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Shortage of energy is a major world problem and experts predict that the present 

rate of increase in energy can exhaust the supply of fossil fuels in the twenty-ûrst 

century. What the world needs is a source of perpetual energy. Potentially, we have a 

source of perpetual energy shining down on us. The sun. On clear day in the tropics, 

the intensity of solar energy can be more than a kilowatt per square meter at midday. 

That amount of energy falling on an area of sixty-four square kilometers is about as 

much as the whole of the British electricity generating system produces. There is no 

charge for the energy that üows so freely from the sun. Unfortunately, its collection 
and storage can be both difficult and expensive. Some form of storage is necessary 

because the sun’s rays do not reach us on cloudy days or at night. Nevertheless, solar 

energy is now an economic and practicable solution. It is possible to convert solar 

energy directly to electricity by the use of photoelectric cells but for most practicable 

purposes this is too expensive. Today’s solar energy systems are of two types, based 

on the ü at plate collector and the focusing collector. The ü at plate collector is 
simpler and cheaper. In its simplest form, the sun’s rays fall onto a panel carrying 
water pipes. The sun heats the water, which is then available for use. Focusing 

systems can trap a much higher proportion, of the sun’s energy and also produce 
much higher temperatures. People have known this principle for a long time. As far 



 

back as 212 B. C. Archimedes, using focusing mirrors, set û re on the Roman üeet. 
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