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Abstract: The extensive penetration in the energy mix of variable renewable energy sources, such as
wind and solar, guarantees boosting of the transition toward a decarbonized and sustainable energy
system as well as tackling of climate targets. However, the instability and unpredictability of such
sources predominantly affect their plant production. Thus, utility-scale energy storage is required
to aid in balancing supply and demand and, as a result, to prevent unbalances that might cause
issues at different grid levels. In the present study, the authors’ patented energy storage technology,
known as Integrated Energy Storage System (I-ESS), is combined with a 10 MW, solar plant. The
PV plant and the I-ESS unit function as a Virtual Power Plant (VPP). The selected VPP management
strategy attempts to optimize the daily hours during which the plant supplies steady power output.
Numerical simulations show that the VPP plant can effectively smooth the PV peak and manage
the power supply. In particular, by the definition of a novel metric expressing the ratio between
regular hours of power provided to the grid plus the energy stored in the backup unit and the total
number of hours in a year, the results show that the VPP regularity is relatively high in terms of PV
output, ranging from a low of 50% in December to a high of 87% in August. Thus, the proposed VPP
arrangement seems to be a promising technology for pushing toward the carbon-neutral transition.

Keywords: thermal energy storage; PV; Virtual Power Plant; constant power; fluctuation cut; energy
systems; digital twin

1. Introduction

The socioeconomic growth of nations is inextricably tied to energy availability or, in
other words, it is dependent on having access to a variety of energy sources at the lowest
feasible cost. Currently, only fossil fuels such as coal, crude oil and natural gas can provide
this requirement. However, population expansion is hastening energy consumption and
increasing the demand for and use of fossil fuels. Nonetheless, such a tendency raises
pollutant emissions and exacerbates global climate change. The worldwide increase in
CO; and greenhouse gas emissions, as well as the repercussions of climate change, have
compelled global society to respond by demanding tangible and practical steps capable
of altering how energy is generated and natural resources are managed. To this end,
two worldwide treaties were signed: the Kyoto Protocol [1] and the Paris Agreement [2].
Despite the world treaties, only the member state of the European Union (EU) agreed to set
stringent and binding targets for the years 2020 [3], 2030 [4] and 2050 [5] to push the energy
transition toward a renewable-based economy. Notwithstanding the achievement of the
targets set for 2020 [3] and the strenuous efforts to build a sustainable and decarbonized
power generation system, more than 77% of the EU’s greenhouse gas emissions still come
from the production and use of energy [6]; a considerable share that can compromise
the entire ambitious plan of becoming climate neutral by 2050. Therefore, to speed up
the installations of renewable-based plants, cut CO; and greenhouse gas emissions and
jump-start the economy after the devastating COVID-19 waves, the EU established the
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European Green Deal (EGD) [7]. The plan set ambitious greenhouse gas emission cuts. The
Paris Agreement set a reduction in CO, of at least of 40% by 2030 compared to 1990 levels,
while the EGD increased that target to at least 55%. Obviously, this is a big challenge for
the EU but relies on fine achievements. One above all is the emissions reduction reached in
2020 compared to the target fixed for that year in 2008. The goal was a reduction of 20%,
but, already in 2019, the registered reduction was equal to 24%. The percentage increased
to 31% in 2020 (partially due to the COVID-19 pandemic). Thus, although achieving
carbon neutrality in fewer than 30 years may be difficult, there will be many advantages.
Instead of using fossil fuels, the power industry will rely on Renewable Energy Sources
(RESs). Citizens may generate their own energy and the proportion of RESs in total energy
consumption may be increased up to 32%. The supplies will be secured and guaranteed
to be affordable. The energy market will be digitalized, integrated and networked. The
notion of energy efficiency will expand and the energy performance of the building will be
improved.

