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1
LOW PROFILE SOLAR TRACKING
SYSTEMS AND METHODS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit under 35 U.S.C. 119(e)
of the filing date of Provisional U.S. Application Ser. No.
61/272,965, filed on Nov. 24, 2009, and expressly incorpo-
rated herein by reference, in its entirety.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is in the technical field of collecting
solar energy. More particularly, the present invention is in the
technical field of systems that provide an infrastructure for the
mounting of solar energy collection devices to the rooftop of
a commercial structure\dwelling such that the solar energy
collection devices are optimally orientated to the radiation
emitted by the sun, as it traverses the sky, from sunrise to
sunset. The tracker assembly may also be implemented on
patio covers, car ports, parking lot shade structures, and the
like.

Prior practice, with respect to the attachment of solar
energy collection devices to commercial
structures\dwellings, such as photovoltaic (PV) solar panels,
is to arrange the solar panels in an array, attaching each panel
to the structure’s rooftop. In this case, the panels may be
arranged in an array mounted flat, or flush, to the dwelling’s
roofline; mounted in rows wherein each row is tilted at a
favorable angle to the sun, typically the location’s latitude;
arranged in rows wherein each row is, in turn, attached to a
single axis tracker system; or arranged in rows or other group-
ings, wherein each grouping of solar panels is attached to a
dual axis tracker system.

Each of these configurations has their advantages and dis-
advantages. An advantage of the stationary flush mount con-
figuration is that it permits the greatest number of solar panels
to be mounted to the structure, thereby providing the greatest
utilization of rooftop area. A disadvantage of the stationary
flush mount configuration is that the panels are not optimally
orientated to the position of the sun, other than when the sun
is normal or perpendicular to the panel surface, thereby
reducing the overall efficiency of the system. Another disad-
vantage of this configuration is that when the panels are
configured contiguously in a large array, maintenance of any
one panel in the array can be problematic. In most cases, each
panel is rigidly attached to its underlying roof attachment
structure and may not be easily removed. In these cases,
maintenance personnel are forced to walk on top of the glass
covered solar panels, thereby risking damage to each panel
traversed.

An advantage of the single and dual axis tracker mount
configurations is that these approaches provide for higher
efficiency output per panel, since each panel is more opti-
mally orientated towards the sun during the course of the day.
A disadvantage of such tracking configurations is that, due to
shading, adjacent rows of panels are typically not mounted
contiguous to one another, but, rather, are separated by an
optimal distance. The separation of adjacent rows results in a
poorer utilization of rooftop area and, in turn, reduces the
overall efficiency of the system. Another disadvantage of
many single and dual axis trackers is that, because the tracker
rotates each panel about its longitudinal axis, the standoff
height of the panels must be high enough such that when
rotated to their extreme, the panel does not contact the dwell-
ing. This increased standoff height presents higher bending
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moment loads onto the roof attachment structure in the pres-
ence of wind forces and is aesthetically undesirable, espe-
cially on sloped rooflines which may not have a parapet.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is a system for providing solar
energy collection with a modular design or array of solar
energy collection devices or panels angled to the position of
the sun. The solar collection systems devised in the present
invention have either a combination of fixed panels and track-
ing panels or only tracking panels, both kinds of panels con-
verting sunlight incident upon them to electrical power. The
tracking panels of the present invention follow the daily
movement of the sun to efficiently collect solar power from
dawn to dusk. The present invention includes systems for
providing both single axis and dual axis solar tracking. The
first axis of the system is used to track solar daily changes, the
tracking panels adding power to the system when the sun is
moving through zenith between approximately 10 AM to 2
PM. The shadowing of the tracking panels is minimal to zero
at noon. The second axis of the system is used to adjust to
solar seasonal changes by inclining the solar panel module or
system to the appropriate angle. Both axes are driven by
motors that are controlled by hardware and programmable
software that seeks optimum angular positions both daily and
seasonally. The system and software is designed to account
for in site installation at any latitude to efficiently track the
daily and/or seasonal positions. The present systems in gen-
eral are also designed to be sufficiently rugged to withstand
forces of the elements such as wind, rain, etc., and to meet
international and national building code specifications. In
addition, the physical structure of the system is designed for
ease of installation and maintenance because of its modular
design. Such modular design of the solar panels of the present
invention allows connections to adjacent modules or arrays
on a variety of sites such as residential roof tops, factory
rooftops, large ground installations, on patio covers, car ports,
parking lot shade structures etc.

