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Abstract: Because of the benefits of solar energy, the number of solar farms is increasing; however, their hydrologic impacts have not been
studied. The goal of this study was to determine the hydrologic effects of solar farms and examine whether or not storm-water management is
needed to control runoff volumes and rates. A model of a solar farm was used to simulate runoff for two conditions: the pre- and postpaneled
conditions. Using sensitivity analyses, modeling showed that the solar panels themselves did not have a significant effect on the runoff
volumes, peaks, or times to peak. However, if the ground cover under the panels is gravel or bare ground, owing to design decisions
or lack of maintenance, the peak discharge may increase significantly with storm-water management needed. In addition, the kinetic energy
of the flow that drains from the panels was found to be greater than that of the rainfall, which could cause erosion at the base of the panels.
Thus, it is recommended that the grass beneath the panels be well maintained or that a buffer strip be placed after the most downgradient row
of panels. This study, along with design recommendations, can be used as a guide for the future design of solar farms. DOI: 10.1061/(ASCE)
HE.1943-5584.0000530. © 2013 American Society of Civil Engineers.
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Introduction

Storm-water management practices are generally implemented to
reverse the effects of land-cover changes that cause increases in
volumes and rates of runoff. This is a concern posed for new types
of land-cover change such as the solar farm. Solar energy is a re-
newable energy source that is expected to increase in importance in
the near future. Because solar farms require considerable land, it is
necessary to understand the design of solar farms and their potential
effect on erosion rates and storm runoff, especially the impact on
offsite properties and receiving streams. These farms can vary in
size from 8 ha (20 acres) in residential areas to 250 ha (600 acres)
in areas where land is abundant.

The solar panels are impervious to rain water; however, they are
mounted on metal rods and placed over pervious land. In some
cases, the area below the panel is paved or covered with gravel.
Service roads are generally located between rows of panels. Altl-
hough some panels are stationary, others are designed to move so
that the angle of the panel varies with the angle of the sun. The
angle can range, depending on the latitude, from 22° during the
summer months to 74° during the winter months. In addition,
the angle and direction can also change throughout the day. The
issue posed is whether or not these rows of impervious panels will
change the runoff characteristics of the site, specifically increase
runoff volumes or peak discharge rates. If the increases are hydro-
logically significant, storm-water management facilities may be
needed. Additionally, it is possible that the velocity of water

draining from the edge of the panels is sufficient to cause erosion
of the soil below the panels, especially where the maintenance
roadways are bare ground.

The outcome of this study provides guidance for assessing the
hydrologic effects of solar farms, which is important to those who
plan, design, and install arrays of solar panels. Those who design
solar farms may need to provide for storm-water management. This
study investigated the hydrologic effects of solar farms, assessed
whether or not storm-water management might be needed, and
if the velocity of the runoff from the panels could be sufficient
to cause erosion of the soil below the panels.

Model Development

Solar farms are generally designed to maximize the amount of en-
ergy produced per unit of land area, while still allowing space for
maintenance. The hydrologic response of solar farms is not usually
considered in design. Typically, the panels will be arrayed in long
rows with separations between the rows to allow for maintenance
vehicles. To model a typical layout, a unit width of one panel was
assumed, with the length of the downgradient strip depending on
the size of the farm. For example, a solar farm with 30 rows of 200
panels each could be modeled as a strip of 30 panels with space
between the panels for maintenance vehicles. Rainwater that drains
from the upper panel onto the ground will flow over the land under
the 29 panels on the downgradient strip. Depending on the land
cover, infiltration losses would be expected as the runoff flows
to the bottom of the slope.

To determine the effects that the solar panels have on runoff
characteristics, a model of a solar farm was developed. Runoff
in the form of sheet flow without the addition of the solar panels
served as the prepaneled condition. The paneled condition assumed
a downgradient series of cells with one solar panel per ground cell.
Each cell was separated into three sections: wet, dry, and spacer.