We have therefore understood that the EU’s objectives are far from simple, but we
must now understand what it means for a member state to implement such maneuvers. Let
us take Italy as an example. To fulfill the assigned goals, Italy has to add 10 GW of wind (of
which 0.9 GW will be offshore) and 30 GW), of solar (of which 0.88 GW,, will be concentrated
solar power) by 2030 [8]. This means jumping from 10.90 GW of wind and 21.65 GW,, of
solar installed in 2020 to 23.23 GW and 52 GW), respectively [9], a rise that could boost
renewable electricity production from 41.7% up to 55%, with significant benefits in terms of
greenhouse gas reduction and security in energy supplies. Such a transition is increasingly
essential, especially after 24 February, 2022, when Russia started military aggression against
Ukraine. From that date, the world’s energy and economic system equilibrium has been
completely disrupted and EU authorities were pushed to amend sanctions on Russia in
light of supporting Ukraine’s resistance. Such a set of political maneuvers provoked a cut
in Russia’s natural gas export, forcing the European Commission to act to avoid an energy
crisis [10] rapidly. The result is the REPower EU [11]: a plan to rapidly reduce dependence
on Russian fossil fuels and fast forward the green transition. This plan intends to increase
wind and solar installation, particularly in countries like Italy, where these resources are
abundant and the dependence on Russian natural gas is considerable compared to other
EU members. However, because of such sources’ changeable and unpredictable character,
a synergy between power deployment and storage capacity installations is required. This
is the only measure that can assist balance supply and demand without experiencing
significant and unexpected power swings, which may cause management and control
issues, device malfunctions and local to worldwide blackouts. As previously stated, if
Italy is taken as an example, to allow a grid-safe operation after adding other 10 GW of
wind and 30 GW}, of solar, estimations indicate the need to add approximately 6 GW of
centered storage and 4 GW of distributed storage [8], a requirement of new storage capacity
that can not be covered only with pumped hydro and battery energy storage. Therefore,
there is a demand for conceptualizing and designing alternative energy storage systems
able to be installed near renewable plants and capable of storing large amounts of energy.
Additionally, it can be beneficial that these new storage facilities exhibit a low or even null
environmental impact and a capability to use the fossil-based power units’ sites, devices
and infrastructures. The latter features can revamp conventional plants fed by fossil fuels
in storage units, an action that prevents land and raw material consumption.

Baring in mind the requirements and the socio-economical constraints mentioned
above, the authors have developed the so-called Integrated Energy Storage System (I-ESS):
a storage unit embeddable into in-decommissioning fossil thermal power plants and in the
location of wind or solar facilities [12,13]. The plant stores electricity as sensible heat in
a high-temperature artificial tank consisting of a solid packed bed that acts as a Thermal
Energy Storage (TES). The I-ESS plant is an open-cycle adopting air as a working fluid in
both storing and regenerating mode. The storing scheme comprises a high-temperature
tank, a fan, an electric heater, an electric motor and a heat exchanger. On the other hand, the
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re-generation unit consists of a gas turbine in which the high-temperature tank replaces the
combustion chamber. Unlike other energy storage technologies such as pumped hydro and
compressed air energy storage, the I-ESS plant has no geographical constraints and does
not need a steady water flow like pumped hydro or a natural gas stream like compressed
air energy storage. The I-ESS unit has a longer cycle life than storage batteries and its design
has a lower scheme complexity than Pumped Thermal Energy Storage (PTES). Despite past
tests proving the I-ESS plant’s practicality, more research into the plant’s ability to function
in conjunction with a variable renewable-based facility is required. To this end, the authors
selected to couple the I-ESS unit with a PhotoVoltaic (PV) facility characterized by a peak
power of 10 MW. The I-ESS storage unit and the PV facility act as a Virtual Power Plant
(VPP), being perceived by the electric grid as a unique generation unit. In this study, the
VPP is managed so that it provides constant power to the grid for the maximum number
of hours possible throughout the year. Such a management strategy avoids the typical
daily power fluctuations of solar energy. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, there is
no equivalent research in the literature in terms of both plant layout and management
approach, making this study a genuine pioneering contribution in the field.

The vast majority of the investigations available in the literature, in fact, focused on
developing new TES-based plant arrangements and evaluating their energy performance.
The first investigation dated back to 2010 and was performed by Desrues et al. [14]. The
study described a PTES system for large-scale electricity storage. During the charge, the
unit acts as a high-temperature heat pump cycle, while it works as a thermal engine during
the delivery phase. The electricity is converted into heat through a compressor and stored
in cold and hot tanks. The simulations demonstrated the plant’s capability of storing
602.6 MWh. The charge and discharge times were 6 h 3 min and 5 h 52 min, respectively,
while the storage efficiency reached 66.7%. A year later, Howes [15] presented a similar
configuration, but, in his conceptualization, the PTES unit could generate 2 MW and store
16 MWh. Based on this study, the author claimed that PTES has vast potential due to
its high efficiency and low costs. Simultaneously to Howes [15], White [16] conducted
an investigation on PTES to estimate the thermal reservoirs’ thermodynamic losses. He
concluded that two sources of losses could be defined: thermal losses and pressure losses.
The former are associated with thermodynamics irreversibility, while frictional mechanical
effects cause the latter. Both of them cannot be neglected and a set of correlations was
proposed for their estimations. Considering the promising findings, in the period 2013-
2018, White and his research team performed a set of investigations on PTES devoted to
analyzing (i) the entire cycle performance [17], (ii) the wave propagation and the losses
in packed bed [18], (iii) the design of the plant [19], of the reservoirs [20] and the backed
bed flow path [21]. In the same time frame, Thess [22], Ni and Caram [23], Guo et al. [24],
Abarr et al. [25,26] and Benato [27] also analyzed the PTES configuration with the aim of
assessing the PTES energy performance and find the best working fluid and thermodynamic
conditions.