One embodiment of the invention is comprised of a central
structural channel frame upon which solar panels are
mounted, with their longitudinal axis perpendicular to the
longitudinal axis of the structural channel frame. Each pair of
solar panels shares a common hinge mechanism and each
panel of the pair is attached to the hinge on its edge, which is
parallel to the longitudinal axis of the panel unit. The hinge, in
turn, is mounted to the central structural frame. Attachment to
the edge of each solar panel is advantageous because it per-
mits a smaller standoff height to be used in comparison to the
standoff height that must be used when rotating the solar
panel about its longitudinal centerline axis.

A linear actuator moves a force transmission drive shaft
back and forth within the central structural frame. The drive
shaft contacts a cam surface on the underside of each panel,
the force of which results in the panel rotating about its hinge
axis. In one embodiment, every other panel shares the same
rotary position. In other words, in the morning, the 1°* and 3¢
panel will rotate together from an eastwardly facing direction
to horizontal, the 2"¢ and 4” panels will remain horizontal. In
the afternoon, the 1 and 3"/ panels will remain horizontal,
while the 2”¢ and 4” panels will rotate from horizontal to a
westerly facing direction. In a variation of this embodiment
where there are alternating fixed and tracking panels, the 1*
and 3" panel will rotate together from an eastwardly facing
direction in the morning all the way to a westerly facing
direction at the end of the day, with the 2”¢ and 4” panels
being fixed, and therefore horizontal. Each of these systems,
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of course, may be equipped with either a single axis for daily

tracking only or a dual axis for daily tracking as well as

seasonal tracking.

In order to minimize the effects of shading on adjacent
panels of a pair of panels that share the same hinge axis by a
neighboring panel of an adjacent panel pair, reflector surfaces
are mounted to reflect photons on to the area of the shaded
panel. In addition, back-tilting of the shaded panel may also
be used to minimize the length of the shadow castupon it. The
common hinge mechanism also permits each panel to be
rotated up and out of the way for easy maintenance access
after being disengaged from its attached cam surface via a
quick-disconnect mechanism. As will be seen hereinafter, the
present invention is believed to be an improvement over prior
practice in the following areas:

1) Maximum Energy Production: In installations where the
structure’s roof size is the limiting constraint, the present
invention, in its single axis embodiment, does not require
space between adjacent rows of panels. This permits the
highest utilization of rooftop area to be achieved. Although
each panel’s individual efficiency is less than that achiev-
able with a prior practice single axis tracker, the combined
power output will be greater due to the higher number of
panels installed. In addition, the system’s integrated clean-
ing system ensures that the solar panels and reflectors are
clean of dirt and other deposits that reduce the system’s
power generation efficiency.

2) Low Profile Design: The present invention’s panel posi-
tioning drive system results in a system that is visually
indistinguishable from a typical low profile stationary flush
mount installation. In addition, the inventive system’s low
profile design is aesthetically pleasing, and will minimize
bending moment loads on to the roof attachment structure
in the presence of wind forces. This invention can also be
easily attached to sloped roof lines.

3) Easy Maintenance: The innovative design of the inventive
system facilitates maintenance by providing a quick-dis-
connect release system which, when activated, permits the
solar panel to be rotated up and out the way. This configu-
ration permits easy access to the underlying tracker mecha-
nism and roof structure.

More particularly, there is provided a solar energy collec-
tion system in accordance with the principles of the invention,
which comprises a frame for mounting the system on a suit-
able substrate and a plurality of solar panels disposed adja-
cent to one another on the frame. A first set of the solar panels
are movable relative to a second set of the solar panels, for
tracking movement of the sun during the day. Advanta-
geously, solar panels of the first set are arranged in alternating
fashion with solar panels of the second set. In some embodi-
ments of the invention, the panels in the second set of solar
panels are stationary. The second set of solar panels, in some
embodiments, are disposed substantially flat, relative to the
frame and the substrate on which the frame is mounted. In
some embodiments, differing from those in which the second
set of solar panels are stationary, the second set of solar panels
may be arranged to be movable relative to the first set of solar
panels.

