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The potential flash glare a pilot could experience from a proposed 25-degree fixed-tilt flat-plate polycrystalline PV system located
outside of Las Vegas, Nevada, was modeled for the purpose of hazard quantification. Hourly insolation data measured via satellite
for the years 1998 to 2004 was used to perform the modeling. The theoretical glare was estimated using published ocular safety
metrics which quantify the potential for a postflash glare after-image. This was then compared to the postflash glare after-image
potential caused by smooth water. The results show that the potential for hazardous glare from flat-plate PV systems is similar to
that of smooth water and not expected to be a hazard to air navigation.

1. Introduction

Before construction of utility scale photovoltaic (PV) power
plants near airports or within known flight corridors in the
United States, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
requires that the glare from the proposed plant not be a haz-
ard to navigable airspace [1]. The purpose of this paper is
to demonstrate that glare from flat-plate PV power plants is
similar to that of water and therefore does not pose a hazard
to navigable airspace.

This was done by calculating the glare potential from a
theoretical flat-plate PV power plant located near Las Vegas,
Nevada, and comparing that glare to the glare potential of
smooth water.

To estimate potential glare from flat surfaces, a model
developed which used conservative assumptions. This model
is a generalization of work done by Ho et al. [1]. The model
calculated glare hourly from 1998 to 2004 to find the times
when the possibility for glare would be the greatest. The po-
tential for after-image (hazardous glare) was then compared
to the potential for hazardous glare from smooth water which
pilots often view while on approach to land.

2. Method

A review of published literature on modeling glare was con-
ducted. The effects of glare on humans has been quantified
by Metcalf and Horn [2], Saur and Dobrash [3], Severin et al.
[4], and Sliney and Freasier [5]. In other studies Brumleve
[6], Chiabrando et al. [7], and Ho et al. [1] developed mathe-
matical methods to quantify the potential danger of glare
causing flash blindness. Flash blindness is defined by Ho as a
“temporary disability or distraction” that can cause an after-
image and is understood to be comparable to what a human
experiences when viewing the flash of a camera.

Ho explains in detail various methods for modeling
glare from concentrating solar systems which use mirrors
and lenses to concentrate light onto a central receiver. This
technology is different than flat-plate PV modules which
directly convert solar energy to electricity. However, the after-
image estimation method Ho outlines for concentrating
solar systems is easily generalized to flat-plate PV modules.
The flow diagram in Figure 1 shows the general method
implemented to translate solar radiation to the after-image
potential caused by energy received on an observer’s retina.
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Figure 1: Energy flow diagram.

The subsections below provide more detail for each step of
the process.

2.1. Insolation. The SUNY-Perez Satellite dataset was used
for modeling glare. The National Renewable Energy Labora-
tory (NREL) compiled this dataset for the years 1998 to 2005
on an hourly basis for a 10 × 10 km nationwide grid.

Solar radiation in the visible spectrum can be broken up
into two primary components, diffuse and direct. Diffuse
radiation is defined as radiation that has been scattered by
the atmosphere. Direct radiation, also commonly referred to
as beam, is radiation which moves from the source to the ob-
server via the shortest distance possible without scattering.
For example, on a heavily overcast day when the sun is hi-
ghest in the sky (solar noon), it is probable that all insolation
is diffuse. On a clear day at solar noon, most of the insolation
reaching earth’s surface would be direct. Direct radiation is
the component of solar radiation that causes visible glare
from flat plate PV systems.

2.2. PV Module. The next step in the modeling process was
to quantify the amount of visible radiation would be reflected
off of a PV module for every hour from 1998 to 2004. The
year 2005 was omitted for computational reasons. This was
done by multiplying the power (Watts per square centimeter,
or W/cm2) of direct radiation with the reflectivity of the PV
module at the average incidence angle for each hour evalu-
ated.

Incidence angle is defined as the angle between the direct
component of insolation and a ray perpendicular to the
module. If the incidence angle is zero, the angle between the
surface of the module and the direct component of radiation
is 90◦. The reflectance at 633 nm of a polycrystalline silicon
(p-Si) PV module is a function of the incidence angle as seen
below in Figure 2 developed by Parretta et al. [8]. This reflec-
tance as a function of incidence angle was to determine how
much of the direct insolation in the visible spectrum would
be reflected off of the PV module and thus reach the observer.

