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Abstract

Solar panels in Senegal face harsh conditions, including high humidity (70–

80%), scorching temperatures (30–40 ◦C), and heavy Saharan dust buildup, which

can cut energy output by up to 20% (5; 9). Our research focuses on developing

nanostructured zinc oxide (ZnO) sensors to boost the performance and reliability of

these systems. Using a robust approach combining Design of Experiments (DoE),

multi-physics simulations, and Monte Carlo methods, we optimized sensor designs

to measure solar irradiance with a high accuracy of 1.5W/m2 (RMSE, R2 = 0.99,

MAE = 0.8W/m2). These sensors outperform typical commercial alternatives and

improve dust detection by 16% compared to silicon-based sensors, enabling early

maintenance. For a 20 solar plant in Senegal, our simulations show these sensors,

through smart cleaning schedules, could increase annual energy production by 15%,

from 32 to 36.8GWh. This innovation paves the way for more efficient solar farms

in challenging tropical climates.
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1 Introduction

Solar panels in Senegal’s sun-rich regions face significant challenges. High humidity,

intense heat, and Saharan dust can slash energy output by up to 20% (5; 9). Real-time

monitoring is critical to diagnose performance issues and plan maintenance, like

cleaning dust off panels. However, standard sensors often fall short in accuracy and

reliability under these harsh conditions, with pyranometers showing uncertainties of

1–5W/m2 and temperature sensors varying by 0.1–0.5 ◦C.

Zinc oxide (ZnO) nanostructures offer a promising solution. With a wide bandgap of

3.37 eV and high electron mobility ( 200 cm2/(V s)), ZnO is ideal for sensitive, stable,

and cost-effective sensors (1; 2; 6). Building on prior work (4), we aim to design ZnO

nanofilm sensors tailored for Senegal’s climate to:

1. Accurately measure solar irradiance and panel temperature.

2. Ensure durability and reliability in tropical environments.

3. Show, through simulations, how these sensors improve solar farm efficiency via

smart maintenance.

2 Methodology

2.1 Sensor Design

We designed ZnO nanofilm sensors (80–150 nm thick) deposited on glass substrates

with silver electrodes and protected by a fluoropolymer coating for durability. The

sensors are designed to perform three key functions:

1. Solar Irradiance Sensors: These measure light intensity (300–1100 nm) for sili-

con solar cells by tracking resistance changes (∆R) with irradiance (I):

∆R = K · I · exp
(
− Ea

kBT

)
(1)
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where K = qµNdαeff, with αeff ≈ 104 1/cm, q = 1.6×10−19C, µ = 200 cm2/(V s),

Nd = 1018 1/cm3, Ea = 0.2 eV, kB = 8.617× 10−5 eV/K, and T = 308K (1; 2).

2. Temperature Sensors: These monitor 0–80 ◦C via resistance changes:

R(T ) = R0

[
1 + β(T − T0) + γ(T − T0)

2
]

(2)

where R0 = 100Ω, T0 = 25 ◦C, β = 0.004 1/K, and γ = 10−5 1/K2 (6).

3. Dust Sensors: These detect dust via Mie scattering, with scattering cross-section:

σs =
2π

λ2

∞∑
n=1

(2n+ 1)
(
|an|2 + |bn|2

)
(3)

for λ = 550 nm, SiO2 particles (refractive index 1.45, size 0.5–50 µm) (3).

2.2 Simulation Setup

Simulations mimicked Senegal’s climate: 5.5 kWh/(m2 d) insolation, 75% humidity,

35 ◦C, and dust buildup of 0.5–2mg/cm2 (5; 9). We assumed uniform ZnO films and

spherical dust particles for simplicity. Daily irradiance followed a Lorentzian function:

I(t) = A
1+(γ(t−t0))2

, with A = 950W/m2, t0 = 12 h, and γ = 4h. Dust attenuation used

σs = σ0 exp(kρd), with σ0 = 0.01 1/cm and k = 0.1 cm2/mg. Gaussian Process

Regression (GPR) with a radial basis kernel predicted sensor performance, evaluated by

R2 and RMSE (7).

2.3 Optimization

We conducted a 3x3 factorial experiment, testing three film thicknesses (80, 120,

150 nm) and three Al doping levels (0%, 1.5%, 3
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2.4 Solar Panel Efficiency

Panel efficiency (η) was modeled considering temperature and dust:

η = η0 · [1− κ(Tmodule − Tref)− δρd] (4)

where η0 = 18%, κ = 0.004 1/◦C, Tref = 25 ◦C, Tmodule = 35 ◦C, and δ = 0.05 cm2/mg

(5). Sensors enable smart dust management, triggering cleaning to maintain efficiency.