In preferred embodiments, a first solar panel in the first set
is pivotally connected to a second solar panel in the second
set, to form a tracking unit. The solar energy system as a
whole preferably comprises a plurality of tracking units. A
hinge connects the first and second solar panels in each of the
tracking units. A hinge daily axis lies along the hinge, wherein
each of the first and second panels in each of the tracking units
pivots about the hinge daily axis independently of the other of
the first and second panels. The frame preferably comprises a
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structural channel frame having a channel portion, and a drive
system for pivoting each of the first and second panels in a
tracking unit is disposed within the channel portion.

The drive system preferably comprises a drive shaft
extending lengthwise through the channel portion, and a plu-
rality of camming systems attached to the drive shaft for
pivoting each one of the first and second solar panels in each
tracking unit independently of the other one of that tracking
unit’s first and second solar panels.

Preferably, a plurality of tracking units are disposed on the
structural channel frame. The system preferably comprises a
plurality of structural channel frames, each of which accom-
modates the aforementioned plurality of tracking units. Each
of the solar panels has a top surface and a bottom surface.
Preferably, the system incorporates features which mitigate
the shading of portions of one solar panel by adjacent panels
which have been pivoted to better track the sun’s position.
These features preferably include a reflector disposed on at
least one of the solar panels of a tracker unit to improve solar
collection efficiency of the system. In presently preferred
embodiments, the reflector comprises a first reflector dis-
posed on the bottom surface of one of the first and second
solar panels, for redirecting light to a shaded portion of the top
surface of the other one of the first and second solar panels. A
second reflector may be disposed on the top surface of the
other of'the first and second solar panels, for redirecting light
to the first reflector.

Still another advantageous feature of the present invention
is that the system comprises a liquid supply line and liquid jet
orifices for cleaning the solar panels. The cleaning may be
scheduled to occur automatically, or may be performed
manually, upon demand, by the actuation of an appropriate
switch on the control unit. Yet another unique and advanta-
geous feature is that the system further comprises a quick-
disconnect release mechanism for disengaging a panel from
the drive system so that it can be manually moved for main-
tenance purposes.

In yet another aspect of the invention, there is provided a
solar energy collection system, which comprises a frame for
mounting the system on a suitable substrate. The system
comprises a pair of solar panels disposed adjacent to one
another and independently movable relative to one another,
wherein each of the solar panels has a top surface and a
bottom surface. A reflector is disposed on the bottom surface
of one of the pair of solar panels, for redirecting light to a
shaded portion of the top surface of the other one of the pair
of solar panels. Preferably, the solar panels further include a
second reflector disposed on the top surface of the other of the
first and second solar panels, for redirecting light to the bot-
tom surface reflector.

In still another aspect of the invention, there are disclosed
unique and advantageous methods for collecting solar energy,
using a system comprising a frame and an array comprising a
plurality of solar panels connected to the frame, wherein the
frame is mounted onto a suitable substrate, such as a rooftop.
The methods comprise steps of programming a controller in
the system to track the sun’s position as the day progresses,
accounting for seasonal variation, as well as using the con-
troller to move some of the solar panels in the array relative to
other stationary solar panels in the array. Accordingly, the
moving solar panels pivot in order to maintain an orientation
facing the sun as the relative position of the sun to the solar
panel array changes.

The invention, together with additional features and advan-
tages thereof, may best be understood by reference to the
following description taken in conjunction with the accom-
panying illustrative drawings.
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of one version of the tracking
assembly of the present invention, showing solar panels
mounted to two tracker units;

FIG. 2 is a plan view of the structural frame that attaches to
the underside of each solar panel;

FIG. 3 is a side view of the tracking assembly, showing a
single tracking unit;

FIG. 4 is an end view of the tracking assembly;

FIG. 5A is a side view of the tracking assembly, showing a
single tracking unit in the horizontal tracking start position;

FIG. 5B is a side view of the tracking assembly, showing a
single tracking unit in a typical morning tracking position;

FIG. 5C is a side view of the tracking assembly, showing a
single tracking unit in the horizontal tracking noon position;

FIG. 5D is a side view of the tracking assembly, showing a
single tracking unit in a typical afternoon tracking position;

FIG. 6 is a side view of the tracking assembly, comprised of
two tracking units, showing the reflectance of photons on to
the shaded portion of a solar panel;

FIGS. 7A and 7B are side views of the tracking assembly,
comprised of two tracking units, with the solar panels rotated
into the maintenance position;

