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Abstract 

Knowledge of the solar energy resource is essential for the planning and operation of solar 
energy systems. In past years there has been substantial European and national funding to 
develop information systems on solar radiation data, leading to the situations that several data 
bases exist in parallel, developed by different approaches, various spatial and temporal 
coverages and resolutions including those exploiting satellite data. The user of these products 
may end up with different results for the same requested sites. To better guide the users, a 
benchmarking exercise is under preparation. A set of reference data has been collected and 
benchmarking measures and rules have been defined. The results of the benchmarking and the 
feedback from stakeholders will be integrated into a guide of best practices in the application of 
solar resource knowledge. Access to data has been quite fragmented. Each service has its own 
way of access to the data and delivery format. A new broker portal based on the experience of 
the project Soda aims to unify and ease the access to distributed data sources and applications 
providing solar resource information.  
Keywords: Solar resource information, benchmarking, access to data, user guidance 

1. Introduction 

Knowledge of the solar energy resource is essential for the planning and operation of solar energy 
systems. In past years there has been substantial funding from the European Commission to develop 
information systems on solar radiation data, such as the European Solar Radiation Atlas (ESRA), the 
projects SoDa, Satel-Light, PVGIS, PVSAT, PVSAT-2 or Heliosat-3 and the Envisolar project of the 
European Space Agency (ESA). In addition national services were set up as Meteonorm by Meteotest 
in Switzerland and SOLEMI by DLR in Germany. The information on available databases and 
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integrated systems has been summarised and later updated in [1,2]. From the regional point of view, 
the projects focused mainly on Europe or its regions, leading to the situation that several different data 
bases exist in parallel developed by different approaches, various spatial and temporal coverages and 
different resolutions including those exploiting satellite data. The users comparing information from 
different data sources for the requested sites may end up with uncertainty that is difficult to deal with.  

Large steps forward have been made for the benefit of research, renewable energy industry, policy 
making and the environment. Nevertheless, these multiple efforts have led to a fragmentation and 
uncoordinated access: different sources of information and solar radiation products are now available, 
but uncertainty about their quality remains. At the same time, communities of users lack common 
understanding how to exploit the developed knowledge. 

The project MESoR started in June 2007 and aims at removing the uncertainty and improving the 
management of the solar energy resource knowledge. The results of past and present large-scale 
initiatives in Europe, will be integrated, standardised and disseminated in a harmonised way to 
facilitate their effective exploitation by stakeholders. The project will contribute to preparation of the 
future roadmap for R&D and strengthening the European position in the international field. 

The project includes activities in user guidance (benchmarking of models and data sets; handbook of 
best practices), unification of access to information (use of advanced information technologies; 
offering one-stop-access to several databases), connecting to other initiatives (INSPIRE of the EU, 
POWER of the NASA, SHC and PVPS of the IEA, GMES/GEO) and to related scientific communities 
(energy, meteorology, geography, medicine, ecology), and information dissemination (stakeholders 
involvement, future R&D, communication). 

2. User guidance 

2.1 User survey  
One of main objectives of the MESoR project is the involvement of key stakeholders throughout the 
project. Their first task was the participation in a user survey which was conducted as an interview via 
telephone calls or e-mail. The survey performed a comparative analysis of various solar radiation 
platforms concerning technical aspects but also addressing usability, integration and pre-commercial 
information. This analysis based on the evaluations expressed by actual “top-users” and “top-
customers” of the platforms. The sample has been composed by current users of the services belonging 
to various academic, scientific, industrial and business categories, from public and private sectors. The 
organisations are active in the fields of architecture/building, PV and other solar applications. The 
initial sample of 53 was selected by each partner according to the criteria of importance, frequency of 
usage and attitude to scientific cooperation.  

The collected answers indicate a very high degree of awareness about the analysed issues. This is 
witnessed by the fact that most of the respondents use multiple services, they have a deep knowledge 
of each service, are able to compare the various services and to highlight the related points of strength 
and weakness.  

The survey detected a gap between expectations and the satisfaction as for quality and accuracy of 
some parameters, reliability of data measurement and calculation, comparability of data across the 
services and personalisation of services.  
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The users expect a truly new and integrated service that offers standardised data and protocols.  

2.2 Benchmarking 
Benchmarking is the largest activity within the MESoR project. The aim of the benchmarking exercise 
is to establish a coherent set of benchmarking rules and reference data sets to enable a transparent and 
comparable evaluation of the different solar radiation data sources. The rules are developed in 
conjunction with the IEA Task 36 on “Solar Resource Management” of the Solar Heating and Cooling 
Implementing Agreement and shall serve as a standard for benchmarking to make results comparable.  

