Journal of Engineering and Development, Vol. 18, No.2, March 2014, ISSN 1813- 7822

Experimental Investigation Of An Evacuated-Tube Solar
Water Collector With Serpentine Through-Flow Pipe
Lecturer. Dr. Aouf A. Al-Tabbakh
Asst. Lecturer. Amer A. Mohammed
College of Eng., Mech. Eng. Dept.
Al-Mustansiriyah University

Abstract:
The present work deals with experimental study of an evacuated-tube (all-in-glass)
solar collector. The collector consists of 5 evacuated tubes filled with ordinary engine oil.
An additional stainless steel pipe is integrated with the tubes to carry the working fluid
(water). The steel pipe (through-flow pipe) is bent 5 times to form 5 U-shape turns. Each Uturn is immersed in a single evacuated tube. Oil acts as the heat transfer medium between
tube inner surface and the stainless steel pipe outer surface. Experiments are carried out
for several values of water mass flow rate and under various meteorological conditions
(irradiance, ambient temperature). Results show that the collector exhibits high conversion
efficiency and fast response to the affecting parameters (water inlet temperature changes,
clouding, replacement of oil) compared to conventional flat-plate collectors. However, the
limited number of tubes and the small diameter of the stainless steel pipe combined with its
large length (14 m) caused some fluctuations in the water flow rate at the pipe exit. To
enhance the performance of the system and make it suitable for higher loads (e.g. for
producing superheated steam) the number of evacuated tubes should be increased and the
stainless steel pipe diameter is increased and its length decreased.
Keywords: Evacuated-tubes solar collector, all-in-glass collector, serpentine solar collector.

دراﺳﺔ ﺗﺟرﯾﺑﯾﺔ ﻟﻣﺟﻣﻊ ﺷﻣﺳﻲ ﻣﺎﺋﻲ ذو اﻷﻧﺎﺑﯾب اﻟﻣﻔرﻏﺔ وﻣزود ﺑﺄﻧﺑوب ﻧﺎﻗل ﻣن اﻟﻧوع
اﻟﻣﻠﺗوي
 ﻋﺎﻣﺮ ﻋﺒﺪ ﷲ ﻣﺤﻤﺪ.م.م
 ﻋﻮف ﻋﺒﺪ اﻟﺮﺣﻤﻦ اﺣﻤﺪ اﻟﻄﺒﺎخ.د.م
 ﻛﻠﯿﺔ اﻟﮭﻨﺪﺳﺔ/ اﻟﺠﺎﻣﻌﺔ اﻟﻤﺴﺘﻨﺼﺮﯾﺔ
ﻗﺴﻢ اﻟﮭﻨﺪﺳﺔ اﻟﻤﯿﻜﺎﻧﯿﻜﯿﺔ