Contrary to the previous studies, Benato and Stoppato [28] studied the influence on
the PTES energy and economic performance of the storage material type and the maximum
cycle temperature while Wang et al. [29] analyzed, in an initial study, the influence of
the mass flow rate unbalances in the packed bed and, then, they proposed an innovative
management strategy for the Brayton-cycle-based pumped heat electricity storage able to
reduce by 1.8 the storage size [30].

More recently, Zhao et al. [31] conducted a parametric design optimization to find the
best PTES configuration working fluids and storage media from a thermodynamic per-
spective, while Albert et al. [32] evaluated the operation and the performance of a Brayton
PTES with additional latent storage. Bahzad et al. [33] proposed two novel energy storage
systems intending to reduce the cost per unit of energy stored. The first integrates the PTES
with the chemical looping technologies, while the second merges the first system with an
open-cycle gas turbine. The performed techno-economic assessment shows that both sys-
tems’ round-trip efficiency reaches 77%, but the daily profit of the second integrated plant
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is between 4.9% and 72.9% higher than the system coupling the PTES with the chemical
looping technologies. Zhang et al. [34] compared a PTES system with indirect thermal
energy storage and a direct one. The results show that, despite a lower round-trip efficiency,
the Indirect PTES is advantageous owing to its low installation cost when its electricity stor-
age duration exceeds 6 h. In terms of capital cost, the latter configuration guarantees a 40%
reduction compared to Direct PTES. After this preliminary investigation, Zhang et al. [34]
designed a 10 MW Indirect PTES system and found that the optimum round-trip efficiency
and energy density are approximately 65% and 26 kWh m~3, respectively. They also noted
that the research provides a theoretical basis for designing and optimizing high-efficiency
and low-capital-cost PTES systems. On the other hand, Wang et al. [35] developed an
optimizer based on the exergy method for a Joule-Brayton cycle-based PTES system. The
study demonstrated that the maximum working temperature and the efficiency of the
turbomachines are positively correlated to the round-trip efficiency and the energy storage
density. Moreover, the optimal pressure ratio must be determined to balance efficiency
and energy storage density. The above-mentioned analyses and the optimization provide a
theoretical approach for the future design of such systems.

In the literature, several reviews are also available. For example, Benato et al. [36]
presented the state-of-the-art and the future development of the sensible heat thermal
electricity storage systems while, in a later study, they analyzed and compared the pumped
thermal electricity storage with other large-scale storage technology underlying both the
characteristics and the barriers that can limit the spread of this technology [37]. Moreover,
Smallbone et al. [38] compared PTES with other storage technologies, but the yardstick is
the levelized cost of storage. In 2020, Dumont et al. [39] presented a state-of-the-art review
of the Carnot Battery technology while, in 2022, Novotny et al. [40] focused their review
on the commercial development of the Carnot Battery technology. Contrary to others,
Liang et al. [41] performed a technical review of the key components for the Carnot Battery,
focusing on technical barriers and the selection criteria.

Based on the performed literature survey, to the authors’ best knowledge, only
Petrollese et al. [42] conducted an investigation involving a storage unit adopting a TES-
based tank and a renewable-based plant combined in a VPP. Conversely, such literature
has a more corroborated tradition in other fields, such as wind and pumped-hydro [43—-45]
or, more recently, wind and electric vehicle fleet [46,47]. In particular, Petrollese et al. [42]
aimed to thermally integrate a PTES system with a Concentrating Solar Power (CSP) plant.
The two sections operate with the same working fluid, share several components and can
operate simultaneously or independently of each other. A TES system composed of three
thermocline packed-bed tanks is included. Specific mathematical models were developed
to simulate the performance of the integrated PTES-CSP plant under design conditions and
to evaluate the thermal profiles of the TES tanks. As a case study, an integrated PTES-CSP
system characterized by a nameplate power of 5 MW with a design storage capacity of four
equivalent hours was considered. The influence of the main design parameters, namely
the pressure ratio and the operating temperatures of the TES system, on the leading perfor-
mance indices was discussed. As is evident, the investigation is profoundly different from
the study proposed in the present study since, in this investigation, the focus is not on the
I-ESS performance but the VPP one. In addition, the renewable facility, in this case, is a
PV and the storage unit is the I-ESS instead of a conventional PTES unit. The I-ESS is an
authors’ patented configuration [48].