The data shown above is for a glass encapsulated p-Si
solar cell. The use of this data is a conservative assumption
as the glass used to encapsulate the cell was not solar glass

and no antireflective coating applied to the p-Si cell. Actual
p-Si modules would likely have lower reflectance values as
textured glass, and antireflective coatings are often used to
reduce reflected irradiance and increase module efficiency.

The power of the reflected direct radiation was calculated
hourly from 1998 to 2004 using the reflectivity in Figure 2,
satellite data from NREL, and established sun position equa-
tions. The use of hourly data allows quantification of how the
power of the reflected direct radiation will vary as the sun
moves across the sky.

2.3. Energy at the Cornea. An assumption was made that the
power of the direct radiation reflected off of the PV module
was equal to the power incident on the cornea of the pilot.
This is a conservative assumption as it ignores atmospheric
attenuation, refraction, and further reflection. While it is
likely that there will be energy diffusion or absorption due to
the atmosphere, cockpit glass, or shielding, these effects were
ignored during this initial estimation. Later calculations took
these potential mitigation efforts into account, as can be seen
in Figure 7.

2.4. Retinal Irradiance. The last step in the modeling process
was to calculate retinal irradiance hourly from 1998 to 2004.
Retinal irradiance can be calculated us a derivation provided
by Sliney [9] from the energy incident on the cornea as

Er = Ec

(
dp
f ω

)2

τ, (1)

where Er is retinal irradiance [W/cm2], Ec is irradiance at a
plane in front of the cornea [W/cm2], f is the focal length
of the eye (∼0.17 cm), dp is the diameter of the human pupil
adjusted to sunlight (∼0.2 cm), ω is the subtended angle of
the image (or apparent size of the image which in the case of
the sun is 0.0093 radians), and τ is the transmission coeffi-
cient of the eye (∼0.5). This equation assumes that the arc of
a circle f is equal to its chord, which is a good approximation
for small angles such as these.
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Figure 2: Reflectance as a Function of Incident Angle [8].

3. Ocular Safety Metrics

Next, the calculated values of retinal irradiances were com-
pared to known ocular safety metrics. Extensive research has
been done on ocular safety metrics and how to calculate the
potential for after-image or retinal burns from radiation in
the visible wavelengths. The threshold for retinal irradiance
corresponding to the potential for retinal burns has been
defined as

Er,burn = 0.118
ω

for ω < 0.118,

Er,burn = 1 for ω ≥ 0.118,

(2)

where Er,burn is the retinal burn threshold [W/m2] and ω is
the subtended angle of the sun or 0.0093 radians, Ho et al.
[1], and Sliney and Freasier [5]. Ho also compiled data from
Metcalf and Horn [2], Severin et al. [4], and Saur and Do-
brash [3] to find a fit corresponding to the minimal retinal
irradiances that caused after-image (glare). This is calculated
by

Er,flash = 3.59× 10−5

ω1.77
, (3)

where Er,flash is the threshold for potential after image
[W/cm2]. Ho then plotted both of these thresholds and the
three regions these thresholds define (potential for retinal
burn, potential for after-image, and low potential for after-
image) which are illustrated in Figure 3.

The subtended source angle is a function of the size of the
image viewed. For the purposes of this report, the image is a
reflection of the sun which causes the subtended angle to be
constant at 0.0093 radians or roughly 10 mrads.

4. Results

Retinal irradiance was calculated hourly from the years 1998
to 2004 for a fixed-tilt polycrystalline system under the as-
sumptions illustrated in Table 1. These results were then
compared to the same results from smooth water.

The assumption of a fixed-tilt system is conservative be-
cause, as seen in Figure 2, the reflected component of irra-
diances increases as incidence angle increases. Having the

Table 1: Retinal irradiance assumptions.

Module type Polycrystalline silicon (p-Si)

Module Tilt/Azimuth 25◦/0◦

Atmospheric attenuation between the
module and the pilot’s eye?

No

Subtended angle of the sun 0.00093 radians

Diameter of the pupil in sunlight 0.2 cm

Focal length of the eye 0.0017 cm

Transmission coefficient of the eye 0.5

Table 2: Retinal irradiances.

Median∗ [W/cm2] Maximum [W/cm2]

Fixed-tilt p-Si 0.23 0.45

Smooth water 0.13 0.38

Low potential for an after-image <0.10 W/cm2

Potential for after-image = 0.10 to 12.7 W/cm2

Potential for retinal burn ≥12.7 W/cm2

∗The median is calculated as the median of all hours with direct insolation
greater than 0.

system held at a fixed tilt increases the average incident angle
and therefore the average reflected irradiance.