3 Results and Analysis

3.1 Sensor Performance

Simulations showed that film thickness and Al doping significantly affect accuracy

(p < 0.001). The optimal setup—a 120 nm film with 3% Al doping—achieved an

optimized irradiance RMSE of 1.5W/m2 (R2 = 0.99, MAE = 0.8W/m2),

outperforming typical commercial alternatives.
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(a) Film Thickness

(b) Al Doping

Figure 1: Main effects plots showing the impact of (a) film thickness and (b) Al doping on ir-
radiance RMSE. Lower RMSE means better accuracy. Error bars show ±1σ from Monte Carlo
simulations.

Analysis of Figure 1: The plots show that a 120 nm thickness minimizes RMSE, with

deviations increasing error (Figure 1a). Higher Al doping up to 3% improves accuracy,

likely by boosting charge carriers (Figure 1b). Smaller error bars at the optimal point
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suggest robust performance, critical for manufacturing and field use.

Figure 2: Heatmap of sensor accuracy (RMSE) versus film thickness and Al doping. The red star
at (120nm Film Thickness, 3% Al Doping) marks the optimal point, corresponding to the lowest
RMSE of 1.5 W/m2 (indicated by the yellow region on the color bar).

Analysis of Figure 2: The heatmap clearly highlights the optimal combination of

120 nm thickness and 3% doping, where RMSE is lowest (yellow region, approximately

1.5 W/m2). Color gradients show how accuracy drops with deviations, emphasizing the

need for precise engineering.

Table 1: Simulated performance of optimized ZnO sensors and impact on a 20 solar plant in
Senegal.

Metric Value Context

Irradiance RMSE 1.5W/m2 ZnO Sensor

Irradiance MAE 0.8W/m2 ZnO Sensor

Dust Detection Gain 16% Vs. Si Sensors

Energy Increase 15% (32 to

36.8GWh)

20 Plant
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3.2 Solar Farm Impact

For a 20 plant, ZnO sensors maintain efficiency at 17.28% by triggering cleaning at

0.5mg/cm2 dust levels, preventing drops below 13%. Extrapolating this optimized daily

performance, our simulations project an annual energy output increase of 15% for a 20

plant, from 32 to 36.8GWh, through smart cleaning schedules.

Figure 3: Daily irradiance profile for Bokhol, Senegal. Blue dots: Simulated ZnO sensor data with
realistic fluctuations. Black line: True Global Horizontal Irradiance (GHI). Green dashed line:
GPR-Enhanced Prediction (±2.0W/m2 interval). Red dotted line: Conventional Pyranometer
Data with higher noise.

Analysis of Figure 3: The ZnO sensor data (blue dots) closely tracks the true irradiance

(black line), capturing cloud and aerosol effects. The GPR prediction (green dashed line)

is precise, unlike the noisier pyranometer data (red dotted line), highlighting ZnO’s

superior real-time monitoring.
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Figure 4: Panel efficiency versus dust accumulation. Blue line: Without sensor-triggered clean-
ing, showing non-linear loss. Red dashed line: With sensor-triggered cleaning, maintaining high
efficiency. Shaded areas: ±1σ. Purple dotted line: Cleaning threshold (0.5 mg/cm2). The anno-
tation indicates a 15% Annual Energy Gain from 32.0 GWh to 36.8 GWh.

Analysis of Figure 4: Without cleaning (blue line), efficiency drops sharply with dust.

Sensor-triggered cleaning (red dashed line) keeps efficiency near 17.28% at a

0.5mg/cm2 threshold, reducing variability and boosting output by 15%.

4 Discussion

Our ZnO sensors offer a breakthrough for solar farms in tropical climates, with

simulated accuracies surpassing typical commercial sensors (1; 2). Their 16% better dust

detection enables predictive maintenance, cutting energy losses and cleaning costs (5).

However, our dust model assumes spherical particles, while Saharan dust is irregular,

potentially affecting scattering (9). Field tests in Senegal are needed to validate these

results. Integrating these sensors into IoT systems could further enhance real-time

control, revolutionizing solar energy management in Africa and beyond.
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5 Conclusion

Our nanostructured ZnO sensors show promise for transforming solar energy in

Senegal’s challenging climate. With simulated irradiance accuracy of 1.5W/m2 and

16% better dust detection, they enable a 15% energy boost (32 to 36.8GWh) for a 20

plant through smart cleaning. This cost-effective simulated solution offers a scalable

path to optimize solar farms. Future work will focus on field validation and IoT

integration for even greater efficiency.
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