The dry section is that portion directly underneath the solar
panel, unexposed directly to the rainfall. As the angle of the panel
from the horizontal increases, more of the rain will fall directly onto
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the ground; this section of the cell is referred to as the wet section.
The spacer section is the area between the rows of panels used by
maintenance vehicles. Fig. 1 is an image of two solar panels and the
spacer section allotted for maintenance vehicles. Fig. 2 is a sche-
matic of the wet, dry, and spacer sections with their respective di-
mensions. In Fig. 1, tracks from the vehicles are visible on what is
modeled within as the spacer section. When the solar panel is hori-
zontal, then the length longitudinal to the direction that runoff will
occur is the length of the dry and wet sections combined. Runoff
from a dry section drains onto the downgradient spacer section.
Runoff from the spacer section flows to the wet section of the next
downgradient cell. Water that drains from a solar panel falls directly
onto the spacer section of that cell.

The length of the spacer section is constant. During a storm
event, the loss rate was assumed constant for the 24-h storm be-
cause a wet antecedent condition was assumed. The lengths of
the wet and dry sections changed depending on the angle of the
solar panel. The total length of the wet and dry sections was set

equal to the length of one horizontal solar panel, which was as-
sumed to be 3.5 m. When a solar panel is horizontal, the dry section
length would equal 3.5 m and the wet section length would be zero.
In the paneled condition, the dry section does not receive direct
rainfall because the rain first falls onto the solar panel then drains
onto the spacer section. However, the dry section does infiltrate
some of the runoff that comes from the upgradient wet section.
The wet section was modeled similar to the spacer section with rain
falling directly onto the section and assuming a constant loss rate.

For the presolar panel condition, the spacer and wet sections are
modeled the same as in the paneled condition; however, the cell
does not include a dry section. In the prepaneled condition, rain
falls directly onto the entire cell. When modeling the prepaneled
condition, all cells receive rainfall at the same rate and are subject
to losses. All other conditions were assumed to remain the same
such that the prepaneled and paneled conditions can be compared.

Rainfall was modeled after an natural resources conservation
service (NRCS) Type II Storm (McCuen 2005) because it is an ac-
curate representation of actual storms of varying characteristics that
are imbedded in intensity-duration-frequency (IDF) curves. For
each duration of interest, a dimensionless hyetograph was devel-
oped using a time increment of 12 s over the duration of the storm
(see Fig. 3). The depth of rainfall that corresponds to each storm
magnitude was then multiplied by the dimensionless hyetograph.
For a 2-h storm duration, depths of 40.6, 76.2, and 101.6 mm were
used for the 2-, 25-, and 100-year events. The 2- and 6-h duration
hyetographs were developed using the center portion of the 24-h
storm, with the rainfall depths established with the Baltimore
IDF curve. The corresponding depths for a 6-h duration were 53.3,
106.7, and 132.1 mm, respectively. These magnitudes were chosen
to give a range of storm conditions.

During each time increment, the depth of rain is multiplied by
the cell area to determine the volume of rain added to each section
of each cell. This volume becomes the storage in each cell. Depend-
ing on the soil group, a constant volume of losses was subtracted
from the storage. The runoff velocity from a solar panel was calcu-
lated using Manning’s equation, with the hydraulic radius for sheet
flow assumed to equal the depth of the storage on the panel
(Bedient and Huber 2002). Similar assumptions were made to com-
pute the velocities in each section of the surface sections.

Fig. 1. Maintenance or “spacer” section between two rows of solar
panels (photo by John E. Showler, reprinted with permission)

Fig. 2. Wet, dry, and spacer sections of a single cell with lengths Lw,
Ls, and Ld with the solar panel covering the dry section Fig. 3. Dimensionless hyetograph of 2-h Type II storm

JOURNAL OF HYDROLOGIC ENGINEERING © ASCE / MAY 2013 / 537

J. Hydrol. Eng. 2013.18:536-541.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 a
sc

el
ib

ra
ry

.o
rg

 b
y 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 O

f 
M

as
sa

ch
us

et
ts

 A
m

he
rs

t o
n 

05
/1

0/
15

. C
op

yr
ig

ht
 A

SC
E

. F
or

 p
er

so
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y;
 a

ll 
ri

gh
ts

 r
es

er
ve

d.



