherein the fluid flow means,
tube, or fluid containing portion of the heat transfer
device extends from the solar energy absorber
through the primary heat exchanger and into the sec-
ondary heat exchanger.

36. A solar energy converter according to clause 35,
wherein the heat transfer control element is arranged
to selectively block the fluid flow means, or tube, of
the heat transfer device.

37. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber, the solar energy ab-
sorber comprising a photovoltaic element; and
a heat transfer device in thermal contact with
the solar energy absorber;
wherein the heat transfer device is in thermal
contact with the photovoltaic element; and the
heat transfer device is arranged to transfer heat
energy away from the photovoltaic element to
cool the photovoltaic element.
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38. A solar energy converter according to clause 37,
wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a fluid flow means extending between a first sur-
face and a second surface, at least a part of the
fluid flow means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a
liquid and being arranged so that the first surface
is in thermal contact with the liquid in at least a
first part of the fluid flow means inclined to the
horizontal and containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid
flow channel arranged so that the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel is in better thermal contact
with the first surface than the liquid in the second
fluid flow channel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above
the surface of the liquid is at least partially evac-
uated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes the liquid in the first fluid flow
channel to vaporize, and the vapor travels
through the liquid in the first fluid flow channel
to the surface of the liquid, such that the liquid
circulates around the first fluid flow channel and
the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second
surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the first part of the fluid flow means;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

39. A solar energy converter according to clause 37,
wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal
and containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface caus-
es liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel; and the vapor drives a flow of liquid
from the second fluid flow channel to the first
fluid flow channel and upwardly along the first
fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface.

40. A solar energy converter according to clause 37,
wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and con-
taining the liquid and a second fluid flow channel
connected to the first fluid flow channel and con-
taining the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the
liquid in the first fluid flow channel; and
at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the first fluid flow chan-
nel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel and through the tube, and con-
denses at the second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface to the second surface.

41. A solar energy converter according to clause 37,
wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least
partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to
vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condens-
es at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

42. A solar energy converter according to clause 37,
wherein the heat transfer device has a working fluid
capable of circulating around a fluid flow path, the
circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with a heat
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source and a second surface, the heat transfer de-
vice comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a
working fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact
with the fluid containing portion; a gas substance
generator at least partially within the fluid con-
taining portion, and arranged to generate bub-
bles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow
path in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs
heat from the heat source and transports the
heat away from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas sub-
stance generator to be recycled about the fluid
flow path.

43. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 38 to 42, further comprising: a heat ex-
changer in thermal contact with the heat transfer de-
vice;
wherein the second surface is in thermal contact with
the heat exchanger and the heat transfer device is
arranged to transfer heat energy from the photovolta-
ic element to the heat exchanger to cool the photo-
voltaic element.

44. A solar energy converter according to clause 43,
wherein the heat exchanger comprises the second
surface.

45. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 37 to 44, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber is located within an envelope.

46. A solar energy converter according to clause 45,
wherein the envelope is a tube.

47. A solar energy converter according to clause 46,
wherein the envelope has a circular cross-section.

48. A solar energy converter according to clause 46,
wherein the envelope has an elliptical cross-section.

49. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 45 to 48, wherein the envelope is at least
partially transparent.

50. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 45 to 49, wherein the envelope is at least
partially evacuated.

51. A solar energy converter according to clause 50,
wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10" mbar
or less.

52. A solar energy converter according to clause 51,
wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10"6 mbar
or less.

53. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 37 to 52, wherein the photovoltaic element
is arranged to generate electrical energy when ex-
posed to solar radiation.

54. A solar energy converter according to clause 53,
and further comprising conductors arranged to out-
put generated electrical energy.

55. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 37 to 54 wherein the photovoltaic element
comprises a semiconductor material.

56. A solar energy converter according to clause 55,
wherein the photovoltaic element comprises silicon.

57. A solar energy converter according to clause 55,
wherein the photovoltaic element comprises gallium
arsenide.

58. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 37 to 57, wherein one or more thermally
conductive layers are disposed between the photo-
voltaic element and the heat transfer element.

59. A solar energy converter according to clause 58,
wherein the one or more of the thermally conductive
layers is also an electrically insulating layer.

60. A solar energy converter according to clause 58
or clause 59, wherein the one or more of the ther-
mally conductive layers comprise an adhesive.

61. A solar energy converter according to clause 60,
wherein the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.

62. A solar energy converter according to clause 60
or clause 61, wherein the adhesive comprises an
epoxy resin.

63. A solar energy converter according to clause 60
or clause 61, wherein the adhesive comprises a dou-
ble sided adhesive tape.

64. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 37 to 63, wherein the heat transfer ele-
ment is substantially rigid.

65. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 37 to 64, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber comprises a plurality of photovoltaic ele-
ments.

66. A solar energy converter according to any of the
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proceeding clause further comprising:

a photovoltaic element; and
a cooled element having a substantially isother-
mal cooled surface;
the photovoltaic element being located in ther-
mal contact with the substantially isothermal
cooled surface of the cooled element.

