
70

Markets & Trends

  10 / 2011  |  www.pv-magazine.com

Big Greek PV plans
Greece:  With plenty of sunshine, generous and uncapped feed-in tariffs (FITs) and many 
islands relying on expensive diesel for electricity, Greece would seem to provide fertile 
grounds for photovoltaic (PV) growth. Based on these conditions, Lux research recently 
named it as one of the top-three most attractive countries for residential PV. However, 
regulatory bottlenecks and an almost-complete financial meltdown have cast a shadow 
over the Greece’s PV progress.

At last month’s 26th EU PVSEC confer-
ence in Hamburg, Germany, the Greek 
Energy Minister George Papaconstanti-
nou graced the stage at the opening pro-
ceedings. He announced a major devel-
opment for the PV industry in Greece. 
Going by the name Project HELIOS it 
amounted to a government supported 
PV installation program and schedule 
that would see ten gigawatts (GW) of in-
stalled PV in the archipelago nation by 
2050. 

“Project HELIOS, the Greek Solar En-
ergy Project, represents the unique op-

portunity to use the abundant solar re-
sources of Europe’s south and export 
clean energy to the north of Europe,” an-
nounced Papaconstantinou. “It has clear 
technological, economic and political ad-
vantages for whole Europe.”

Papaconstantinou’s presentation at EU 
PVSEC was the first time many had heard 
of the plan, although some earlier rumors 
and speculation had been reported in 
Greek and industry press. 

As such, the Greek PV industry asso-
ciation, HELAPCO, received details on 
the proposed plan at the same time as 

those in the EU PVSEC audience. “Proj-
ect HELIOS is just a concept at the mo-
ment, there is nothing concrete yet actu-
ally and the presentation in Hamburg was 
the first ever document that we’ve seen 
about this project,” remarked the Helenic 
Association of Photovoltaic Companies’ 
(HELAPCO) Stelios Psomas. HELAPCO 
has since had discussions with the energy 
ministry about the plan.

With Germany and other European 
states as financial partners, the project 
envisages Greece exporting PV electric-
ity both in real terms, via the grid that 

Financing larger projects may prove difficult however the rooftop market is growing.
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A d v e r t i s e m e n t

Greece: Annual Installations by Application 2010-2015

Source: 2011 iSuppli Corporation, a Comany which was acquired by IHS Inc. All Rights Reserved. Con�dential – Patents Pending

700

600

500

400

300

200

100

0

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

45

98
8

99

182

50

119

218

59

159

228

68

175

250

75

230

259

86

Ground
Commercial
Residential

An
nu

al 
Ph

ot
ov

olt
aic

 In
sta

lla
tio

ns
(M

eg
aw

at
ts)

71

Markets & Trends

  10 / 2011  |  www.pv-magazine.com

runs north from Greece through the Bal-
kans and into central Europe, and also in 
a virtual sense. 

“This is still a question as to […] how 
much of it [PV produced electricity from 
Greece] will be physically exported to 
Germany or other countries and which 
part of it would be statistically exported 
if you like,” said Psomas. “This is in the 

sense that according to European legisla-
tion members states can exchange Green 
Energy among them, in order to reach the 
renewable targets.”

At present, Psomas estimates that there 
is grid capacity to handle PV electricity 
exports of up to three GW. However, to 
develop the grid further to allow more 
real, electricity exports, considerable in-

vestment into the grid would have to be 
made. And in this respect, Greece faces a 
special set of circumstances.

Since encountering serious problems in 
reducing public spending, debt and then 
a liquidity crisis that has in intensified in 
2011, free-flowing finance is not something 
that abounds in Greece. That is why, if such 
a large and ambitious project as HELIOS is 
to be successful, Germany and other Euro-
pean governments would have to be will-
ing to provide capital. But within Greece, 
while banks have proven reluctant to pro-
vide funds in many sectors, it appears that 
the financing of PV is continuing.

Finance
Aris Polychromopoulos is the General 
Manager of Greece’s largest EPC contrac-
tor Biosar and he explained: “Financing 
is still a problem, but seeing that all other 
aspects of the Greek economy are getting 
worse, all the money from the banks are 
going to solar investments.” He reported 
that Biosar will have connected more 
than 100 megawatts (MW) by the end of 
the year and that continued growth is ex-
pected. 
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Some in Greece are less positive about 
the impact a shortage of finance is hav-
ing. Dieter Schmitt, is Head of Conergy 
Greece and he believes installed capacity 
figures for 2012 will be disappointing and 
may be less than 100 MW. “At the mo-
ment, the PV market in Greece is a little 
bit stuck up […] so banks are currently 
very reluctant to give loans and even if 
they give loan agreements, they delay re-
spective payments.” 

Conergy reports its pipeline in Greece 
as being five to six MW to be completed 
by September with a further eight to ten 
MW, in Schmitt’s words, “right before 
closing”. Also supplying integrators Con-
ergy says it also has a number of projects 
moving forward. Behind Bisoar and Con-
ergy in Greece in size is Positive Energy, 
which reports a pipeline of 40 MW. Pre-
viously it had realized 32 MW of installed 
capacity over 100 projects. But this kind 
of gradual and measured growth exhib-
ited by the leading Greek PV integrators 
stands in stark contrast to the bold plans 
proposed in the government’s HELIOS 
announcement.