The rest of the work is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the power plant in
terms of the I-ESS characteristics, numerical modeling and VPP arrangements. Results are
presented in Section 3, while concluding remarks are given in Section 4.

2. The Power Plant Description
2.1. The Integrated Energy Storage System

The key element of the present VPP proposal is the I-ESS unit. This is a patented
configuration established by the authors based on the PTES idea but with the key benefits
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and shortcomings of that technology in mind. The authors also wanted to suggest a low-
complexity storage unit that uses a freely accessible, non-toxic and non-flammable fluid,
as well as a storage facility that can be installed near renewable facilities or embedded in
underutilized /decommissioned fossil-based units. Furthermore, during the I-ESS concep-
tion, the authors contemplated using largely market-available energy-sector components
(such as compressors, turbines, fans, tanks and so on) to make their storage system readily
buildable. In the past, the authors first analyzed the complete storage plant [12,13] to assess
the proposal’s performance and technical and economic feasibility. They then shifted their
focus to the TES tank [49]. Both branches of the same study subject revealed the need
for thorough mathematical models, particularly in putting the suggested technology to
work for a variable renewable plant to smooth its production curve and minimize grid
instabilities.

Figure 1 displays the I-ESS scheme. The design incorporates the components necessary
to store electricity in the form of sensible heat as well as those that enable the thermal
energy stored in the tank to be converted back into electricity. To store the power in the
form of sensible heat, the system needs a fan (FAN), a heat exchanger (HX), an electric
heater (EH) and a high-temperature storage tank (TANK). The plant is an open cycle, with
air serving as the heat transfer fluid. The fan draws air from the surrounding environment
(point 1) and pushes it to follow the path indicated by points 2 to 6. The operational fluid
exiting the fan passes via the heat exchanger (way 2-3) and the electric heater (route 3—4).
The electric heater is the heart of the storage unit because it turns excess power, such as
that produced by solar or wind energy, into heat. In actuality, the device employs electrical
energy to raise the air temperature from the state reached in point 3 to the highest possible
value in the cycle (point 4). T4 corresponds to Tmax, the maximum cycle temperature.

CHARGING SYSTEM DELIVERING SYSTEM

STORAGE
UNITS

Figure 1. The Integrated Energy Storage System plant scheme.

This is an I-ESS plant design parameter that is chosen during the engineering phase
based on the physical properties of the TES-packed bed storage material and the electric
heater manufacturing technology. The latter is crucial since market-available electric heaters
cannot attain temperatures greater than 1200 °C owing to a shortage of high-performance
materials, limiting I-ESS performance. In contrast to PTES systems where the compressor
turns power into heat, the electric heater enables T, to remain constant and equal to Trmax
regardless of the value assumed by the temperature in point 3. This distinguishing feature of
the I-ESS unit ensures that the fluid is heated directly with electricity rather than employing
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the compression process irreversibly. A high-pressure ratio is obviously required to obtain
a high temperature in PTES, which means high purchase costs for both the compressor
and the storage tank. In the I-ESS plant, on the other hand, the design pressure established
during the charge is equivalent to one that ensures airflow through the components while
accounting for pressure losses. In a word, the electric heater insertion enables you to choose
a low-pressure setting while retaining a high maximum cycle temperature.

The heated air that exits the electric heater in condition 4 enters the tank, which
serves as the thermal energy storage unit. The tank is vertically structured to minimize
buoyancy-driven thermal front instabilities and is composed of three elements: (i) The
upper plenum. A crucial component for balancing the airflow and lowering its velocity.
(ii) The packed bed, i.e., the TES device’s core. The packed bed stores electricity in the
form of sensible heat and is composed of randomly packed spheres or a solid matrix with
airflow channels. Aluminum oxide, titanium oxide, limestone, concrete, sand, masonry
material and silica may all be used to make the solid matrix or the spheres. Depending
on the specific heat and density of the material, the TES may be used to store heat at high
or low temperatures and for a long or short period of time [50]. As a result, choosing the
packed bed material and shape is critical for properly designing the TES and optimizing the
I-ESS plant’s performance depending on the function needed by the grid. (iii) The plenum
at the bottom. This tank section catches air and then delivers it through the pipe.