67. A solar energy converter according to clause 66,
further comprising:

a heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid flow means extending between a first
surface and a second surface, at least a part
of the fluid flow means being inclined to the
horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with
a liquid and being arranged so that the first
surface is in thermal contact with the liquid
in at least a first part of the fluid flow means
inclined to the horizontal and containing the
liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being
divided into a first fluid flow channel and a
second fluid flow channel arranged so that
the liquid in the first fluid flow channel is in
better thermal contact with the first surface
than the liquid in the second fluid flow chan-
nel;

wherein the part of the fluid flow means above
the surface of the liquid is at least partially evac-
uated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes the liquid in the first fluid flow
channel to vaporize, and the vapor travels
through the liquid in the first fluid flow channel
to the surface of the liquid, such that the liquid
circulates around the first fluid flow channel and
the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second
surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the first part of the fluid flow means;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface;
wherein the substantially isothermal cooled sur-
face of the cooled element is the first surface.

68. A solar energy converter according to clause 66,
further comprising:

a heat transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the hor-
izontal and containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to
the first fluid flow channel and containing
the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the
liquid in the first fluid flow channel;

wherein heat energy from the first surface caus-
es liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface.

69. A solar energy converter according to clause 66,
further comprising:

a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the
first surface and containing a liquid; and a
tube connecting the liquid reservoir to the
second surface;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first
fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal
and containing the liquid and a second fluid
flow channel connected to the first fluid flow
channel and containing the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with
the liquid in the first fluid flow channel; and
at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter
than the second surface, heat energy from
the first surface causes liquid in the first fluid
flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first
fluid flow channel and through the tube, and
condenses at the second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the
second fluid flow channel to the first fluid
flow channel and upwardly along the first
fluid flow channel; and
condensed liquid returns from the second
surface to the liquid reservoir;

whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface to the second surface; wherein
the substantially isothermal cooled surface of
the cooled element is the first surface.

70. A solar energy converter according to clause 66,
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further comprising:
a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least
partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to
vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condens-
es at the second surface; and condensed liquid
returns from the second surface to the liquid res-
ervoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface;
wherein the substantially isothermal cooled sur-
face of the cooled element is the first surface.

71. A solar energy converter according to clause 66,
further comprising:

a heat transfer device having a working fluid ca-
pable of circulating around a fluid flow path, the
circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with
a heat source, the heat transfer device compris-
ing:

a fluid containing portion internally defining
a working fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal
contact with a first surface of the fluid con-
taining portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially
within the fluid containing portion, and ar-
ranged to generate bubbles of gas or vapor
capable of driving the working fluid along a
portion of the working fluid flow path in ther-
mal contact with the heat source; wherein,
in use, the driven working fluid absorbs heat
from the heat source and transports the heat
away from the heat source to a second sur-
face; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas
substance generator to be recycled about
the fluid flow path;

wherein the substantially isothermal cooled sur-
face of the cooled element is the first surface.

72. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 66 to 71 , further comprising: a heat ex-

changer in thermal contact with the heat transfer de-
vice;
wherein the second surface is in thermal contact with
the heat exchanger and the heat transfer device is
arranged to transfer heat energy from the photovolta-
ic element to the heat exchanger to cool the photo-
voltaic element.

73. A solar energy converter according to clause 72,
wherein the heat exchanger comprises the second
surface.

74. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 66 to 73, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber is located within an envelope.

75. A solar energy converter according to clause 74,
wherein the envelope is a tube.

76. A solar energy converter according to clause 75,
wherein the envelope has a circular cross-section.

77. A solar energy converter according to clause 75,
wherein the envelope has an elliptical cross-section.

78. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 74 to 77, wherein the envelope is at least
partially transparent.

79. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 74 to 78, wherein the envelope is at least
partially evacuated.

80. A solar energy converter according to clause 79,
wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10" mbar
or less.

81. A solar energy converter according to clause 80,
wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10"6 mbar
or less.

82. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 66 to 81, wherein the photovoltaic element
is arranged to generate electrical energy when ex-
posed to solar radiation.

83. A solar energy converter according to clause 82,
and further comprising conductors arranged to out-
put generated electrical energy.

84. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 66 to 83, wherein the photovoltaic element
comprises a semiconductor material.

85. A solar energy converter according to clause 84,
wherein the photovoltaic element comprises silicon.

86. A solar energy converter according to clause 84,
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wherein the photovoltaic element comprises gallium
arsenide.

87. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 66 to 86, wherein one or more thermally
conductive layers are disposed between the photo-
voltaic element and the substantially isothermal
cooled surface.

88. A solar energy converter according to clause 87,
wherein the one or more of the thermally conductive
layers is also an electrically insulating layer.

89. A solar energy converter according to clause 87
or clause 88, wherein the one or more of the ther-
mally conductive layers comprise an adhesive.

90. A solar energy converter according to clause 89,
wherein the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.

91. A solar energy converter according to clause 89
or clause 90, wherein the adhesive comprises an
epoxy resin.

92. A solar energy converter according to clause 89
or clause 90, wherein the adhesive comprises a dou-
ble sided adhesive tape.

93. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 67 to 71, wherein the heat transfer device
is substantially rigid.

94. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 66 to 93, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber comprises a plurality of photovoltaic ele-
ments.

95. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber; and
a heat transfer device arranged to cool the solar
energy absorber; and
a cooling control element arranged to control the
degree of cooling applied to the solar energy
absorber by the heat transfer device.

96. A solar energy converter according to clause 95,
wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a fluid flow means extending between a first sur-
face and a second surface, at least a part of the
fluid flow means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a
liquid and being arranged so that the first surface
is in thermal contact with the liquid in at least a
first part of the fluid flow means inclined to the
horizontal and containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided

into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid
flow channel arranged so that the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel is in better thermal contact
with the first surface than the liquid in the second
fluid flow channel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above
the surface of the liquid is at least partially evac-
uated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes the liquid in the first fluid flow
channel to vaporize, and the vapor travels
through the liquid in the first fluid flow channel
to the surface of the liquid, such that the liquid
circulates around the first fluid flow channel and
the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second
surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the first part of the fluid flow means;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

97. A solar energy converter according to clause 95,
wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal
and containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface caus-
es liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface.

98. A solar energy converter according to clause 95,
wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and con-
taining the liquid and a second fluid flow channel
connected to the first fluid flow channel and con-
taining the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the
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liquid in the first fluid flow channel; and
at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the first fluid flow chan-
nel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel and through the tube, and con-
denses at the second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface to the second surface.

99. A solar energy converter according to clause 95,
wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least
partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to
vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condens-
es at the second surface; and condensed liquid
returns from the second surface to the liquid res-
ervoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

100. A solar energy converter according to clause
95, wherein the heat transfer device has a working
fluid capable of circulating around a fluid flow path,
the circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with a heat
source, the heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a
working fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact
with the fluid containing portion; a gas substance
generator at least partially within the fluid con-
taining portion, and arranged to generate bub-
bles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow
path in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs

heat from the heat source and transports the
heat away from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas sub-
stance generator to be recycled about the fluid
flow path.

101. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 96 to 100, wherein the cooling control el-
ement is arranged to change the degree of cooling
by changing the vacuum pressure within the heat
transfer device.

102. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 96 to 101, further comprising: a heat ex-
changer in thermal contact with the heat transfer de-
vice;
wherein the heat exchanger transfers heat energy
from the heat transfer device to an operating fluid;
and
the cooling control element is arranged to change
the degree of cooling by changing a flow rate of the
operating fluid through the heat exchanger.

103. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 95 to 102, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber is located within an envelope.

104. A solar energy converter according to clause
103, wherein the envelope is a tube.

105. A solar energy converter according to clause
104, wherein the envelope has a circular cross-sec-
tion.

106. A solar energy converter according to clause
104, wherein the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.

107. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 103 to 106, wherein the envelope is at
least partially transparent.

108. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 103 to 107, wherein the envelope is at
least partially evacuated.

109. A solar energy converter according to clause
108, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of
10" mbar or less.

110. A solar energy converter according to clause
109, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10"6

mbar or less.

111. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 96 to 110, wherein the cooling control el-
ement is arranged to change the degree of cooling
of the solar energy absorber by changing the pres-
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sure within the envelope.

112. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 96 to 111, further comprising an orienta-
tion control element arranged to control the orienta-
tion of the solar energy absorber;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to
change the orientation of the solar energy absorber
to change the amount of solar energy incident on the
solar energy absorber.

113. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 96 to 112, further comprising an insolation
control element arranged to control the amount of
solar energy impinging on the solar energy absorber;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to
change the amount of solar energy impinging on the
solar energy absorber.

114. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 96 to 113, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber comprises a photovoltaic element.

115. A solar energy converter according to clause
114, wherein the photovoltaic element is arranged
to generate electrical energy when exposed to solar
radiation.

116. A solar energy converter according to clause
115, and further comprising conductors arranged to
output generated electrical energy.

117. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 114 to 116, wherein the photovoltaic ele-
ment comprises a semiconductor material.

118. A solar energy converter according to clause
117, wherein the photovoltaic element comprises sil-
icon.

119. A solar energy converter according to clause
117, wherein the photovoltaic element comprises
gallium arsenide.

120. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 114 to 119, wherein one or more thermally
conductive layers are disposed between the photo-
voltaic element and the heat transfer device.

121. A solar energy converter according to clause
120, wherein the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers is also an electrically insulating layer.

122. A solar energy converter according to clause
120 or clause 121, wherein the one or more of the
thermally conductive layers comprise an adhesive.

123. A solar energy converter according to clause

122, wherein the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.

124. A solar energy converter according to clause
122 or clause 123, wherein the adhesive comprises
an epoxy resin.

125. A solar energy converter according to clause
122 or clause 123, wherein the adhesive comprises
a double sided adhesive tape.

126. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 96 to 125, wherein the heat transfer device
is substantially rigid.

127. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 114 to 125, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber comprises a plurality of photovoltaic ele-
ments.