:اﻟﺧﻼﺻﺔ
 ﯾﺘﻜﻮن اﻟﻤﺠﻤﻊ ﻣﻦ ﺧﻤﺴﺔ أﻧﺎﺑﯿ ﺐ ﻣﻤﻠ ﻮءة.ﯾﺘﻨﺎول اﻟﺒﺤﺚ اﻟﺤﺎﻟﻲ دراﺳﺔ ﺗﺠﺮﯾﺒﯿﺔ ﻟﻤﺠﻤﻊ ﺷﻤﺴﻲ ذو اﻷﻧﺎﺑﯿﺐ اﻟﻤﻔﺮﻏﺔ
. ﻛﻤﺎ ﯾﺤﺘﻮي اﻟﻤﺠﻤﻊ ﻋﻠﻰ أﻧﺒﻮب ﻧﺎﻗﻞ ﻟﻠﻤﺎﺋﻊ اﻟﺸﻐﺎل )اﻟﻤ ﺎء( ﯾﺨﺘ ﺮق ﺗﺠ ﺎوﯾﻒ اﻷﻧﺎﺑﯿ ﺐ اﻟﻤﻔﺮﻏ ﺔ اﻟﺨﻤﺴ ﺔ.ﺑﺰﯾﺖ اﻟﻤﺤﺮﻛﺎت
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وﻟﻜﻲ ﯾﺘﻢ ذﻟﻚ ﺗﻢ ﻟﻲ اﻷﻧﺒﻮب اﻟﻨﺎﻗﻞ ﻓﻲ ﺧﻤﺲ ﻣﻨﺎطﻖ وﻋﻠﻰ ﻣﺴﺎﻓﺎت ﻣﺘﺴﺎوﯾﺔ ﻟﻠﺤﺼﻮل ﻋﻠﻰ ﺧﻤ ﺲ اﻟﺘ ﻮاءات ﺑﺸ ﻜﻞ ﺣ ﺮف
. ﺑﺤﯿﺚ ﯾﺪﺧﻞ ﻛﻞ ﺟﺰء ﻣﻠﺘﻮي ﻓﻲ واﺣﺪ ﻣﻦ اﻷﻧﺎﺑﯿﺐ اﻟﻤﻔﺮﻏﺔ اﻟﺨﻤﺴﺔU
ﯾﻌﻤﻞ اﻟﺰﯾﺖ داﺧﻞ ﺗﺠﺎوﯾﻒ اﻷﻧﺎﺑﯿﺐ ﻛﻮﺳﯿﻂ ﻻﻧﺘﻘﺎل اﻟﺤﺮارة ﺑﯿﻦ اﻟﺴﻄﺢ اﻟ ﺪاﺧﻠﻲ ﻟﻸﻧﺒ ﻮب اﻟﻤﻔ ﺮغ واﻟﺴ ﻄﺢ اﻟﺨ ﺎرﺟﻲ
.ﻟﻸﻧﺒﻮب اﻟﻨﺎﻗﻞ
 وﻗ ﺪ ﺑﯿﻨ ﺖ اﻟﻨﺘ ﺎﺋﺞ ﻛﻔ ﺎءة ﺗﺤﻮﯾ ﻞ.ﺗﻢ إﺟﺮاء اﻟﺘﺠﺎرب ﻟﻘﯿﻢ ﻣﺨﺘﻠﻔﺔ ﻣﻦ ﻣﻌﺪل ﺟﺮﯾﺎن اﻟﻤ ﺎء وﻓ ﻲ ظ ﺮوف ﺟﻮﯾ ﺔ ﻣﺨﺘﻠﻔ ﺔ
ﻋﺎﻟﯿﺔ ﻟﻠﻤﺠﻤﻊ واﺳﺘﺠﺎﺑﺔ ﺳﺮﯾﻌﺔ ﻟﻈﺮوف اﻟﺘﺸ ﻐﯿﻞ اﻟﻤﺨﺘﻠﻔ ﺔ واﻟﺘ ﻲ ﺗﺸ ﻤﻞ درﺟ ﺔ ﺣ ﺮارة اﻟ ﺪﺧﻮل ﻟﻠﻤ ﺎء أو وﺟ ﻮد اﻟﻐﯿ ﻮم أو
. ﻣﻘﺎرﻧﺔ ﻣﻊ اﻷﻧﻮاع اﻟﺘﻘﻠﯿﺪﯾﺔ ﻣﻦ اﻟﻤﺠﻤﻌﺎت اﻟﺸﻤﺴﯿﺔ اﻟﻤﺴﻄﺤﺔ،اﺳﺘﺒﺪال اﻟﺰﯾﺖ
 ﻣﺘ ﺮا ﻓﻘ ﺪ14 وﻟﻜﻦ ﻧﻈﺮا ﻟﻤﺤﺪودﯾﺔ ﻋﺪد اﻷﻧﺎﺑﯿﺐ اﻟﻤﻔﺮﻏﺔ واﻟﻘﻄﺮ اﻟﺼﻐﯿﺮ ﻟﻸﻧﺒﻮب اﻟﻨﺎﻗﻞ ﻣﻘﺮوﻧﺎ ﺑﻄﻮﻟﮫ اﻟﻜﺒﯿﺮ اﻟﺒ ﺎﻟﻎ
 وﻟ ﺬﻟﻚ وﻣ ﻦ اﺟ ﻞ ﺗﺤﺴ ﯿﻦ أداء اﻟﻤﺠﻤ ﻊ وﺟﻌﻠ ﮫ.ﻋﺎﻧﺖ اﻟﻤﻨﻈﻮﻣﺔ ﻣﻦ ﺗﺬﺑﺬب ﻓﻲ ﻣﻌ ﺪل اﻟﺠﺮﯾ ﺎن اﻟﺨ ﺎرج ﻣ ﻦ اﻷﻧﺒ ﻮب اﻟﻨﺎﻗ ﻞ
ﻣﻨﺎﺳﺒﺎ ﻷﺣﻤﺎل ﺣﺮارﯾﺔ أﻋﻠﻰ ﻗﺪ ﺗﻤﻜﻦ ﻣﻦ اﺳﺘﻌﻤﺎﻟﮫ ﻣﻮﻟﺪا ﻟﻠﺒﺨﺎر ﻓﯿﺠﺐ زﯾﺎدة ﻋ ﺪد اﻷﻧﺎﺑﯿ ﺐ اﻟﻤﻔﺮﻏ ﺔ وزﯾ ﺎدة ﻗﻄ ﺮ اﻷﻧﺒ ﻮب
.اﻟﻨﺎﻗﻞ وﺗﻘﻠﯿﻞ طﻮﻟﮫ