As said, the air enters the tank at condition 4 and flows through the packed bed. At
the begging of the charging process, the packed bed material is at ambient temperature.
Therefore, during its flow, the hot air heats the packed bed and, when it leaves the tank,
its temperature (T5) and pressure (ps) are both lower than those reached in point 4. It is
also worth noting that, in comparison to the PTES, the I-ESS plant has a single tank (the
hot one), while the PTES has both cold and hot storage. Before being discharged into the
environment, the air is driven via a heat exchanger to enable pre-heating of the air entering
the electric heater and further cooling the air exiting the I-ESS unit. In contrast to PTES, as
previously stated, the I-ESS is an open cycle utilizing air rather than a closed loop using
argon.

When the grid needs electricity, the I-ESS plant operates in discharging mode. The
re-generation unit consists of a gas turbine with thermal storage in place of a combustion
chamber. The compressor draws air from the surroundings at ambient conditions (point 11).
The compressed air is then transported to the TES tank to be heated by the heat stored in
the packed bed material (point 12). The air leaving the storage at condition 13 is expanded
by the air turbine. After the expansion, the air is released into the environment. As for
the charge layout, the delivery arrangement is also an open loop with unique storage. So,
compared to PTES, the number of components is reduced, the working fluid is air and
the plant management is less complex, with the gas turbine power unit being without the
combustion chamber. There are also benefits in terms of costs compared to PTES and plant
availability.

2.2. The Virtual Power Plant

A VPP is an aggregator that connects generators, loads and storage systems as a
single entity to the grid. The VPP concept is vast since it may combine numerous types of
distributed energy sources and can serve a variety of direct and indirect goals depending
on the players involved and the marketplaces in which it works. The VPP in this study
combines a variable renewable solar PV plant with the I-ESS unit specified in Section 2.1.
The VPP’s goal is to prevent the traditional peak power during intense solar radiation times
and the nighttime hours of null output. System operators, in fact, dislike situations that
might cause instabilities in the electric grid. Thus, to achieve this purpose, a portion of the
energy generated by the PV plant during peak output hours is immediately transferred
to the electric grid, while the remainder is utilized to charge the I-ESS system’s storage
tank when circumstances permit. During non-productive PV hours, the energy stored
in the I-ESS tank as sensible heat is converted to electricity and provided to the grid at
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a steady power output. As a consequence of the PV aggregation with the I-ESS storage,
the grid’s power profile becomes mostly constant. In the case under consideration, a
management strategy is developed that allows the VPP to be viewed as a plant that
provides programmable and constant power to the grid for the maximum number of hours
per day, even though the generation comes from a variable renewable energy source. This is
a network-related problem, as will be explained later. Figure 2 reports a sketch of the VPP.

Virtual Power Plant

Electric grid

Battery pack

AAA T

| ]

Figure 2. The Virtual Power Plant layout and its interface with the electric grid.

As can be seen, the plant also includes a battery pack. Such a device is required
to store energy when the power provided by the PV is less than a predefined power
and is also insufficient to charge the TES tank. Thus, the energy stored in batteries is
utilized to start the I-ESS power train when the re-conversion phase begins. Considering
the PV and I-ESS design characteristics, the battery pack capacity has been estimated
in 10 MWh [51]. The VPP design considers an operational PV plant installed at Portoscuso,
Sardinia, Italy. The PV power is 10.316 MWy, the panels are oriented by 32° and the
annual mean energy output is about 16 GWh. The plant owner supplied the data for
the present research. According to discussions with the plant operators, the electric node
suffers from significant fluctuations in PV output, from approximately 4 MW to 7.5 MW.
Thus, grid stability may be achieved if the node obtains a steady power in the range
800 + 850 kW. In the present study, we choose 800 kW as the power that must be provided
to ensure network stability and minimize PV plant disconnections. According to such
constraints, the I-ESS plant is developed to maximize the number of hours per day at
which 800 kW is guaranteed, preventing both output loss and grid congestion. Obviously,
after evaluating the VPP feasibility and capability of providing constant power to the grid,
other management strategies can be tested, e.g., the economic issues or different market
scenarios that are overlooked at this phase. Moreover, comparisons among the proposal
and configurations using, e.g., a battery pack or PTES as a unique storage device, can be
helpful to establish the proposed VPP arrangement viability.