128. A solar energy converter comprising:

a photovoltaic element;
a cooled element having a cooled surface with
an adjustable temperature;
a temperature sensor; and
a temperature control element arranged to ad-
just the temperature of the cooled surface of the
cooled element;
the photovoltaic element being located in ther-
mal contact with the cooled surface of the cooled
element; and
the temperature control element being arranged
adjust the temperature of the cooled surface of
the cooled element in response to the temper-
ature sensed by the temperature sensor.

129. A solar energy converter according to clause
128, wherein the temperature sensor is arranged to
sense the temperature of the cooled surface.

130. A solar energy converter according to clause
129, wherein the temperature sensor is arranged to
sense the temperature of the photovoltaic element.

131. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 130, further comprising a heat
transfer device comprising:

a fluid flow means extending between a first sur-
face and a second surface, at least a part of the
fluid flow means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a
liquid and being arranged so that the first surface
is in thermal contact with the liquid in at least a
first part of the fluid flow means inclined to the
horizontal and containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid
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flow channel arranged so that the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel is in better thermal contact
with the first surface than the liquid in the second
fluid flow channel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above
the surface of the liquid is at least partially evac-
uated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes the liquid in the first fluid flow
channel to vaporize, and the vapor travels
through the liquid in the first fluid flow channel
to the surface of the liquid, such that the liquid
circulates around the first fluid flow channel and
the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second
surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the first part of the fluid flow means;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

132. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 130, further comprising a heat
transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal
and containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface caus-
es liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface.

133. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 130, further comprising a heat
transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and con-
taining the liquid and a second fluid flow channel
connected to the first fluid flow channel and con-
taining the liquid;

the first surface is in thermal contact with the
liquid in the first fluid flow channel; and
at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the first fluid flow chan-
nel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel and through the tube, and con-
denses at the second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface to the second surface.

134. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 130, further comprising a heat
transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least
partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to
vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condens-
es at the second surface; and condensed liquid
returns from the second surface to the liquid res-
ervoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

135. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 130, further comprising:

a heat transfer device having a working fluid ca-
pable of circulating around a fluid flow path, the
circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with
a heat source, the heat transfer device compris-
ing: a fluid containing portion internally defining
a working fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact
with the fluid containing portion; a gas substance
generator at least partially within the fluid con-
taining portion, and arranged to generate bub-
bles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
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ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow
path in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs
heat from the heat source and transports the
heat away from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas sub-
stance generator to be recycled about the fluid
flow path.

136. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 131 to 135, wherein the temperature con-
trol element is arranged to adjust the temperature of
the cooled surface by changing the vacuum pressure
within the heat transfer device.

137. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 131 to 136, further comprising:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the
heat transfer device;
wherein the heat exchanger transfers heat en-
ergy from the heat transfer device to an operat-
ing fluid; and
the temperature control element is arranged to
adjust the temperature of the cooled surface by
changing a flow rate of the operating fluid
through the heat exchanger.

138. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 137, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber is located within an envelope.

139. A solar energy converter according to clause
138, wherein the envelope is a tube.

140. A solar energy converter according to clause
139, wherein the envelope has a circular cross-sec-
tion.

141. A solar energy converter according to clause
139, wherein the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.

142. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 138 to 141, wherein the envelope is at
least partially transparent.

143. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 138 to 142, wherein the envelope is at
least partially evacuated.

144. A solar energy converter according to clause
143, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of
10" mbar or less.

145. A solar energy converter according to clause
144, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10"6

mbar or less.

146. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 138 to 145, wherein the temperature con-
trol element is arranged to adjust the temperature of
the cooled surface by changing the pressure within
the envelope.

147. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 146, further comprising an orien-
tation control element arranged to control the orien-
tation of the photovoltaic element;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to
adjust the temperature of the cooled surface by
changing the orientation of the photovoltaic element
to change the amount of solar energy incident on the
photovoltaic element.

148. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 147, further comprising an insola-
tion control element arranged to control the amount
of solar energy impinging on the photovoltaic ele-
ment;
wherein the temperature control element is arranged
to adjust the temperature of the cooled surface by
changing the amount of solar energy impinging on
the photovoltaic element.

149. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 148, wherein the photovoltaic ele-
ment is arranged to generate electrical energy when
exposed to solar radiation.

150. A solar energy converter according to clause
149, and further comprising conductors arranged to
output generated electrical energy.

151. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 150, wherein the photovoltaic ele-
ment comprises a semiconductor material.

152. A solar energy converter according to clause
151, wherein the photovoltaic element comprises sil-
icon.

153. A solar energy converter according to clause
151, wherein the photovoltaic element comprises
gallium arsenide.

154. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 153, wherein one or more thermally
conductive layers are disposed between the photo-
voltaic element and the cooled surface with an ad-
justable temperature.

155. A solar energy converter according to clause
154, wherein the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers is also an electrically insulating layer.

156. A solar energy converter according to clause
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154 or clause 155, wherein the one or more of the
thermally conductive layers comprise an adhesive.