1. Introduction:
The crucial point in designing any solar collector is to allow maximum possible amount
of solar radiation to reach the absorber part of the collector, and concurrently, reducing
thermal losses from the absorber to the minimum. Evacuated-Tube Solar Collector (ETSC)
offers feasible solution to this problem. An evacuated tube is composed of two coaxial glass
tubes forming an annulus (Figure. 1). The space between the two tubes is evacuated to
eliminate convective losses. The outer tube is the transparent cover while the inner tube is the
absorber which is coated from outside (vacuum side) with a selective paint to maximize solar
absorptance. One end of the evacuated tube is closed while the other is left open. The solar
collector usually incorporates several evacuated tubes forming a parallel array.

Fig .(1) An evacuated tube shown from its open end.
Heat can be extracted from the tubes by a variety of ways. The simplest way is achieved
by the direct connection of the tubes to the storage unit. The working fluid can be either a
liquid or a gas. When water is used as the working fluid, it is directly circulated between the
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tank and tube cavity via natural circulation. The temperature range in this type is limited by
water boiling point. However, air or other gases may also be used as working fluids which
necessitates the use of an appropriate fan or blower to circulate the fluid.
The first systematic study on an ETSC was done by Eberlein (1976) [1]. He analyzed
thermal performance of an ETSC employing air as the working fluid. The solar collector
studied by Eberlein consisted of an array of several evacuated tubes. Air is introduced in the
middle way between top and bottom of each tube using additional concentric delivery
conduit. It circulates in the annular space between the delivery conduit and the absorbing
tube to collect solar thermal energy. This analytical study proposed several mathematical
models useful in the design of air ETSCs but it was not validated by experimental tests.
A detailed numerical study on the natural circulation inside the evacuated tube cavity was
done by Gaa F.O. et. al. (1998)[2]. A numerical model of the inclined open thermosyphon has
been developed using a finite difference algorithm to solve the vorticity vector potential form
of the Navier-Stokes equations. The study was experimentally verified using laser doppler
anemometry to measure the velocity profile at the tube exit.
Bae C.H. et. al. (2006)[3] experimentally studied a concentric evacuated tube solar
collector with axially grooved heat pipe. The collector was designed, constructed, and tested
at transient conditions to study its performance for different cooling water mass flow rates as
well as different inlet cooling water temperatures. The experimental results showed that the
mass flow rate has a significant effect on the collector efficiency. Subsequently, long term
thermal performance of system can be predicted by giving an annual solar fraction of about
73% for all the hot water system of a house of four people in summer.
A system similar to that studied by Eberlein was adopted by Kim J.T. et. al. (2007)[4] who
conducted a numerical investigation of all-glass vacuum tubes with coaxial fluid conduits.
Water (instead of air) is heated as it flows through the coaxial fluid conduit inserted in each
tube. The space between the exterior of the fluid conduit and the glass tube inner surface is
filled with antifreeze solution to facilitate the heat transfer between them. The study proposed
one dimensional model that is validated by experimental data.
Zhang X.R. and Yamaguchi H. (2008)[5] experimentally studied a different design of the
working fluid pipe used to extract energy from the evacuated tube. They used a U-shape
stainless steel pipe equipped with especially designed fin. One U-shape pipe with a fin is
inserted in each evacuated tube. Supercritical CO2 is circulated in the U-shape pipe as the
working fluid. The study shows the potential of using CO2 in power generation via evacuatedtube solar collector array.
Budihardjo I. and Morrison G.L. (2009)[6] studied The performance of water-in-glass
evacuated tube solar water heaters using experimental measurements of optical and heat loss
characteristics and a simulation model of the thermosyphon circulation in single-ended tubes.
The performance of water-in-glass evacuated tube solar collector systems are compared with
flat plate solar collectors in a range of locations. The performance of a typical 30 tube
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evacuated tube array was found to be lower than a typical 2 panel flat plate array for domestic
water heating in Sydney.
To obtain higher temperatures, other fluids with higher boiling temperatures my be used
either as working fluids or as intermediate media between the inner surface of the tube and the
main working fluid. In such a case, another pipe (through-flow pipe) must be inserted inside
each glass tube to circulate the main working fluid. The through-flow pipe is surrounded by
the fluid of the higher boiling temperature.
Despite the numerous researches found in the literature that tackled various the
evacuated-through-flow pipe configurations, many points are still not fully studied and
documented. One of such points of increasing interest is the use of evacuated-tube solar
collectors as steam generators. To achieve this that, efficient heat transfer between the tube
cavity and the through-flow pipe must be ensured. A feasible solution to that is by filling the
tube cavity with a liquid whose boiling temperature is far above that of water. This method is
adopted in the present work where engine oil (boiling temperature > 350oC) is used as the
heat transfer medium filling the tube cavity.