2.2.1 Reference data 
This activity focuses on collection of high quality ground measurements which can be used as a 
reference in the benchmarking exercises. The measurements should be conducted with high accuracy, 
high frequency and traceable maintenance of the equipment. Data has been collected from the Baseline 
surface radiation network (BSRN), International Daylight Measurement programme (IDMP), the 
meteomedia network, the World Radiation Data Center (WRDC) and the Global Atmospheric Watch 
(GAW) programme. In addition further measurements were collected from scientific institutions, 
providing they fulfil the quality criteria above.  

A common quality control procedure has been defined for all broadband time series data. The 
parameters for the quality assessment have been deducted from the Baseline Surface Radiation 
Network Operation Manual [3] and operational experience of the partners involved. All data is flagged 
if: 

• It is within the physical possible limits. The applied physical limits are shown in table 1.  
• It is lower than it would be in a dry and clean atmosphere. We apply the e.g. the Bird clear sky model 

(Model C in [4]) with aerosols and water vapour set to zero.  
• The components of direct, diffuse and global parameters are coherent (if all are available). The 

conditions and limits are described in table 2.   
Only values passing all tests will be used in the benchmarking exercises.  

Table 1: Physical limits for quality control, with: G0: irradiance available at the top of atmosphere; GV0: 
illuminance available at the top of atmosphere; θz: solar zenith angle 

Parameter Min Max 
Global irradiance 

24
m
W

−  2
2.1

0 100)(cos5.1
m
WG z +× θ  

Diffuse irradiance 
24

m
W

−  2
2.1

0 50)(cos95.0
m
WG z +× θ  

Direct irradiance 
24

m
W

−  0G  

Global illuminance 0 lux luxGV z 10000)(cos5.1 2.1
0 +× θ  

Diffuse illuminance 0 lux luxGV z 5000)(cos95.0 2.1
0 +× θ  

Direct illuminance 0 lux 
0GV  
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Table 2. Parameters for checking the coherence of component parameters [5].  

Parameter  condition  Limits  

zDirectDiffuse

Global

GG
G

θcos+
 250cos,75

m
WGG zDirectDiffusez >+°< θθ  

1.0±8%  

zDirectDiffuse

Global

GG
G

θcos+
 250cos,7593

m
WGG zDirectDiffusez >+°>>° θθ  

1.0±15% 

Global

Diffuse

G
G

 250,75
m
WGGlobalz >°<θ  

< 1.05  

Global

Diffuse

G
G

 250,7593
m
WGGlobalz >°>>° θ  

< 1.10  

 

2.2.2 Benchmarking measures and rules 
Benchmarking of solar radiation products can be done in different ways. If a kind of reference data is 
available which is assumed to be the “truth”, the modelled data sets can be compared and ranked how 
well they represent the reference data. But there is not always reference data available: e.g. for solar 
radiation spatial products (maps). Here benchmarking can assess the uncertainty of mapping products 
by their cross-comparison. 

For site specific time series there are a number of different measures for benchmarking. A first set is 
based on first order statistics. These are the well known bias, root mean square deviations, standard 
deviations, their relative values to the average of the data set and the correlation coefficient. They 
compare how well data pairs at the same point of time compare with each other. They are important if 
one needs an exact representation of real data, e.g. for evaluations of real operating systems or 
forecasts of solar radiation parameters.  

This exact match is not always important, e.g. for system design studies. Here the similarity of 
statistical properties as frequency distributions is more important than the exact match of data pairs. 
The MESoR project therefore suggests a number of parameters based on second order statistics [6].  

Besides a common set of measures the selection of valid pairs of data is of importance to achieve 
comparable results. Valid data pairs should have passed the quality control procedure as described 
above, measured global horizontal ground data should be above zero (valid measurement, sun above 
the horizon) and the modelled data should be valid. Average values (e.g. for relative bias or standard 
deviations) are calculated based on the valid data pairs. If averages from multiple stations are to be 
calculated, all data pairs should be treated with the same weight. Averages should be calculated from 
the complete data set and not from the single stations results. This gets relevant if the stations have 
different numbers valid data pairs.  

A benchmarking exercise applying the measures and rules to available data bases within Europe will 
be done in the second half of 2008.  

Benchmarking of angular distributions is yet difficult, as there are a number of different instruments 
available with very different characteristics in terms of number of sensors, acquired parameters 
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(irradiance, radiance, luminance), geometry of the measurement directions in the sky hemisphere, 
spectral sensitivity of the sensors, aperture angle, size and shape and the sensors and the sensors 
linearity and dynamics. Further, there are only very few measurements available so far.  