FIG. 8A is a side view of the tracking unit, showing details
of cleaning and reflector design;

FIG. 8B is a side view of two tracking units, showing
trajectory paths of pressurized cleaning fluid onto solar panel
and reflectors;

FIG. 9A is a perspective view, showing rows of single axis
tracking assemblies mounted in a flush mount configuration;

FIG. 9B is a front perspective view, showing rows of single
axis tracking assemblies mounted in a flush mount configu-
ration, with solar panels tilted towards the sun in a typical
tracking position;

FIG. 9C is a rear perspective view, showing rows of single
axis tracking assemblies mounted in a flush mount configu-
ration, with solar panels tilted towards the sun in a typical
tracking position;

FIG. 9D is a perspective view, showing rows of single axis
tracking assemblies mounted in a fixed tilt mount configura-
tion, with space between adjacent rows;

FIG. 9E is a perspective view, showing rows of dual axis
tracking assemblies, mounted with space between adjacent
rows; and

FIG. 10 is a top view of a different embodiment of a dual
axis system with an assembly of alternating fixed and tracking
solar panels.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

Referring now more particularly to the drawings, FIG. 1
shows a perspective view of a tracking assembly 200, which
is comprised of one or more tracking units 100. In this par-
ticular figure, only two tracking units are shown for clarity. In
this embodiment, each tracking unit 100 has two solar panels
10 and provides a hinge shaft 12 shared between two substan-
tially identical and adjacent solar panels 10. In a tracking
assembly 200, the tracking units 100 share a common struc-
tural channel frame 14.

FIG. 2 shows a plan view of the method of attachment of
solar panels 10 to the tracking unit. The underside of each
solar panel 10 rests on a respective panel frame 16 and is
secured using panel clips 18. Each end of each panel frame 16
is connected to a hinge collar 20, which rotates about the fixed
hinge shaft12. The centerline ofthe hinge shaft 12 defines the
hinge daily axis 22, and is the axis of rotation for the solar
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panel 10. Frame mounting bracket 24 is used to secure the
hinge shaft 12 to the underlying structural channel frame 14,
and also may be used to attach the tracking assembly 200 to
the underlying substrate, typically a roof. FIG. 2 also defines
section A-A, which is rendered in FIG. 3.

FIG. 3 shows linear actuator 26 connected to drive shaft 28
using actuator coupler 30. The drive shaft is supported by the
drive shaft roller 32, housed in drive shaft roller carrier 34,
which is attached to the structural channel frame 14. Cam
bearing block 36 is attached to the driveshaft 28. As the drive
shaft translates, the cam bearing block’s cam bearing 38
travels in the slot of a cam 40. As the cam bearing 38 encoun-
ters the inclined slot of the cam 40, the force of contact
generates a torque about the hinge daily axis 22 and causes the
cam 40 and attached solar panel 10 to rotate upward, about
hinge shaft 12, from panel stop 42. Cam 40 is attached to the
hinge shaft 12 via cam hinge collar 44, as shown in FIG. 2.
The linear actuator 26 is powered by an AC or DC motor that
is of low power and is controlled by a system that is seasonally
programmed to accurately track the daily solar motion. A
drive shaft coupler 46 is used to connect two drive shafts
together, thereby permitting a single linear actuator 26 to
control one or more tracking assemblies. An optional sea-
sonal axis 48 is also installed at the base of the tracking
module that is controlled and powered by a low power AC/DC
motor. FIG. 9E shows the location and structure of one
optional seasonal axis 48.

FIG. 4 shows an end view of a tracking assembly 200, with
the solar panels 10 in a horizontal position. In the center of the
structural channel frame 14 is the drive shaft 28. On each side
of'the drive shaft resides the cam 40. The cam 40 on the left of
the driveshaft is used to rotate the panel located in the back of
the hinge shaft 12, while the cam 40 located on the right side
of the drive shaft is used to rotate the panel mounted in front
of'the hinge shaft 12. Each cam 40 has a mating cam bearing
block 36, mounted to drive shaft 28, which contains cam
bearing 38, a guide bearing 50, and a bearing shaft 52 (Note:
cam bearing block 36, cam bearing 38, guide bearing 50, and
bearing shaft 52 are shown for the left side cam 40 only, and
have been omitted on the right side cam 40 for clarity). As the
drive shaft 28 moves, guide bearing 50 contacts structural
frame 14 and is used to provide stability of the driveshaft 28.
The end of each cam 40 is connected to a cam hinge collar 44,
which is mounted concentrically to the fixed hinge shaft 12.
On each side of the drive shaft resides a wire through 54,
which provides for the routing and protection of solar panel
and control system wiring.