Steady growth
Greece’s steady PV progress is actually 
a major positive argues industry analyst 
IHS iSuppli’s Stefan de Haan. “The mar-
ket is developing in a pretty good way 
right now,” he explained, “There are still 
things in place that will prevent the mar-
ket from overheating.” And overheating 
is still a threat to Greece’s emerging PV 
market, because of the generous FITs that 
remain in place.

Greek FITs are structured differently 
for mainland grid-connected installa-
tions and autonomous island grids. On 
the mainland, 45 euro cents per kilowatt 
hour (p/kWh) is the tariff for installations 
smaller than 100 kilowatt/peak (kWp) 
and 40 euro cents p/kWh for any instal-

lation larger than this. While the tar-
iffs have been reduced by about five euro 
cents from the initial tariffs introduced 
in 2006, they are still most generous and 
attractive to investors. 

For rooftop installations, the FIT re-
gime is even more attractive. Biosar’s 
Polychromopoulos outlied just how 
special it is: “There’s an incredible pro-
gram for rooftops, [for installations] up 
to 10 kWp the tariff is 55 cents p/kWh. 
I don’t think there’s an equivalent tar-
iff anywhere in the world.” The General 
Manager said Biosar is observing strong 
growth in both the residential and com-
mercial rooftop markets. 

The administrative processes for the 
approval of rooftop installations have also 
been streamlined said Polychromopou-
los. Christos Protogeropoulos, the Man-
aging Director of Phoenix Solar in Greece 
agrees, reporting that for smaller rooftop 
applications, the approval processes have 
been reduced to as little as ten days. This 
is quite a feat, continued Protogeropou-
los, who explained, while talking of the 
previous PV regulations, simple legis-
lation and regulations is not something 
Greek officials are known for.

Administrative barriers
“It’s a kind of philosophy and mental-
ity of the people. For example a 100 kW 
system has to be approved by 17 author-
ities, the fire department, the army, the 
air force […], three of four ecological de-
partments […] it’s a mess!” This admin-
istrative over complication and burden 
has previously been both time-consum-
ing and costly, and a major inhibitor of 
PV installations. The approval bottle-
neck was so severe in Greece under the 
first, generous FIT, that many hundreds 
of megawatts of projects were intermina-
bly delayed.

However, since the middle of 2010, 
this confluence of regulation has cleared. 
“They have resoled many of the admin-
istration issues, the authorization proce-
dures are a lot simpler now, that’s why the 
market is developing in a pretty good way 
right now,” said analyst de Haan.

This progress was triumphed at the EU 
PVSEC trade fair, at the European Pho-
tovoltaic Industry Association’s PV Legal 
seminar. HELAPCO’s Psomas spoke at 
the forum and illustrated the progress 
being made in Greece in contrast to ad-
ministrative conditions in the Spanish 
market, where the opposite has occurred. 

Almost in counterpoint to the Greek sit-
uation, administrative burdens have in-
creased in Spain, slowing installations 
there dramatically.

But the Greek PV market differs from 
the Spanish in another crucial way. While 
the hot Spanish market of 2009 burnt out 
in 2010, an overheated or boom-and-bust 
Greek market has not occurred. Greek 
FITs have remained generous, yet ad-
ministrative bottlenecks and now restric-
tions in the availability of finance have 
prevented the market from overheating. 
The regulatory process alone resulted in 
over one GW of projects awaiting ap-
proval, which all agree would have been 
a financially unsustainable volume.

It is then almost as if by default the 
Greek market has sustained steady and 
sustainable growth. Industry represen-
tative Psomas doesn’t himself disagree. 
“Well I tend to believe that myself, al-
though I was one of the key persons who 
wanted to get rid of these barriers. What 
we need is a healthy market that is devel-
oping, but in a way that the market can 
control the pace of this development.” 

Jobs
Psomas makes the point also that steady 
growth assures that jobs aren’t cre-
ated, only to disappear when the market 
crashes. And in PV, the potential for job 
creation isn’t lost on anyone in the indus-
try and in the Greek government, hence 
the HELIOS announcements. HELAPCO 
estimates that as of June 2011 4,250 full-
time jobs have been created in PV. Con-
ergy Greece’s Schmitt emphasized this 
point: “There are already a lot of jobs cre-
ated and the PV sector is one of the most 
stable sectors right now […] because the 
other sectors are going backwards rather 
than forwards.”

It’s clear that there is great potential 
and a clear path for the Greek PV indus-
try. Whether through luck, design or a 
combination of the two, PV has grown 
steadily and sustainably, and is on track, 
despite the many challenges in the fu-
ture. In this light, the recently announced 
grand plans and big announcements in 
the form of HELIOS appear disruptive 
more than of real value. 

Whether Greece can become an ex-
porter of green energy to Europe in the 
future is not clear, but on rooftops, homes 
and on fields, PV is being installed and 
creating growth, jobs and hope for a 
bright future.  u� Jonathan Gifford
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Phoenix Solar’s Douneika plant enjoys good ir-
radiation levels under the Greek sun.