2. Experimental rig and test procedure:
The experimental rig consists of five evacuated glass tubes manufactured by Shentai
company (China) (Figures. 2 to 4). The specifications of the single tube is given in (Table 1).
Each tube is filled with appropriate quantity of engine oil (about 2.5 L of 20W50 oil). The oil
receives and collects the solar radiation penetrating the two walls of the evacuated tubes
causing a rapid increase in its temperature. To convey the heat accumulated in oil, a locally
manufactured stainless steel pipe (through-flow pipe) is inserted in the tube cavity so that the
oil surrounds it. A single long steel pipe (14 m) is shared by the five evacuated tubes. The
pipe is bent at 5 equally spaced locations to form 5 U-shape turns. Each turn is inserted in one
tube. The steel pipe, thus, takes a serpentine shape going from tube to tube sharing the five
tubes with the same water stream. This configuration resembles a serpentine flat-plate
collector without an absorber plate.
Water acting as working fluid is circulated inside the steel pipe by means of external
pump. The pump is equipped with a regulation valve to control the amount of mass flow rate
out of the pump. After adjusting the regulation valve the water mass flow rate is measured
manually by measuring the time required to collect a specified amount of water in a graduated
glass container. Pumping water in the steel pipe is necessary to maintain the flow of water
through this long and small diameter pipe. Such a pipe exhibits high frictional losses which
sometimes temporarily blocks the flow in the steel pipe (even with the pump being on)
causing a fluctuation in the water mass flow rate. This intermittence in flow rate appears more
clearly at higher temperatures when evaporation commences at some locations along the pipe.
Sudden formation of bubbles inside the small diameter pipe (13 mm ID) considerably
increases the frictional losses and causes a back pressure adverse to the pump head.
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Cold oil is filled in the cavities of the five evacuated tubes at the start of the testing period
(early morning hours). The period required for manually filling the five tubes (about 15
minutes) causes a rapid increase in oil temperature (ΔT=20oC) before starting the circulation
of water in the stainless steel pipe. This rapid increase in temperature is expected since the
convection losses from the oil is almost negligible and the oil quantity is relatively small
(about 2.5 L per tube). Any amount of solar radiation penetrating the double-glazed tube is
totally converted to an increase in oil temperature.
Test are carried out for about 4 to 5 hours around the solar noon. The data are collected at
an interval of 15 minutes. At each interval the water inlet and outlet temperatures are
measured along with the oil temperatures at the first and last tubes. Solar radiation intensity
(irradiance) and the ambient temperature are also measured and registered at each time
interval. The water mass flow rate is kept constant all over the whole test period. The test are
repeated for other values of mass flow rate on other testing days.

Fig .(2) The evacuated-tube solar collector under study.
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Fig .(3) Schematic view illustrating the steel pipe (red) immersed in the oil
(green).