Runoff from one section to the next and then to the next
downgradient cell was routed using the continuity of mass. The
routing coefficient depended on the depth of flow in storage and
the velocity of runoff. Flow was routed from the wet section to the
dry section to the spacer section, with flow from the spacer section
draining to the wet section of the next cell. Flow from the most
downgradient cell was assumed to be the outflow. Discharge rates
and volumes from the most downgradient cell were used for com-
parisons between the prepaneled and paneled conditions.

Alternative Model Scenarios

To assess the effects of the different variables, a section of 30 cells,
each with a solar panel, was assumed for the base model. Each cell
was separated individually into wet, dry, and spacer sections. The
area had a total ground length of 225 m with a ground slope of 1%
and width of 5 m, which was the width of an average solar panel.
The roughness coefficient (Engman 1986) for the silicon solar
panel was assumed to be that of glass, 0.01. Roughness coefficients
of 0.15 for grass and 0.02 for bare ground were also assumed. Loss
rates of 0.5715 cm=h (0.225 in:=h) and 0.254 cm=h (0.1 in:=h) for
B and C soils, respectively, were assumed.

The prepaneled condition using the 2-h, 25-year rainfall was
assumed for the base condition, with each cell assumed to have
a good grass cover condition. All other analyses were made assum-
ing a paneled condition. For most scenarios, the runoff volumes and
peak discharge rates from the paneled model were not significantly
greater than those for the prepaneled condition. Over a total length
of 225 m with 30 solar panels, the runoff increased by 0.26 m3,
which was a difference of only 0.35%. The slight increase in runoff
volume reflects the slightly higher velocities for the paneled con-
dition. The peak discharge increased by 0.0013 m3, a change of
only 0.31%. The time to peak was delayed by one time increment,
i.e., 12 s. Inclusion of the panels did not have a significant hydro-
logic impact.

Storm Magnitude

The effect of storm magnitude was investigated by changing the
magnitude from a 25-year storm to a 2-year storm. For the 2-year
storm, the rainfall and runoff volumes decreased by approximately
50%. However, the runoff from the paneled watershed condition
increased compared to the prepaneled condition by approximately
the same volume as for the 25-year analysis, 0.26 m3. This increase
represents only a 0.78% increase in volume. The peak discharge
and the time to peak did not change significantly. These results re-
flect runoff from a good grass cover condition and indicated that the
general conclusion of very minimal impacts was the same for dif-
ferent storm magnitudes.

Ground Slope

The effect of the downgradient ground slope of the solar farm was
also examined. The angle of the solar panels would influence the
velocity of flows from the panels. As the ground slope was in-
creased, the velocity of flow over the ground surface would be
closer to that on the panels. This could cause an overall increase
in discharge rates. The ground slope was changed from 1 to 5%,
with all other conditions remaining the same as the base conditions.

With the steeper incline, the volume of losses decreased from
that for the 1% slope, which is to be expected because the faster
velocity of the runoff would provide less opportunity for infiltra-
tion. However, between the prepaneled and paneled conditions, the
increase in runoff volume was less than 1%. The peak discharge

and the time to peak did not change. Therefore, the greater ground
slope did not significantly influence the response of the solar farm.

Soil Type

The effect of soil type on the runoff was also examined. The soil
group was changed from B soil to C soil by varying the loss rate. As
expected, owing to the higher loss rate for the C soil, the depths of
runoff increased by approximately 7.5% with the C soil when com-
pared with the volume for B soils. However, the runoff volume for
the C soil condition only increased by 0.17% from the prepaneled
condition to the paneled condition. In comparison with the B soil, a
difference of 0.35% in volume resulted between the two conditions.
Therefore, the soil group influenced the actual volumes and rates,
but not the relative effect of the paneled condition when compared
to the prepaneled condition.