The results of the calculations are displayed in Figure 4
and Table 2. Figure 4 shows retinal irradiances for all hours
in the six-year period when direct radiation was present. For
example, the blue bar furthest to the left in Figure 4 repre-
sents the number of hours in the years 1998 to 2004 where
retinal irradiance was between 0 and 0.02 W/cm2 (approxi-
mately 2250 hours). The potential for an after-image corre-
sponding to the different retinal irradiance powers are shown
based on the zones defined in Figure 3. The ranges of these
zones are quantified in Table 2, showing that a potential for
an after-image for both PV panels and smooth water exists
but is slight.

Table 2 shows that the median values of both distribu-
tions reside in the region “potential for an after-image.” The
histogram in Figure 4 shows that 79 to 88 percent of hourly
retinal irradiances from smooth water and fixed PV modules
fall in this region. However, all calculated retinal irradiances
fall in the bottom 5% of the region, indicating that although
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Figure 3: Potential impacts of retinal irradiance for a 0.15 s exposure from Ho et al. [1].
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Figure 4: Frequency distribution of retinal irradiance 1998 to 2004.

the glare hazard exists, it is relatively low. Figure 5 illustrates
this point by expanding the x-axis to the entire range of
retinal irradiances that would be classified as “potential for
an after-image.” The major difference between this figure and
the one developed by Ho in Figure 3 is the use of a linear, not
logarithmic scale.

Figure 6 displays the maximum value of hourly glare
(highest retinal irradiance) from smooth water and fixed tilt
p-Si PV modules plotted onto Figure 3.

As can be seen from Figure 6, the maximum glare from a
solar PV array using conservative assumptions is expected to
be comparable to that of smooth water. This maximum value
is in the region defined as “potential for after-image” where
a potential exists, but the potential is on the low end of the
range.

The nuisance of glare for pilots cannot be completely
avoided. Therefore, it is typically mitigated using darkened
visors, sunglasses, and glare shields. If these objects are man-
ufactured to meet American National Standards Institute
(ANSI) Standard Z80.3-2001 [10], they will reduce the inten-
sity of retinal irradiance by roughly 70 percent. A 70 percent
reduction of retinal irradiances from radiation reflected off
of water and PV modules move all retinal irradiance values
below 0.14 W/cm2 as displayed below in Figure 7. Under
these conditions, 92 percent of the hours over the six-year
period investigated for solar PV would now be in the “low
potential” zone in Las Vegas.

5. Conclusions

The potential flash glare a pilot could experience was mod-
eled from a proposed 25-degree fixed-tilt flat-plate poly-
crystalline PV array installed outside of Las Vegas, Nevada.
Hourly insolation data measured onsite via satellite from
the years 1998 to 2004 was used to perform this modeling.
These results were then compared to the potential glare from
smooth water under the same assumptions. The comparison
of the results showed that the potential for glare from flat
plate PV systems is comparable to that of smooth water and
not expected to be a hazard to air navigation.

Glare from ground-based objects can be a nuisance to
pilots if proper mitigation procedures are not implemented.
Portland white cement concrete (which is a common con-
crete for runways), snow, and structural glass all have re-
flectivities greater than water and flat plate PV modules as
shown by Levinson and Akbari [11], Nakamura etal. [12] and
Hutchins et al. [13]. Pilots viewing these objects under spe-
cific conditions may experience a distracting level of glare.

The nuisance of glare cannot be completely avoided.
Therefore, it is typically mitigated using darkened visors,
sunglasses, and glare shields. If these objects are manufac-
tured to meet ANSI Standard Z80.3-2001 [10], they will re-
duce the intensity of retinal irradiance by roughly 70 percent.
A 70-percent reduction of retinal irradiances from radiation
reflected off of water and PV modules move all retinal
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irradiance values below 0.14 W/cm2. Under these conditions,
92 percent of the hours over the six-year period investigated
for solar PV would now be in the “low potential” zone at Las
Vegas.

Highlights

(i) Ocular safety metrics were used to quantify the po-
tential for hazardous glare from a photovoltaic system
hourly.

(ii) The results show that the glare hazard from smooth
water and flat plate photovoltaic systems are similar.

(iii) Glare mitigation is common and significantly reduces
glare hazards.

Abbreviations

ANSI: American National Standards Institute
NREL: National Renewable Energy Labs
PV: Photovoltaic
p-Si: Polycrystalline silicon.
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