157. A solar energy converter according to clause
156, wherein the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.

158. A solar energy converter according to clause
155 or clause 156, wherein the adhesive comprises
an epoxy resin.

159. A solar energy converter according to clause
155 or clause 156, wherein the adhesive comprises
a double sided adhesive tape.

160. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 159, wherein the heat transfer de-
vice is substantially rigid.

161. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 128 to 160, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber comprises a plurality of photovoltaic ele-
ments.

162. A solar energy converter comprising:

a photovoltaic element; and
a heat transfer device arranged to transfer heat
from the photovoltaic element to a fluid to cool
the photovoltaic element and heat the fluid; and
a temperature control element arranged to con-
trol the temperature of the photovoltaic element;
wherein the temperature control element is ar-
ranged to control the temperature of the photo-
voltaic element to vary the relative amounts of
electrical energy output by the photovoltaic ele-
ment and useable heat energy output in the
heated fluid.

163. A solar energy converter according to clause
162, wherein the temperature control element is ar-
ranged to control the temperature of the photovoltaic
element to a lower temperature value and increase
the amount of electrical energy output by the photo-
voltaic element.

164. A solar energy converter according to clause
162 or clause 163, wherein the temperature control
element is arranged to control the temperature of the
photovoltaic element to a lower temperature value
and decrease the temperature of the heated fluid.

165. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 164, wherein the temperature con-
trol element is arranged to control the temperature
of the photovoltaic element to a higher temperature
value and decrease the amount of electrical energy
output by the photovoltaic element.

166. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 165, wherein the temperature con-
trol element is arranged to control the temperature
of the photovoltaic element to a higher temperature
value and increase the temperature of the heated
fluid.

167. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 166, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid flow means extending between a first sur-
face and a second surface, at least a part of the
fluid flow means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a
liquid and being arranged so that the first surface
is in thermal contact with the liquid in at least a
first part of the fluid flow means inclined to the
horizontal and containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid
flow channel arranged so that the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel is in better thermal contact
with the first surface than the liquid in the second
fluid flow channel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above
the surface of the liquid is at least partially evac-
uated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes the liquid in the first fluid flow
channel to vaporize, and the vapor travels
through the liquid in the first fluid flow channel
to the surface of the liquid, such that the liquid
circulates around the first fluid flow channel and
the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second
surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the first part of the fluid flow means;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

168. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 166, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal
and containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface caus-
es liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel; and
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the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface.

169. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 166, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and con-
taining the liquid and a second fluid flow channel
connected to the first fluid flow channel and con-
taining the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the
liquid in the first fluid flow channel; and
at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the first fluid flow chan-
nel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel and through the tube, and con-
denses at the second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface to the second surface.

170. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 166, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least
partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to
vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condens-

es at the second surface; and condensed liquid
returns from the second surface to the liquid res-
ervoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

171. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 166, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises:
a heat transfer device having a working fluid capable
of circulating around a fluid flow path, the circulation
around the fluid flow path bringing the working fluid
in and out of thermal contact with a heat source, the
heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a
working fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact
with the fluid containing portion; a gas substance
generator at least partially within the fluid con-
taining portion, and arranged to generate bub-
bles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow
path in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs
heat from the heat source and transports the
heat away from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas sub-
stance generator to be recycled about the fluid
flow path.

172. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 167 to 171, wherein the temperature con-
trol element is arranged to adjust the temperature of
the cooled surface by changing the vacuum pressure
within the heat transfer device.

173. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 172, further comprising:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the
heat transfer device;
wherein the heat exchanger transfers heat en-
ergy from the heat transfer device to an operat-
ing fluid; and
the temperature control element is arranged to
adjust the temperature of the cooled surface by
changing a flow rate of the operating fluid
through the heat exchanger.

174. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 173, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber is located within an envelope.

175. A solar energy converter according to clause
174, wherein the envelope is a tube.

176. A solar energy converter according to clause
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174, wherein the envelope has a circular cross-sec-
tion.

177. A solar energy converter according to clause
174, wherein the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.

178. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 174 to 177, wherein the envelope is at
least partially transparent.

179. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 174 to 178, wherein the envelope is at
least partially evacuated.

180. A solar energy converter according to clause
179, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of
10" mbar or less.

181. A solar energy converter according to clause
180, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10"6

mbar or less.

182. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 174 to 181, wherein the temperature con-
trol element is arranged to adjust the temperature of
the cooled surface by changing the pressure within
the envelope.

183. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 182, further comprising an orien-
tation control element arranged to control the orien-
tation of the photovoltaic element;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to
adjust the temperature of the cooled surface by
changing the orientation of the photovoltaic element
to change the amount of solar energy incident on the
photovoltaic element.

184. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 183, further comprising an insola-
tion control element arranged to control the amount
of solar energy impinging on the photovoltaic ele-
ment;
wherein the temperature control element is arranged
to adjust the temperature of the cooled surface by
changing the amount of solar energy impinging on
the photovoltaic element.

185. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 184, wherein the photovoltaic ele-
ment is arranged to generate electrical energy when
exposed to solar radiation.