Panel Angle

Because runoff velocities increase with slope, the effect of the angle
of the solar panel on the hydrologic response was examined. Analy-
ses were made for angles of 30° and 70° to test an average range
from winter to summer. The hydrologic response for these angles
was compared to that of the base condition angle of 45°. The other
site conditions remained the same. The analyses showed that the
angle of the panel had only a slight effect on runoff volumes and
discharge rates. The lower angle of 30° was associated with an in-
creased runoff volume, whereas the runoff volume decreased for
the steeper angle of 70° when compared with the base condition of
45°. However, the differences (~0.5%) were very slight. Never-
theless, these results indicate that, when the solar panel was closer
to horizontal, i.e., at a lower angle, a larger difference in runoff
volume occurred between the prepaneled and paneled conditions.
These differences in the response result are from differences in
loss rates.

The peak discharge was also lower at the lower angle. At an
angle of 30°, the peak discharge was slightly lower than at the
higher angle of 70°. For the 2-h storm duration, the time to peak
of the 30° angle was 2 min delayed from the time to peak of when
the panel was positioned at a 70° angle, which reflects the longer
travel times across the solar panels.

Storm Duration

To assess the effect of storm duration, analyses were made for 6-h
storms, testing magnitudes for 2-, 25-, and 100-year return periods,
with the results compared with those for the 2-h rainfall events. The
longer storm duration was tested to determine whether a longer du-
ration storm would produce a different ratio of increase in runoff
between the prepaneled and paneled conditions. When compared to
runoff volumes from the 2-h storm, those for the 6-h storm were
34% greater in both the paneled and prepaneled cases. However,
when comparing the prepaneled to the paneled condition, the in-
crease in the runoff volume with the 6-h storm was less than
1% regardless of the return period. The peak discharge and the
time-to-peak did not differ significantly between the two condi-
tions. The trends in the hydrologic response of the solar farm
did not vary with storm duration.

Ground Cover

The ground cover under the panels was assumed to be a native grass
that received little maintenance. For some solar farms, the area be-
neath the panel is covered in gravel or partially paved because the
panels prevent the grass from receiving sunlight. Depending on the
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volume of traffic, the spacer cell could be grass, patches of grass, or
bare ground. Thus, it was necessary to determine whether or not
these alternative ground-cover conditions would affect the runoff
characteristics. This was accomplished by changing the Manning’s
n for the ground beneath the panels. The value of n under the pan-
els, i.e., the dry section, was set to 0.015 for gravel, with the value
for the spacer or maintenance section set to 0.02, i.e., bare ground.
These can be compared to the base condition of a native grass
(n ¼ 0.15). A good cover should promote losses and delay the
runoff.

For the smoother surfaces, the velocity of the runoff increased
and the losses decreased, which resulted in increasing runoff vol-
umes. This occurred both when the ground cover under the panels
was changed to gravel and when the cover in the spacer section was
changed to bare ground. Owing to the higher velocities of the flow,
runoff rates from the cells increased significantly such that it was
necessary to reduce the computational time increment. Fig. 4(a)
shows the hydrograph from a 30-panel area with a time incre-
ment of 12 s. With a time increment of 12 s, the water in each cell
is discharged at the end of every time increment, which results in no
attenuation of the flow; thus, the undulations shown in Fig. 4(a)
result. The time increment was reduced to 3 s for the 2-h storm,
which resulted in watershed smoothing and a rational hydrograph
shape [Fig. 4(b)]. The results showed that the storm runoff

increased by 7% from the grass-covered scenario to the scenario
with gravel under the panel. The peak discharge increased by
73% for the gravel ground cover when compared with the grass
cover without the panels. The time to peak was 10 min less with
the gravel than with the grass, which reflects the effect of differ-
ences in surface roughness and the resulting velocities.

