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The World’s First Power Plant to Combine 

Hydro and Solar Opens in Portugal  
Source: huffingtonpost.com 

Published: July 7, 2017 

The first-of-its-kind project could be a model for states like Washington and Oregon, and 

countries like Brazil, that depend heavily on hydroelectricity. 

By Alexander C. Kaufman 

The debate around energy in the United States at times devolves into quasi-tribal disputes over 

the merits of one power source over another. Often this pits renewable energy against entrenched 

fossil fuels. But sometimes carbon-free energy sectors, such as solar and hydropower, go head to 

head over which is cleaner. 

Not so in Portugal, where officials in Montalegre inaugurated the world’s first hydro-solar power 

station this week. The Alto Rabagão dam, near the country’s northern border with Spain, added 

840 floating solar panels earlier this year, boosting the plant’s total peak capacity by 220 

kilowatts. The rig of solar panels is about the size of what might be placed atop a large 

warehouse. 

The project is expected to generate 332 megawatts per hour in its first year, enough to power 100 

homes for a year. 

It’s a relatively modest development, but it offers big potential. Energias de Portugal, the utility 

giant behind the project, operates a large business in Brazil, where over 70 percent of power 

generation comes from hydro plants. If the cocktail of hydro and solar at Alto Rabagão proves 

successful, the project could be a model for meeting Brazil’s electricity demand, which is 

expected to more than triple by 2050. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/hydro-solar-plant_us_595f96dee4b02e9bdb0c0fa6?section=us_green
http://grist.org/living/whats-better-new-solar-panels-or-old-hydropower/
http://grist.org/living/whats-better-new-solar-panels-or-old-hydropower/
http://www.altenergymag.com/article/2017/02/a-world-premiere--the-first-hybrid-fpv-and-hydroelectric-dam-power-plant-system/25693
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=27472
http://www.elp.com/articles/2014/08/brazil-electricity-use-to-increase-threefold-by-2050.html
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Local officials inaugurated the floating solar panels at Alto Rabagão dam on July 6 

 

 

Hydropower accounts for 6.5 percent of U.S. electricity generation, making it the country’s 

largest source of renewable energy. It’s well above the 0.9 percent generated from solar panels, 

according to data from the U.S. Energy Information Administration. Hydroelectricity plants are 

among the nation’s oldest power stations and generate large percentages of electricity in 

Northwestern states such as Washington, Oregon and California. Floating solar panels offer a 

means of expanding those plants’ capacity without embarking on costly dam reconstruction. 

In June, China switched on the world’s largest floating solar farm, a 40-megawatt project on a 

man-made lake near the city of Huainan. The second-biggest project opened on the Queen 

Elizabeth II reservoir on the outskirts of London last year. In March 2016, Brazil began 

construction on a small floating solar pilot project at a dam deep in the Amazon. 

But Portugal’s Alto Rabagão is the first project where the floating panels work in tandem with 

the dam’s hydroelectric rotors, according to Manan Parikh, a renewable energy analyst at the 

Boston-based firm GTM Research. That means the solar panels help meet electricity demand that 

surges in the late afternoon or early evening, when people are coming home from work. 

“This is the first hydro-plus-PV project,” Parikh told HuffPost by phone Friday morning, using 

the industry shorthand for the photovoltaic cells that convert sunshine into power. “There have 

been other instances, but they’re all floating solar projects on lakes. They’re not working with 

the hydro project.” 

  

https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.php?id=427&t=3
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=30312
http://www.capitalpress.com/Washington/20150318/wanapum-dam-repairs-nearing-completion
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/society/article/2096667/china-flips-switch-worlds-biggest-floating-solar-farm
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/feb/29/worlds-biggest-floating-solar-farm-power-up-outside-london
http://projectearth.us/brazil-launches-revolutionary-plan-to-float-solar-panel-1796423757
http://projectearth.us/brazil-launches-revolutionary-plan-to-float-solar-panel-1796423757
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Floating solar panels at Alto Rabagão dam, the world’s first combined hydro and floating 

photovoltaic project, were officially inaugurated on July 6, 2017, in Montalegre, Portugal. 

Energias de Portugal (EDP) has started a pilot operation with 2,500 square meters of solar 

floating panels that are able to annually generate more than 300 megawatts per hour. Their 

production is combined with that of the dam. 

 
Horacio Villalobos/Corbis via Getty Images 

 

Underwater stretching cables hold the floating solar panels in place. 
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Wires stretch from floating solar panels to Alto Rabagão dam, which produces most of its power 

with hydroelectric rotors. 

 
Horacio Villalobos/Corbis via Getty Images 

 

Miguel Patena, equipment engineering and innovation director at EDP Production, briefs 

journalists this week on floating solar panels’ daily energy generation at the dam. 
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The panels sit atop the dammed mouth of the Rabagão River, near the shore. 

 
Horacio Villalobos/Corbis via Getty Images 

 

Here’s a view of the panels from the dam. 
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Horacio Villalobos/Corbis via Getty Images 

 

Workers access the panels by boat.

 