Water

Vacuum
Oil

All dimensions in millimeters

Fig .(4) Cross-sectional top view illustrating two evacuated tubes.
(Table 1) System Specifications
Part
Dimension
Total length
1.8 m
Evacuated Tube
Inside diameter
4.5 cm
Outside diameter
5.7 cm
Total length
14 m
Penetration depth
1.4 m
Steel pipe
Inside diameter
1.3 cm
Outside diameter
1.5 cm
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3. Results and discussion:
Several tests were performed at several days using different water mass flow rate on each
day. Applying small mass flow rate produced larger difference between inlet and outlet
temperatures for both water and oil as can be seen by comparing (Figure. 5) with (Figure .8).
Using large mass flow rates is necessary to overcome the frictional losses inside the through
flow steel pipe. Fig. 5 shows that oil inlet temperature (oil temperature in the first tube) is
high in the first reading and rapidly decreases in the subsequent time intervals. Leaving the oil
inside the tube cavity without circulating water in the steel pipe even for a short period rapidly
increases oil temperature. Once water circulates in the steel pipe the oil temperature rapidly
decreases because oil delivers its heat to the water. The oil temperature ceases to decrease
after 11:15 a.m. where the difference between oil inlet and outlet temperatures remains
approximately constant till the end of test. This means that the incident solar energy is
employed in raising water temperature rather than oil. Oil in such case acts as a constant
temperature heat transfer medium. This fact is true for higher values of mass flow rate,
although the system in such a case requires more time to attain stability (not equilibrium) as
can be seen from Figures. (5 - 8).
It can also be seen from Figs. 7 and 8 that the larger mass flow rate considerably
decreases the temperature difference between the first and last tubes and both temperatures
are above the exit water temperature. While the small value of the mass flow rate makes the
water exit temperature lie between the oil inlet and exit temperatures.
In all conditions, the collector under consideration was not able to produce superheated
steam. Attaining high exit water temperature or steam is highly dependent on decreasing
water mass flow rate. However, working in low mass flow rate region produced unstable
operation due to the fluctuations in the exit mass flow rate. This fluctuations and the
temporary blockings in the steel pipe are results of high frictional losses in a small diameter
and long through flow pipe. Using higher mass flow rates although overcomes the losses in
one hand, it decreases the water outlet temperature on the other hand which in turn necessitate
the increase in collector interception area.
Therefore the efficient steam generation via an evacuated solar collector requires using a
relatively short through-flow steel pipe with moderate diameter to exclude the blocking and
fluctuation problems. To achieve a more steady flow of water and/or steam the collector
interception area should be increased to enable employing higher mass flow rates. The
relation between the collector geometry and the minimum mass flow rate necessary for a
steady operation requires more future investigations.
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4. Conclusions and suggestions for future work:
Experiments were carried out on a proposed design of an evacuated-tube solar collector
to find out its applicability to produce high temperature water or steam. It was found that
using long and small diameter through-flow pipe results in many operation problems caused
by high frictional losses inside the pipe. To overcome the problems a collector with larger
area and higher mass flow rate should be employed. It was also found that engine oil is an
efficient medium for heat transfer between the evacuated tube inner surface and the throughflow pipe outer surface. However other fluids may also be used in place of oil like anti-freeze
solutions or fluids with suspended nano-particles. The effects of changing the collector
geometry (pipe length and diameter) on the minimum mass flow rate necessary to overcome
friction and produce steam requires further future investigations.

Test Results on 29th Nov. 2012
for m = 4 L/hr
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Fig .(5) Variation of oil an water temperatures for a mass flow rate of 4 L/hr.
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Test Results on 6th Dec. 2012
for m = 2 L/hr
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Fig .(6) Variation of oil an water temperatures for a mass flow rate of 2 L/hr.

Test Results on 13th Dec. 2012
for m = 3 L/hr
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Fig .(7) Variation of oil an water temperatures for a mass flow rate of 3 L/hr.
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Test Results on 28th Mar. 2013
for m = 32 L/hr
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Fig .(8) Variation of oil an water temperatures for a mass flow rate of 32 L/hr.

Test Results on 17th Apr. 2013
for m = 22 L/hr
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Fig .(9) Variation of oil an water temperatures for a mass flow rate of 22 L/hr.
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