Solar maps can be benchmarked in two ways, either point based or map based. The point based 
benchmarking is similar to the time series benchmarking. Data is extracted from the maps and 
compared to the measurements (“ground truth”). First and second order statistics can be applied. Map 
based cross comparison of solar radiation provides means for improved understanding of regional 
distribution of the uncertainty by combining all existing resources (calculating the average of all) and 
quantifying their mutual agreement by the means of standard deviation. A sample evaluation has been 
done with five spatial data bases: ESRA, PVGIS, Meteonorm, Satel-light and NASE SSE.  

 

Fig. 1: Yearly sum of global horizontal irradiation, average of all five data bases [kWh/m²] (left), uncertainty at 
95% confidence interval from the comparison of the five data bases. [%] (right).  

A set of benchmarks has been proposed to evaluate solar radiation forecasts. Depending on the 
application different methods to assess prediction quality are appropriate. For the users of the forecast 
the verification scheme should be kept as simple as possible and be reduced to a minimum set of 
accuracy measures. Statistical measures are similar to time series but need to be adapted to forecast 
specific issues. Forecast should not only be evaluated against the measured data but also against 
reference models as persistence or autoregressive models to show the advantage of a forecasting 
system. For forecasting not only the quality of the prediction of a single site is of interest but also the 
accuracy of prediction of an ensemble of distributed sites e.g. feeding into an electricity grid node.  

2.3 User guide of best practices 
User guidance is one of the main objectives of the MESoR project. This will be realized by the 
development of a guide of best practices in the application of solar resource data. The above described 
benchmarking will be one chapter in this guide. The results will give the users a better indication of the 
uncertainty of the available data sources and which data bases are suitable for different applications. 
Best practices in the application of solar resource information will be demonstrated in use cases. The 
applications taken into account by the guide will cover photovoltaics, solar thermal, solar 
concentrating and daylighting systems. As a basis it will cover requirements and examples for the 
design of these systems. Further it will cover solar forecasting applications.  
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2.4 Roadmap 
Based on the feedback from the stakeholders and the benchmarking results road map documents are 
foreseen within the MESoR project. They will cover future research objectives in the field of solar 
resources, new solar radiation services to faster deploy the market for solar energy applications and 
optimize grid integration and recommendations for an improved Earth Observation system to better 
support solar energy.  

3. Unifying Access 

The second major objective of the MESoR project is to unify and ease access to solar resource 
information. This builds upon experiences made within the SoDa portal, adopting mapping features 
from PVGIS web system. SoDa was build with proprietary software and communication protocols. As 
the World Wide Web evolved over recent years, the new MESoR portal builds upon open source 
software with a larger development community and standard web services. This will make the new 
portal more sustainable in terms of software development and the connection to the portal more easy 
and open as only widely accepted standards have to be followed. 

The portal will serve as a broker to solar resource information and services. It does not contain and 
maintain data for itself. It just links data bases and services with a single point of entry and a common 
user interface. Databases and services have to be hosted by the providers. They keep control over their 
data and applications.  

Metadata are essential to exchange knowledge between applications. They describe objects to be 
exchanged (e.g. a time series of irradiance, a geographical location, a date…). After a series of 
consultations with several bodies involved in standards, such as ISO, GEOSS (Global Earth 
Observation System of Systems), INSPIRE (Infrastructure for Spatial Information in Europe) and 
national meteorological offices, a thesaurus has been defined which is specific to solar resource. A 
thesaurus is a set of terms that describe the solar resource.  

A prototype of the broker will be set up during the project. A new user interface has been designed. It 
utilises the API (application programming interface) of Google Maps. Users can therefore use the full 
capabilities (geographical search, maps and images) of Google to identify their sites and select the 
right locations or regions. As this interface is easy to use and applied already in many other 
applications it the user feels familiar with it. The front page of a service gives the site selection 
window and some descriptive information of the service, as a general description, property rights and 
credits, inputs and outputs descriptions. The results can be written to the browser window or saved in a 
specific format (e.g. spreadsheet-compatible). The available data bases can be selected by the menu on 
top of the page. Fig. 2 shows two sample screenshots of the current prototype (see 
http://project.mesor.net).  
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Fig 2. The prototype of the MESoR broker portal. A sample time series has been extracted in an Excel 
spreadsheet format.  

Conclusions 

The project MESoR together with the IEA Task 36 “Solar Resource Knowledge Management” aim at 
developing better guidance about the energy application of solar resource information. The 
benchmarking exercise will ease the comparison of different data sources and the standardised rules 
will make accuracy evaluations more transparent and comparable. The guide will help users in the 
choice of data sources and how to use the data for their specific needs.  

The new broker portal aims to ease the access to solar resource data and online applications by serving 
as single point of entry to a variety of data sources all with a similar look and feel and common data 
formats. More information about the project can be found at http://www.mesor.net.  
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