The PV production for each day of the year is reconstructed by quarters of hour to
investigate the VPP’s capacity to deliver 800 kW to the grid and calculate the number of
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hours during this circumstance. To this end and considering the PV plant coordinates
the authors” acquired the solar irradiance data from the Global Solar Atlas tool [52] while
the weather and climate conditions are taken from “Il Meteo” [53]. To speed up the
computations and reduce the data management, a production profile is created for the
mean day of each month. Considering the grid needs, the available space in the PV facility
and that the I-ESS tank size has to correspond to the amount of energy that needs to be
stored at the required temperature, the TES tank is designed as well as the power unit
made of an air compressor and turbine is selected. In particular, the power train selection is
an easy task since only market-available in-decommissioning gas turbines are considered.
After a market review, the Pratt and Whitney Power Systems” ST6L-816 (1978) gas turbine
is taken into account. The design mass flow rate and the maximum operating temperature
are 3.9 kg s~! and 975 °C, respectively, while the nameplate power at ISO conditions is
equal to 848 kW. Considering the grid needs, the power unit is de-rated at 800 kW.

According to Singh et al. [54], the size of the packed bed comprising the thermal energy
storage must be adjusted such that the bed absorbs the greatest amount of energy made
available by the heat transfer fluid passing through the bed during the charge. For this
purpose, the authors conducted a parametric study to design the tank. According to this, Ty
is fixed at 975 °C, while the bed volume is kept equal to 250 m® of randomly packed spheres
of Alumina oxide. Given the power train mass flow rate and the necessity to charge the TES
in the smallest amount of time, the charging scheme includes two fans with a design mass
flow rate of 3.5 kg s~ 1. Such a design configuration ensures a wide variety of charging flow
rates as well as the ability to better use the energy provided by the PV panels. Thus, two
fans cause the air flow during the charge. The storage is considered fully charged when
the air temperature exiting the storage tank is 10 K lower than Trmax. Note that, at the time
being and to the authors’ best knowledge, there is no precise criterion for designing the
TES-packed bed or selecting the gas turbine and the fan machines. However, the authors are
working on it and, with these preliminary investigations, they want to identify parameters
and variables that can help in the design and selection of the components.

2.3. The Virtual Power Plant Numerical Model

The VPP numerical model is developed in a Matlab [55] environment; a coding
platform that ensures that the produced model can be readily interfaced with both fluid
libraries, such as CoolProp [56] and databases for the PV meteorological data. Particular
efforts are made in the mathematical modeling of both the PV facility and the I-ESS plant.

In particular, the numerical model of the PV computes the quarter-hour power pro-
duction profiles on a mean day of each month starting from the solar irradiance, the
temperature, the PV panel characteristics and the ambient temperature. Figure 3 reports
the four-month quarter-hour power production profiles. The PV power generation is
considered the same for each day of a single month. The estimated profile of each day of
each month allows computing both the monthly and the annual mean production of the
PV plant. Comparisons between the electricity production estimations and the confidential
data provided by the PV owner indicate a mismatch lower than 2% on both monthly and
annual bases.
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Figure 3. The quarter-hour power production profile derives from an energy data piecewise shape-
preserving cubic polynomial interpolation for the average day of each month. From the interpolation,
a quarter-hour based power distribution is derived by averaging power every fifteen minutes.

Despite using a monthly average PV production profile, the VPP model is wholly
dynamic since the temperature distribution within the I-ESS storage tank varies depending
on the quantity of energy stored and restored over the day. As a result, the performance of
the VPP is calculated using a yearlong simulation.

Note that the TES temperature profiles—after an adjustment period occurring in the
first days of the month (the day-by-day difference of the thermal profiles is caused by the
change in the PV production profile at the beginning of each month)—became regular
despite the TES tank loss change based on the ambient temperature. In the model, this
value changes on an hourly basis. It is also essential to highlight that the simulations cannot
perfectly match the real PV production behavior since meteorological variability cannot be
considered in a mathematical model. However, the arrangement represents a good starting
point to simulate the coupling of the two systems and estimate the potential of storing the
PV electricity as sensible heat.

The I-ESS model governing equations are widely detailed in Refs. [12,13]. Compared
to Refs. [12,13], the TES mathematical model is updated with the so-called TES-PD model, a
TES system numerical model developed in house at the Industrial Engineering Department
of the University of Padova by the present research group. The interested reader can refer
to Refs. [49,57,58] for a complete description of the model, while in the following, only a
quick rundown is given. The tank model behaves according to the following set of Partial
Differential Equations (PDE):

dpy oy vf)

i e -
dprTr) d(pf Trop) 1
o T (BT (b
MoscpsT) 3 (ALY _ Gy Cu
T (B ) = T (T U (T 00