FIG. 5A-5D show the progression of solar panel position
from sunrise to sunset. FIG. 5A shows both panels belonging
to the same tracking unit in the horizontal flat position. As the
sun rises, F1G. 5B shows one of the panels of an adjacent pair
of'panels facing the sun, and rotated about the hinge daily axis
22, so that the panel’s normal is optimally aligned to the sun’s
radiation. At noon, as shown in FIG. 5C, when the sun is at its
zenith, this panel is rotated back so that both panels are
positioned horizontally, relative to the substrate on which
they are mounted, such as a roof, to receive the perpendicular
solar radiation. As the sun sets, FIG. 5D shows the other panel
of'the adjacent pair of panels facing the sun, and rotated about
the hinge daily axis 22, so that the panel’s normal is optimally
aligned to the sun’s radiation. With multiple tracking units in
the same assembly, every other panel (alternating panels) will
share the same rotary position as shown in FIG. 6. Thus, foran
assembly of two tracking units, in the morning the 1* and 3"
panels will rotate together from an eastwardly facing direc-
tion to horizontal, the 2 and 4 panels will remain horizon-
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tal. In the afternoon, the 1* and 3" panels will remain hori-
zontal, while the 2”¢ and 4” panels will rotate from horizontal
to a westerly facing direction.

Although the present invention does not preclude the
mounting of the tracking units at non-optimal centerline dis-
tances, such as may be done when high area utilization is not
an important design consideration, optimal area utilization is
achieved when mounting the tracking units so as to minimize
any spacing or gap between solar panel pairs. Of course,
doing so results in the shading of portions of intermediate
panels. FIG. 6 presents a side view of a tracking assembly,
comprised of two tracking units, showing an innovative fea-
ture of the invention which permits the reflectance of incident
photons 55 onto the shaded portion of a solar panel. Shading
naturally occurs as the panel is rotated upward to face the sun
and a shadow is cast upon the panel behind it. The present
invention compensates for the shading by appropriately affix-
ing reflective surfaces on the panels to cast solar radiation
onto the shadowed panel surfaces. The configuration of the
reflective surface can be flat, convex, etc., to produce the
desired effect. As shown in FIG. 6, photons incident upon the
inclined panel, strike a hinge reflector 56, and are reflected
upward to the backside of the adjacent inclined panel. A panel
reflector 58 is provided on the backside of this adjacent
inclined panel to reflect the photons back down onto the flat
solar panel 10 and serve to illuminate that portion of the solar
panel 10 which is shadowed, and to substantially increase the
solar panel’s power output. In addition to compensating with
reflective surfaces, the shaded flat panel can be (optionally)
rotated upward slightly, approximately 5-10 degrees, to
reduce the length ofthe shadow cast upon it. Although the slot
in cam 40 is shown as a linear slot, it should be clear to one
ordinarily skilled in the art that the geometry of the slot could
also include alternate profiles in order to achieve small
upward rotations of the shaded panel away from the sun, as
the cam bearing 38 reaches the end of the slot in cam 40.

As the panels track the sun, the amount of shading will
proceed progressively as a function of panel tilt angle. In the
case where two tracking unit panels abut one another, and the
shaded panel lies flat, this relationship may be approximated
by the equation: S=(1/cos Q-1)*100, where S is the percent
of the panel shaded and Q is the panel tilt angle with respect
to the horizontal (see FIG. 6). For example, the fraction
shaded at 45 degrees is approximately 41%. At angles less
than 45 degrees, the percentage of shading will progressively
decrease. For example, at 30 degrees the shading percentage
is approximately 15%. In other embodiments, where there
might be a gap between the panels, or the shaded panel has
been rotated slightly upwardly, the shading factors and rela-
tionship will vary, but the general principles addressed by the
invention will remain.