If maintenance vehicles used the spacer section regularly and the
grass cover was not adequately maintained, the soil in the spacer
section would be compacted and potentially the runoff volumes and
rates would increase. Grass that is not maintained has the potential
to become patchy and turn to bare ground. The grass under the
panel may not get enough sunlight and die. Fig. 1 shows the result
of the maintenance trucks frequently driving in the spacer section,
which diminished the grass cover.

The effect of the lack of solar farm maintenance on runoff char-
acteristics was modeled by changing the Manning’s n to a value of
0.02 for bare ground. In this scenario, the roughness coefficient
for the ground under the panels, i.e., the dry section, as well as in
the spacer cell was changed from grass covered to bare ground
(n ¼ 0.02).The effects were nearly identical to that of the gravel.
The runoff volume increased by 7% from the grass-covered to the
bare-ground condition. The peak discharge increased by 72% when
compared with the grass-covered condition. The runoff for the bare-
ground condition also resulted in an earlier time to peak by approx-
imately 10 min. Two other conditions were also modeled, showing
similar results. In the first scenario, gravel was placed directly
under the panel, and healthy grass was placed in the spacer section,
which mimics a possible design decision. Under these conditions,
the peak discharge increased by 42%, and the volume of runoff
increased by 4%, which suggests that storm-water management
would be necessary if gravel is placed anywhere.

Fig. 5 shows two solar panels from a solar farm in New Jersey.
The bare ground between the panels can cause increased runoff
rates and reductions in time of concentration, both of which could
necessitate storm-water management. The final condition modeled
involved the assumption of healthy grass beneath the panels and
bare ground in the spacer section, which would simulate the con-
dition of unmaintained grass resulting from vehicles that drive over
the spacer section. Because the spacer section is 53% of the cell, the
change in land cover to bare ground would reduce losses and de-
crease runoff travel times, which would cause runoff to amass as it

Fig. 4. Hydrograph with time increment of (a) 12 s; (b) 3 s with
Manning’s n for bare ground

Fig. 5. Site showing the initiation of bare ground below the panels,
which increases the potential for erosion (photo by John Showler,
reprinted with permission)
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moves downgradient. With the spacer section as bare ground, the
peak discharge increased by 100%, which reflected the increases in
volume and decrease in timing. These results illustrate the need for
maintenance of the grass below and between the panels.

Design Suggestions

With well-maintained grass underneath the panels, the solar panels
themselves do not have much effect on total volumes of the runoff
or peak discharge rates. Although the panels are impervious, the
rainwater that drains from the panels appears as runoff over the
downgradient cells. Some of the runoff infiltrates. If the grass cover
of a solar farm is not maintained, it can deteriorate either because of
a lack of sunlight or maintenance vehicle traffic. In this case, the
runoff characteristics can change significantly with both runoff
rates and volumes increasing by significant amounts. In addition,
if gravel or pavement is placed underneath the panels, this can also
contribute to a significant increase in the hydrologic response.

If bare ground is foreseen to be a problem or gravel is to be
placed under the panels to prevent erosion, it is necessary to
counteract the excess runoff using some form of storm-water man-
agement. A simple practice that can be implemented is a buffer strip
(Dabney et al. 2006) at the downgradient end of the solar farm. The
buffer strip length must be sufficient to return the runoff character-
istics with the panels to those of runoff experienced before the
gravel and panels were installed. Alternatively, a detention basin
can be installed.

A buffer strip was modeled along with the panels. For approxi-
mately every 200 m of panels, or 29 cells, the buffer must be 5 cells
long (or 35 m) to reduce the runoff volume to that which occurred
before the panels were added. Even if a gravel base is not placed
under the panels, the inclusion of a buffer strip may be a good prac-
tice when grass maintenance is not a top funding priority. Fig. 6
shows the peak discharge from the graveled surface versus the length
of the buffer needed to keep the discharge to prepaneled peak rate.