186. A solar energy converter according to clause
185, and further comprising conductors arranged to
output generated electrical energy.

187. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 186, wherein the photovoltaic ele-
ment comprises a semiconductor material.

188. A solar energy converter according to clause
187, wherein the photovoltaic element comprises sil-
icon.

189. A solar energy converter according to clause
188, wherein the photovoltaic element comprises
gallium arsenide.

190. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 189, wherein one or more thermally
conductive layers are disposed between the photo-
voltaic element and the heat transfer device.

191. A solar energy converter according to clause
190, wherein the one or more of the thermally con-
ductive layers is also an electrically insulating layer.

192. A solar energy converter according to clause
190 or clause 191, wherein the one or more of the
thermally conductive layers comprise an adhesive.

193. A solar energy converter according to clause
192, wherein the adhesive is a flexible adhesive.

194. A solar energy converter according to clause
192 or clause 193, wherein the adhesive comprises
an epoxy resin.

195. A solar energy converter according to clause
192 or clause 193, wherein the adhesive comprises
a double sided adhesive tape.

196. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 195, wherein the heat transfer de-
vice is substantially rigid.

197. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 196, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber comprises a plurality of photovoltaic ele-
ments.

198. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 162 to 197, wherein the solar energy con-
verter is a hybrid solar energy converter arranged to
output electrical energy and useable heat energy.

199. A solar energy converter array comprising a
plurality of solar energy converters according to any
one of the clauses 162 to 198.

200. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber;
a heat transfer element in thermal contact with
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the solar energy absorber;
a primary heat exchanger in thermal contact with
the heat transfer element;
a secondary heat exchanger; and
a heat transfer control element;

wherein the heat transfer control element is arranged
to selectively place the secondary heat exchanger
either in thermal contact with the heat transfer ele-
ment or out of thermal contact with the heat transfer
element.

201. A solar energy converter according to clause
200, wherein the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope.

202. A solar energy converter according to clause
201, wherein the envelope is a tube.

203. A solar energy converter according to clause
202, wherein the envelope has a circular cross-sec-
tion.

204. A solar energy converter according to clause
202, wherein the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.

205. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 201 to 204, wherein the envelope is at
least partially transparent.

206. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 201 to 205, wherein the envelope is at
least partially evacuated.

207. A solar energy converter according to clause
206, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of
10" mbar or less.

208. A solar energy converter according to clause
207, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10"6

mbar or less.

209. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 200 to 208, wherein the primary heat ex-
changer transfers heat from the heat transfer ele-
ment to a first fluid.

210. A solar energy converter according to clause
209, wherein the first fluid is water.

211. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 200 to 210, wherein the secondary heat
exchanger transfers heat from the heat transfer el-
ement to a second fluid.

212. A solar energy converter according to clause
211, wherein the second fluid is air.

213. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 200 to 212, wherein the heat transfer con-
trol element is arranged to selectively place the sec-
ondary heat exchanger either in thermal contact with
the heat transfer element or out of thermal contact
with the heat transfer element in response to a
sensed temperature.

214. A solar energy converter according to clause
213, wherein the sensed temperature is a tempera-
ture of the primary heat exchanger.

215. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 200 to 214, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a fluid flow means extending between a first sur-
face and a second surface, at least a part of the
fluid flow means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a
liquid and being arranged so that the first surface
is in thermal contact with the liquid in at least a
first part of the fluid flow means inclined to the
horizontal and containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid
flow channel arranged so that the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel is in better thermal contact
with the first surface than the liquid in the second
fluid flow channel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above
the surface of the liquid is at least partially evac-
uated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes the liquid in the first fluid flow
channel to vaporize, and the vapor travels
through the liquid in the first fluid flow channel
to the surface of the liquid, such that the liquid
circulates around the first fluid flow channel and
the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second
surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the first part of the fluid flow means;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface;
the solar energy absorber comprising the first
surface and the primary heat exchanger and
secondary heat exchanger comprising the sec-
ond surface.

216. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 200 to 214, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal
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and containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface caus-
es liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
and
the vapor condenses on a second surface;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface to the second surface; the solar
energy absorber comprising the first surface and
the primary heat exchanger and secondary heat
exchanger comprising the second surface.

217. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 200 to 214, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and con-
taining the liquid and a second fluid flow channel
connected to the first fluid flow channel and con-
taining the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the
liquid in the first fluid flow channel; and
at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the first fluid flow chan-
nel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel and through the tube, and con-
denses at the second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;

whereby heat energy is transported away from the
first surface to the second surface; the solar energy
absorber comprising the first surface and the primary
heat exchanger and secondary heat exchanger
comprising the second surface.

218. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 200 to 214, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises a heat transfer device comprising:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least
partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to
vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condens-
es at the second surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface;
the solar energy absorber comprising the first
surface and the primary heat exchanger and
secondary heat exchanger comprising the sec-
ond surface.

219. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 200 to 214, wherein the heat transfer el-
ement comprises:

a heat transfer device having a working fluid ca-
pable of circulating around a fluid flow path, the
circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with
a heat source, the heat transfer device compris-
ing:

a fluid containing portion internally defining
a working fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal
contact with a first surface of the fluid con-
taining portion;
a gas substance generator at least partially
within the fluid containing portion, and ar-
ranged to generate bubbles of gas or vapor
capable of driving the working fluid along a
portion of the working fluid flow path in ther-
mal contact with the heat source; wherein,
in use, the driven working fluid absorbs heat
from the heat source and transports the heat
away from the heat source to a second sur-
face of the fluid containing portion; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas
substance generator to be recycled about
the fluid flow path;

the solar energy absorber comprising the first
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surface and the primary heat exchanger and
secondary heat exchanger comprising the sec-
ond surface.

220. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 200 to 219, wherein the solar energy con-
verter is arranged to allow passage of vapor through
the primary heat exchanger and into the secondary
heat exchanger.

221. A solar energy converter according to clause
220, wherein the heat transfer control element is ar-
ranged to selectively block passage of vapor through
the primary heat exchanger and into the secondary
heat exchanger.

222. A solar energy converter array comprising a
plurality of solar energy converters according to any
one of clauses 200 to 221.

223. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber; and
a heat transfer device in thermal contact with
the solar energy absorber;
wherein the heat transfer device is in thermal
contact with the solar energy absorber; and
the heat transfer device is arranged to transfer
heat energy away from the solar energy absorb-
er.

224. A solar energy converter according to clause
223, wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a fluid flow means extending between a first sur-
face and a second surface, at least a part of the
fluid flow means being inclined to the horizontal;
the fluid flow means being partially filled with a
liquid and being arranged so that the first surface
is in thermal contact with the liquid in at least a
first part of the fluid flow means inclined to the
horizontal and containing the liquid; and
the first part of the fluid flow means being divided
into a first fluid flow channel and a second fluid
flow channel arranged so that the liquid in the
first fluid flow channel is in better thermal contact
with the first surface than the liquid in the second
fluid flow channel;
wherein the part of the fluid flow means above
the surface of the liquid is at least partially evac-
uated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes the liquid in the first fluid flow
channel to vaporize, and the vapor travels
through the liquid in the first fluid flow channel
to the surface of the liquid, such that the liquid
circulates around the first fluid flow channel and

the second fluid flow channel;
vapor travels from the surface of the liquid to the
second surface and condenses at the second
surface; and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
face to the first part of the fluid flow means;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

225. A solar energy converter according to clause
223, wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a first fluid flow channel inclined to the horizontal
and containing a liquid;
a second fluid flow channel connected to the first
fluid flow channel and containing the liquid; and
a first surface in thermal contact with the liquid
in the first fluid flow channel;
wherein heat energy from the first surface caus-
es liquid in the first fluid flow channel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel; and
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface.

226. A solar energy converter according to clause
223, wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein the liquid reservoir comprises a first fluid
flow channel inclined to the horizontal and con-
taining the liquid and a second fluid flow channel
connected to the first fluid flow channel and con-
taining the liquid;
the first surface is in thermal contact with the
liquid in the first fluid flow channel; and
at least a part of the tube is at least partially
evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the first fluid flow chan-
nel to vaporize;
the vapor travels upwardly along the first fluid
flow channel and through the tube, and con-
denses at the second surface;
the vapor drives a flow of liquid from the second
fluid flow channel to the first fluid flow channel
and upwardly along the first fluid flow channel;
and
condensed liquid returns from the second sur-
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face to the liquid reservoir;
whereby heat energy is transported away from
the first surface to the second surface.

227. A solar energy converter according to clause
223, wherein the heat transfer device comprises:

a first surface;
a second surface;
a liquid reservoir in thermal contact with the first
surface and containing a liquid; and a tube con-
necting the liquid reservoir to the second sur-
face;
wherein at least a part of the tube is at least
partially evacuated;
whereby, when the first surface is hotter than
the second surface, heat energy from the first
surface causes liquid in the liquid reservoir to
vaporize;
the vapor travels through the tube and condens-
es at the second surface; and condensed liquid
returns from the second surface to the liquid res-
ervoir;
whereby heat energy is transported from the first
surface to the second surface.

228. A solar energy converter according to clause
223, wherein the heat transfer device has a working
fluid capable of circulating around a fluid flow path,
the circulation around the fluid flow path bringing the
working fluid in and out of thermal contact with a heat
source and a second surface, the heat transfer de-
vice comprising:

a fluid containing portion internally defining a
working fluid flow path;
a heat source at least partially in thermal contact
with the fluid containing portion; a gas substance
generator at least partially within the fluid con-
taining portion, and arranged to generate bub-
bles of gas or vapor capable of driving the work-
ing fluid along a portion of the working fluid flow
path in thermal contact with the heat source;
wherein, in use, the driven working fluid absorbs
heat from the heat source and transports the
heat away from the heat source; and
the driven working fluid returns to the gas sub-
stance generator to be recycled about the fluid
flow path.

229. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 224 to 228, further comprising:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the
heat transfer device;
wherein the second surface is in thermal contact
with the heat exchanger and the heat transfer
device is arranged to transfer heat energy from

the solar energy absorber to the heat exchanger.

230. A solar energy converter according to clause
229, wherein the heat exchanger comprises the sec-
ond surface.

231. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 223 to 230, wherein the solar energy ab-
sorber is located within an envelope.

232. A solar energy converter according to clause
231, wherein the envelope is a tube.

233. A solar energy converter according to clause
232, wherein the envelope has a circular cross-sec-
tion.

234. A solar energy converter according to clause
232, wherein the envelope has an elliptical cross-
section.

235. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 231 to 234, wherein the envelope is at
least partially transparent.

236. A solar energy converter according to any one
of clauses 231 to 235, wherein the envelope is at
least partially evacuated.

237. A solar energy converter according to clause
236, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of
10" mbar or less.

238. A solar energy converter according to clause
237, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10∼6

mbar or less.

239. A solar energy converter array comprising a
plurality of hybrid solar energy converters according
to any one of the clauses 223 to 238.

240. A solar energy converter array comprising at
least one solar energy converter according to any
one of clauses 37 to 65, and at least one solar energy
converter according to any one of clauses 223 to 239.

241. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber, the solar energy ab-
sorber comprising a photovoltaic element; a
heat transfer element in thermal contact with the
solar energy absorber;
a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the
heat transfer element; and
an at least partially evacuated tube;
wherein the solar energy absorber is inside the
evacuated tube.
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242. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber;
a heat transfer element in thermal contact with
the solar energy absorber;
a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the
heat transfer element; and
an at least partially evacuated envelope;
wherein the solar energy absorber is inside the
evacuated envelope.

Claims

1. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber; and
a heat transfer device in thermal contact with
the solar energy absorber;
wherein the heat transfer device is in thermal
contact with the solar energy absorber; and
the heat transfer device is arranged to transfer
heat energy away from the solar energy absorb-
er;
wherein the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope;
wherein the envelope is a tube;
wherein the envelope is at least partially trans-
parent, and is at least partially evacuated.

2. The solar energy absorber according to claim 1,
wherein the envelope has a circular cross section.

3. The solar energy converter according to claim 1 or
claim 2, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of 10-2

m bar or less;

preferably, at a pressure of 10-3 mbar or less,
and
preferably, at a pressure of 10-6 mbar or less.

4. A solar energy converter according to claim 1,
wherein the solar energy absorber comprises a pho-
tovoltaic element.

5. A solar energy absorber according to claim 4, where-
in the solar energy absorber comprises a plurality of
photovoltaic elements

6. A solar energy converter array comprising a plurality
of hybrid solar converters according to claim 1.

7. A solar energy converter comprising:

a photovoltaic element;
a cooled element having a substantially isother-
mal cooled surface;
the photovoltaic element being located in ther-

mal contact with the substantially isothermally
cooled surface of the cooled element;
wherein the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope comprising a tube;
wherein the envelope is at least partially trans-
parent, and is at least partially evacuated.

8. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber;
a heat transfer device arranged to cool the solar
energy absorber; and
a cooling control element arranged to control the
degree of cooling applied to the solar energy
absorber by the heat transfer device;
wherein the solar energy absorber is located
within an envelope;
wherein the envelope is a tube;
wherein the envelope is at least partially trans-
parent, and is at least partially evacuated; and
wherein the solar energy absorber comprises a
photovoltaic element.

9. The solar energy absorber according to claim 8, and
further comprising:

a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the
heat transfer device;
wherein the heat exchanger transfers heat en-
ergy from the heat transfer device to an operat-
ing fluid; and
the cooling element is arranged to change the
degree of cooling by changing a flow rate of the
operating fluid through the heat exchanger.

10. The solar energy absorber according to claim 8, and
further comprising an orientation control element ar-
ranged to control the orientation of the solar energy
absorber;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to
change the orientation of the solar energy absorber
to change the amount of solar energy incident on the
solar energy absorber.

11. The solar energy absorber according to claim 8, and
further comprising an insolation control element ar-
ranged to control the amount of solar energy imping-
ing on the solar energy absorber;
wherein the cooling control element is arranged to
change the amount of solar energy impinging on the
solar energy absorber.

12. The solar energy converter according to claim 7 or
claim 8, wherein the solar energy absorber compris-
es a plurality of photovoltaic elements.

13. The solar energy absorber according to claim 7,
claim 2 or claim 7, wherein the envelope has a cir-
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cular cross section.

14. The solar energy converter according to claim 7 or
claim 8, wherein the envelope is at a pressure of
10-2 mbar or less; and

preferably, at a pressure of 10-3 mbar or less;
and
preferably, at a pressure of 10-6 mbar or less.

15. A solar energy converter comprising:

a solar energy absorber, the solar energy ab-
sorber comprising a photovoltaic element;
a heat transfer element in thermal contact with
the solar energy absorber;
a heat exchanger in thermal contact with the
heat transfer element; and
an at least partially evacuated tube;
wherein the solar energy absorber is inside the
evacuated tube.
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