Fremont's Solyndra Goes From Stealth to Solar Star
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Solyndra, the noisiest stealth start-up in Silicon Valley, emerges today as a solar heavyweight.

The company, based in Fremont in a series of large buildings visible from Interstate 880, says it has orders for $1.2 billion worth of its solar panels over the next five years. It has raised more than $600 million and already has 500 employees. And it plans to construct a second, larger plant in Fremont next year.

Solyndra comes to market with an innovative design, making cylindrical solar cells that resemble fluorescent bulbs. It uses a combination of elements — and not silicon— to create the semiconductor material used in its photovoltaic solar cells. And it targets a specific market — the flat roofs atop thousands of commercial buildings around the world.

"There's a vast underutilized resource for generating solar power, and it's right over our heads," Chris Gronet, Solyndra's chief executive officer, said in an interview. "There's over 30 billion square feet of large, flat commercial rooftop space (in the United States). If we covered that with our solar panels, that would generate 150 gigawatts, enough electricity to generate power for 15 percent of U.S. homes."

The company, formed in 2005, started shipping solar panels in July. To date, the largest installation of its panels is the 50-kilowatt system on its own roof, but Kelly Truman, Solyndra's marketing vice president, expects larger systems to be in place before the end of the year. 

Solyndra differs from other solar companies in several ways. It makes solar panels from glass tubes, using 40 tubes per panel. Those panels are placed on racks about a foot above a roof's surface, thus taking advantage of the reflective light from the roof to generate more electricity. They aren't attached to the roof but held in place by gravity and the panel design, which allows the wind to blow through them, the company says. They snap in place, which cuts installation cost by 50 percent and installation time by two-thirds, Gronet said.

And because they don't need to be tilted, more of Solyndra's panels fit on a flat roof, he said.

The company uses a chemical mix of copper, indium, gallium and selenide, known as CIGS in the solar industry, as its reflective semiconductor material. The premise is that non-silicon thin-film photovoltaic solar offers a more affordable solution.

Gronet won't talk about the price of Solyndra's panel, saying it's part of the "negotiation dynamic" with the company's potential customers. But he said the promise of thin-film solar is based on its affordability.

"We have a clear path to grid parity, producing photovoltaic electricity at the same cost as 
conventional electricity from fossil fuels,'' Gronet said. 

Richard Branson, the billionaire entrepreneur and adventurer, thinks Solyndra has a good idea. Branson's Virgin Green Fund got pitches from 117 solar companies but invested in only one, Solyndra, said Anup Jacob, a partner in the fund's San Francisco office.

"They have the potential to become the next great energy company," he said.

One analyst offered a more cautious view of Solyndra.

"Obviously, they play in a quite crowded space," said Brian Fan, research director of the Cleantech Group, a San Francisco company offering data and strategic advice. "The big question, as with all other thin-film solar companies, is: Can these guys manufacture at commercial-scale production rates with high yields and at a reasonable cost per watt?"

Silicon Valley has become home to dozens of solar companies, from the publicly traded SunPower, which projects revenue to top $1 billion this year, to dozens of small start-ups. Local competitors creating CIGS-based solar panels include Nanosolar in San Jose, which recently raised $300 million and has said it is shipping panels, and Santa Clara's MiaSole, which has had some setbacks as it readies for production.

Solyndra, which also has facilities in Milpitas, has filed plans with the city of Fremont to construct a 600,000-square-foot factory just up the street from its first factory on Kato Road. 

Gronet, Solyndra's founder and CEO, spent 11 years at Applied Materials. Before that, he founded G-Squared Semiconductor, which was acquired by Applied, and worked at Sera Solar. He holds 20 patents and has a doctorate in semiconductor processing from Stanford University. His team includes Silicon Valley veterans who worked at Applied Materials, Novellus and Lam Research.

Until now, Solyndra had refused to answer questions from reporters about what it was doing. Still, it couldn't quite manage to stay out of the news:

· It renovated a building formerly used by Hitachi and Maxtor in south Fremont, adding glass walls and prominent Solyndra signs to announce itself to thousands of drivers during the morning and afternoon commutes. 

· This summer, two companies announced they would buy panels from Solyndra. Solar Power of Sacramento confirmed a $327 million order, while Phoenix Solar, a German company, ordered $681 million worth of Solyndra's panels. 

· In late 2007, Solyndra was one of 16 clean-tech companies deemed eligible for $4 billion worth of loan guarantees from the U.S. Department of Energy. Tesla Motors, the Silicon Valley electric carmaker, and Oakland's BrightSource Energy, a builder of solar-thermal plants, also made that list. 

ABOUT SOLYNDRA    www.solyndra.com 
What: Manufacturer of photovoltaic solar panels.

Where: 300,000-square-foot headquarters and heavily automated factory in Fremont, with plans to construct a larger, second factory (600,000 square feet) in 2009.

Employees: More than 500.

Executives: Chris Gronet, chief executive; Benjamin Bierman, vice president of global operations; Kelly Truman, vice president of marketing, sales and business development; W.G. "Bill" Stover, chief financial officer.

Founded: 2005, but operating in stealth mode until today.

Financing: More than $600 million

Orders: $1.2 billion over the next five years.