FIGS. 7A and 7B show a side view of a tracking assembly,
comprised of two tracking units 100, with their respective
solar panels rotated into a maintenance position. To activate
this functionality, a panel release handle 60 (FIGS. 5A and
5B) is retracted. Retracting this handle disengages attach-
ment of panel frame 16 from cam 40. The solar panel can then
be manually rotated about its hinge daily axis 22 into an
upright position. This position then permits the solar panel to
be easily removed for repair or replacement, to gain access to
the underlying tracking unit, or to gain access to another panel
that may be located in an adjacent tracking assembly row. To
re-engage the solar panel, it is lowered back into the horizon-
tal position, with the panel release handle 60 in the retracted
position. Upon release of the handle, the release handle return
spring 62 (FIG. 2) engages the release handle and secures the
panel frame 16 to the cam 40.
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FIGS. 8A and 8B show details of an automated cleaning
apparatus, which is used to clean the solar panels and reflec-
tors of dirt and other deposits that reduce the solar panels’
power generation efficiency. Under computer control, the
cleaning process is programmed to occur at regular intervals,
or manually, if desired, such that solar panel efficiency is
optimally maintained. FIG. 8A is a side view of the tracking
unit 100, showing details of the cleaning and hinge reflector
design. In this design, under computer control, an external
valve (not shown) is opened, permitting pressurized cleaning
fluid to enter the hollow hinge shaft 12 by means of a water
supply line with grommet 64. The pressurized cleaning fluid
then exits the hinge shaft 12 through numerous water jet
orifices 66, and is distributed evenly along the entire length of
hinge shaft 12. FIG. 8B shows the pressurized cleaning fluid
exiting the water jet orifices 66 in a trajectory that strikes the
inclined panel 10 and hinge reflector 56. In addition, pressur-
ized cleaning fluid also exits the water jet orifices 66 in a
trajectory that strikes the backside of the next inclined panel,
such that the panel reflector 58 is also cleaned.

FIGS. 9A-9E show the present invention in a variety of
system configurations, using the tracking assembly 200.
Since the tracking assembly 200 is modular, the mounting on
most sites will be rapid. The site can be previously affixed
with mounting posts, and laid out in an accurate geometrical
array, consistent with the dimensions of the tracking assem-
bly.

FIG. 9A shows a perspective view of a flush mount con-
figuration tracking system 300A. In this configuration, the
system is comprised of rows of tracking assemblies 200
mounted adjacent to one another. An advantage of this con-
figuration is that the solar panel arrangement uses all allotted
space for solar power collection, thus producing a greater
power output per allotted area. FIGS. 9B and 9C show a front
and rear perspective, respectively, of this configuration with
the solar panels tilted towards the sun in a typical tracking
position.

FIG. 9D is a perspective view of a fixed tilt mount configu-
ration tracking system 300B. In this configuration, the system
is comprised of rows of tracking assemblies 200, each
mounted at an optimum fixed tilt angle towards the sun, with
space between adjacent rows. Each tracking assembly 200 is
mounted at a fixed tilt angle, using a fixed tilt mounting
pedestal 68.

FIG. 9E is a perspective view of a dual axis tracking system
300C. In this configuration, the system is comprised of rows
of tracking assemblies 200, with space between adjacent
rows. Hach tracking assembly 200 is mounted to a seasonal
axis 48 to provide the 27 tracking axis.

FIG. 10 is a perspective view of a dual axis tracking system
comprising fixed solar panels (10A) as well as tracking solar
panels (10B). The 2¢ and 4” panel will rotate together from
an eastwardly facing direction in the morning all the way to a
westerly facing direction at the end of the day, with the 1**and
3¢ panels being fixed, and therefore horizontal. This system
is equipped with dual axes, one for daily tracking only and
one for seasonal tracking. Because of the staggered design,
air flow surrounds each panel assuring all panels are suffi-
ciently cooled.

Accordingly, although exemplary embodiments of the
invention have been shown and described, it is to be under-
stood that all the terms used herein are descriptive rather than
limiting, and that many changes, modifications, and substitu-
tions may be made by one having ordinary skill in the art
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention,
which is to be limited only in accordance with the following
claims.
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What is claimed is:

1. A solar energy collection system, comprising:

a frame comprising a plurality of tracking units for mount-
ing the system on a suitable substrate and a structural
channel, said frame lying along an axis, a plurality of
said plurality of tracking units being disposed linearly
along said structural channel to form a tracking assem-
bly; and

aplurality of solar panels disposed adjacent to one another
on said frame, each of'said solar panels comprising a top
surface for collecting solar energy and directly convert-
ing the solar energy into electricity;

a first set of said solar panels being movable about daily
axes relative to a second set of said solar panels, the
second set of said solar panels also being movable about
daily axes relative to the first set of said solar panels, for
tracking movement of the sun during the day, the daily
axes lying in orientations which are generally orthogo-
nal to an orientation of the frame axis, solar panels of
said first set being arranged in alternating fashion with
solar panels of said second set, each of said tracking
units comprising a solar panel from each of said first and
second sets;

the plurality of said plurality of tracking units being
arranged end-to-end on each tracking assembly, wherein
the daily axes of each tracking unit are not coincident
with one another on that tracking assembly;

each ofthe first and second panels in each said tracking unit
pivoting about its daily axis independently of the other
of'said first and second panels in that same tracking unit;
and

a drive system for pivoting each of said first and second
panels in a tracking unit, said drive system being dis-
posed within said channel;

wherein a first solar panel in said first set is pivotally
connected to a second solar panel in said second set,
about one of said daily axes, on a hinge disposed therea-
long, to form one of said tracking units, the hinge being
at a lowest position relative to each of the first and
second solar panels, as measured from the frame, such
that neither of the first and second solar panels is pivot-
able to an orientation where any part of the first or
second solar panel is located at a position lower than the
position of the hinge.

2. The solar energy collection system as recited in claim 1,
wherein said second set of solar panels are disposed in a plane
substantially horizontally, said plane being substantially par-
allel to planes in which said frame and the substrate on which
the frame is mounted are disposed, the top surfaces of the
second set of solar panels facing upwardly when lying in said
substantially horizontal orientation.

3. The solar energy collection system as recited in claim 1,
wherein said drive system comprises a drive shaft extending
lengthwise through said channel, and a plurality of camming
systems attached to said drive shaft for pivoting each one of
the first and second solar panels in each tracking unit inde-
pendently of the other one of that tracking unit’s first and
second solar panels.
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4. The solar energy collection system as recited in claim 1,
and further comprising a plurality of said structural channels,
each of which accommodates a plurality of said plurality of
tracking units.

5. A solar energy collection system, comprising:

a frame comprising a plurality of tracking units for mount-
ing the system on a suitable substrate, said frame lying
along an axis; and

aplurality of solar panels disposed adjacent to one another
on said frame, each of'said solar panels comprising a top
surface for collecting solar energy and directly convert-
ing the solar energy into electricity;

a first set of said solar panels being movable about daily
axes relative to a second set of said solar panels, for
tracking movement of the sun during the day, the daily
axes lying in orientations which are generally orthogo-
nal to an orientation of the frame axis, solar panels of
said first set being arranged in alternating fashion with
solar panels of said second set, each of said tracking
units comprising a solar panel from each of said first and
second sets;

wherein a first solar panel in said first set is pivotally
connected to a second solar panel in said second set,
about one of said daily axes, on a hinge disposed therea-
long, to form one of said tracking units, the hinge being
at a lowest position relative to each of the first and
second solar panels, as measured from the frame, such
that neither of the first and second solar panels is pivot-
able to an orientation where any part of the first or
second solar panel is located at a position lower than the
position of the hinge

wherein each of said solar panels has a top surface and a
bottom surface, and further wherein a reflector is dis-
posed on at least one of the solar panels of a tracker unit
to improve solar collection efficiency of the system;

said reflector comprising a first reflector disposed on the
bottom surface of one of the first and second solar pan-
els, for redirecting light to a shaded portion of the top
surface of the other one of the first and second solar
panels;

and further comprising a second reflector disposed on the
top surface of the other of said first and second solar
panels, for redirecting light to the first reflector.

6. The solar energy collection system as recited in claim 1,
and further comprising a liquid supply line and liquid jet
orifices for cleaning said solar panels.

7. The solar energy collection system as recited in claim 3,
wherein said solar panels are connected to a drive system for
moving the panels, said system further comprising a quick-
disconnect release mechanism for disengaging a panel from
the drive system so that it can be manually moved for main-
tenance purposes, the quick-disconnect release mechanism
comprising a handle that can be easily grasped within the
palm of a human hand which can be actuated to provide quick
disengagement without the use of hand tools.

8. The solar energy collection system as recited in claim 1,
wherein said drive system for pivoting each of said first and
second panels in a tracking unit comprises only a single force
transmission actuator.
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