This set of equations consists of the fluid’s mass conservation equation, the fluid
energy conservation equation and the solid energy conservation equation. The model’s
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closure is made by a constitutive expression for the pressure drop and the ideal gas equation
of state:

I _ L 5
3¢ = Cr B 5psuy 2

p=rpsriy 3)

Here t, x and L denote the time, the axial tank coordinate and the length, respectively;

ps, v, Ty and p are the fluid density, velocity, temperature and thermodynamic pressure.

ps and T; are the storage material density and temperature. ky and kg, ¢r are the fluid

and the solid effective thermal conductivity, while ¢, r and ¢, s are the fluid and the solid

specific heat coefficient at constant pressure. ¢ is the void fraction, T, is the ambient

temperature and r is the specific gas constant. The « and § coefficients assume different

values depending on the storage material geometry. The present case concerns sphere
packing, then

x = 64 2Nu kg c;} (4a)

B=(1—¢)(de)”" (4b)

where d is the particle equivalent diameter. C,(1 —¢)~! denotes the external surface to
volume ratio while U; is the overall heat loss coefficient. C;, = 4L~ when the considered
geometry is sphere packing. Nu is the Nusselt number and Cy is the friction coefficient.
The TES-PD model employs a first-order explicit Euler scheme for temporal integration
and a first-order generalized upwind finite difference approach for spatial terms. A second-
order central approximation based on the method proposed by De Vanna et al. [59] is
used for diffusive terms accounting for cell variability of the physical parameters. Such
integration strategies are selected based on computational correctness and efficiency. As
said, Ref. [49] offers further information concerning boundary conditions, model validation
and numerical implementation issues.

During the charging phase, the PV power availability drives the power profile through
a mass flow rate control, which becomes a TES-PD model boundary condition. Because
of the operational constraints of each system’s components, not all mass flow rate values
are allowed. Thus, multiple fans are employed to reach the mass flow rates necessary for
power generation while maintaining an appropriate functioning range. The operational
range of turbine mass flow rate is significantly more limited. An approach for meeting
these criteria is to impose two mass flow rate constraints (specified on the nominal mass
flow rate of the gas turbine used). The first limitation is the minimum mass flow rate during
the charging phase, which must be greater than 0.7 - 714,54, The constant power output
Pprs ensures a minimal mass flow rate throughout the discharging phase, but when the
temperature of the air outflow from the tank begins to decline, the mass flow rate begins to
climb. As a result, a maximum mass flow rate limitation must be imposed, i.e., the mass
flow rate must not exceed 1.05 - 7its;gp, i-€., 105% of the value for the gas turbine. In both
situations, itgesig, is enforced to the gas turbine design mass flow rate. These constraints
affect the charging and discharging processes: charging occurs when the plant’s power
output surpasses a value that allows the mass flow rate to be greater than the minimum,
while discharging occurs when the mass flow rate ensures Pps exceeds the maximum. The
ambient temperature, which is important in thermal heat exchange with the tank’s coating
and even indicates the temperature of the inflow air into the system, is selected differently
for each month according to meteorological data.

To evaluate the VPP performance, some mathematical identities need to be defined.
At first, energy is defined as

E:AHﬂM )

where P(7) is the time-varying power. Ecyg and Epjs denote the total amount of energy
involved in the charging and discharging processes, respectively, while Epy is the total
production of the PV power plant and Engr is the total amount of energy injected into
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the grid by the VPP plant. ENgT py is the total amount of energy produced by the PV and
directly injected into the grid. Thus, ENgr py is related to Eygr and Epjg as

Exer,pv = ENeT — Ep1s if Pner > EneT,PV (6)

Eparr is energy stored in the battery pack. Concerning performance parameters, #storage iS
the storage efficiency

Eprs %

Ystorage =
8 Ecue

while #,perq11 1 the overall VPP efficiency, so the following equation holds

ENET
Noverall = E (8)
PV

In addition, some regularity indices are also defined. Thus, the net reqularity index,
IREpet,

T)dT 1, if Pprs = 0.8 MW

_ftf() /(T>:{ 1 pirs )

IRE et =
et At 0, if Ppis # 0.8 MW

represents the percentage of the hours of the year in which the VPP provides constant
power to the grid. Its value is computed according to the following equation: The regularity
index, IRE, instead,

, (10)
0, if Ppis < 0.8 MW

d 1, if Ppjs > 0.8 MW
IRE — Ji f(D) T,f(r) _ { , it Pprs > 0.8
At
denotes the percentage of the hours of the year in which the VPP provides the constant
power to the grid plus the hours that the energy is stored in the battery pack.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Influence of Plant Starting Month

As a first step in delineating the VPP characteristics and in light of the variable
and intermittent nature of solar energy, it is necessary to investigate whether the annual
performance of the VPP is affected by the period in which the plant begins to operate, as
well as the charging time from empty to fully charged based on the PV profile. For that
purpose, the authors examined VPP performance when it began operations in January or
July. These are the months with the lowest and highest solar output, respectively. Given
that the tank’s initial temperature corresponds to the ambient temperature, the TES requires
five or ten days to reach the fully-charged state, depending on whether the PV production
profile starts. The analysis is carried out with the I-ESS fully charged when it begins
operation and the plant is set in charging mode.