Water draining from a solar panel can increase the potential for
erosion of the spacer section. If the spacer section is bare ground,
the high kinetic energy of water draining from the panel can cause
soil detachment and transport (Garde and Raju 1977; Beuselinck
et al. 2002). The amount and risk of erosion was modeled using
the velocity of water coming off a solar panel compared with
the velocity and intensity of the rainwater. The velocity of panel

runoff was calculated using Manning’s equation, and the velocity
of falling rainwater was calculated using the following:

Vt ¼ 120 d0.35
r ð1Þ

where dr = diameter of a raindrop, assumed to be 1 mm. The re-
lationship between kinetic energy and rainfall intensity is

Ke ¼ 916þ 330 log10i ð2Þ

where i = rainfall intensity (in:=h) and Ke = kinetic energy (ft-tons
per ac-in. of rain) of rain falling onto the wet section and the panel,
as well as the water flowing off of the end of the panel (Wischmeier
and Smith 1978). The kinetic energy (Salles et al. 2002) of the rain-
fall was greater than that coming off the panel, but the area under
the panel (i.e., the product of the length, width, and cosine of the
panel angle) is greater than the area under the edge of the panel
where the water drains from the panel onto the ground. Thus,
dividing the kinetic energy by the respective areas gives a more
accurate representation of the kinetic energy experienced by the
soil. The energy of the water draining from the panel onto the
ground can be nearly 10 times greater than the rain itself falling
onto the ground area. If the solar panel runoff falls onto an un-
sealed soil, considerable detachment can result (Motha et al.
2004). Thus, because of the increased kinetic energy, it is pos-
sible that the soil is much more prone to erosion with the panels
than without. Where panels are installed, methods of erosion
control should be included in the design.

Conclusions

Solar farms are the energy generators of the future; thus, it is im-
portant to determine the environmental and hydrologic effects of
these farms, both existing and proposed. A model was created
to simulate storm-water runoff over a land surface without panels
and then with solar panels added. Various sensitivity analyses were
conducted including changing the storm duration and volume, soil
type, ground slope, panel angle, and ground cover to determine the
effect that each of these factors would have on the volumes and
peak discharge rates of the runoff.

The addition of solar panels over a grassy field does not have
much of an effect on the volume of runoff, the peak discharge, nor
the time to peak. With each analysis, the runoff volume increased
slightly but not enough to require storm-water management facili-
ties. However, when the land-cover type was changed under the
panels, the hydrologic response changed significantly. When gravel
or pavement was placed under the panels, with the spacer section
left as patchy grass or bare ground, the volume of the runoff in-
creased significantly and the peak discharge increased by approx-
imately 100%. This was also the result when the entire cell was
assumed to be bare ground.

The potential for erosion of the soil at the base of the solar pan-
els was also studied. It was determined that the kinetic energy of the
water draining from the solar panel could be as much as 10 times
greater than that of rainfall. Thus, because the energy of the water
draining from the panels is much higher, it is very possible that soil
below the base of the solar panel could erode owing to the concen-
trated flow of water off the panel, especially if there is bare ground
in the spacer section of the cell. If necessary, erosion control meth-
ods should be used.

Bare ground beneath the panels and in the spacer section is
a realistic possibility (see Figs. 1 and 5). Thus, a good, well-
maintained grass cover beneath the panels and in the spacer section
is highly recommended. If gravel, pavement, or bare ground isFig. 6. Peak discharge over gravel compared with buffer length
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deemed unavoidable below the panels or in the spacer section, it
may necessary to add a buffer section to control the excess runoff
volume and ensure adequate losses. If these simple measures are
taken, solar farms will not have an adverse hydrologic impact from
excess runoff or contribute eroded soil particles to receiving
streams and waterways.
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