As expected, solar output affected the I-ESS storage’s first-charge time, influencing
the system’s annual performance. The only difference between the two beginning points is
the recovered energy, which is somewhat more significant if the plant begins operations in
January. In actuality, instead of 5.067 GWHh, the total quantity of energy sent into the electric
system in a year is 5.106 GWh. Because more energy is delivered to the grid, the ENgT
directly impacts overall efficiency. However, we must examine the TES behavior during
the January and July operations to appreciate this little difference. We see that having a
fully charged TES in January is more important than in July because solar irradiation and
PV output are lower in the winter; a TES with more stored energy assures a little more
production. In contrast, if operations begin with a fully charged TES in July, the average TES
internal temperature after six months is lower than that of the fully charged state (965 °C).
So, during the winter, productivity is lower and on an annual basis, it is 0.8% lower.
Obviously, these small and negligible deviations become zero during the second year of
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continuous operations, as shown by a five-year simulation. More quantitative information
concerning discrepancies between January and July operation starts are reported in Figure 4.

20 T T T T T T T T T T 100
I Jonuary
|

80

15

g {60 =
O, 10F =
- H40 T
=
5L
420

Ecne Eprs Epv  Ener Enerpv EBarr Nstorage NMoveral IREnes IRE

Figure 4. Graphical comparison of overall energy and efficiency starting from January or July.

It deserves to be noted that in all of the examples presented in this investigation, the
management plan does not address the potential of charging the TES with an external
source entirely or partly during the annual operation. So, the TES starts with a fully charged
battery, but the TES is recharged exclusively using PV surplus energy. Since the difference
in starting the plant operation in January versus July is negligible (less than 0.8%), the
following results referred to the case in which the VPP starts the operation on 1 January
with a TES tank at a uniform temperature equal to 965 °C because the first-charge had
already been made. Furthermore, as a starting condition, the amount of energy required to
charge the I-ESS tank is not incorporated in the yearly performance calculation.

3.2. Temperature and Mass Flow Rate Trends in TES Tank

Before concentrating on the VPP’s overall performance, given the PV source’s signifi-
cant fluctuation throughout the year, it is worthwhile to go further into the analysis of both
the temperature trend inside the TES tank and the machine mass flow rate to understand
the I-ESS behavior better. The temperature distribution within the tank after the charging
and discharging operations is reported in Figure 5. From the reported trends, it is clear
that during the summer, the storage tank is almost fully charged. Conversely, in the winter,
the temperature of some tank sections becomes lower than the air temperature after the
compression phase. Here, it is worth mentioning that, among the various tank models
available in the literature [16,18,54] this fact is captured only by the TES-PD model, which
accounts for the heat exchange with the external environment layer-by-layer as well as the
conductive effects within the layers. When the amount of energy to be stored is low, some
tank sections are not active; therefore, heat exchange via the coating becomes much more
critical. As a result, we can see that during the colder and lower irradiance months, PV
generation may partly recharge the TES, but not efficiently. Thus, it may be advantageous
to arrange a TES full-charge utilizing an external source of power (e.g., excess energy
produced by wind turbines). This extra full charge may raise the tank mean temperature
and, as a result, improve the VPP’s effectiveness. It should be noted that the storage’s
utilization may be altered with various control tactics, for example, a shorter discharging
phase; hence, future research will focus on optimizing the TES temperature profile under
different VPP management strategies.
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Figure 5. Temperature profiles inside the storage tank. A single profile denotes the temperature
distribution of the selected month at the end of the charging and discharging process of the mean day
of the month.

The TES state of charge, which depends on the temperature profiles inside the tank
itself, also affected the I-ESS machines’ behavior. Figure 6 depicts the evolution of the
mass flow rate during the charging and discharging process to guarantee the correct power
consumption/generation for four representative months.

10 - T T ‘ T ‘
Jul theng
= = = Jul pg
ol Apr mcng |
Apr mprg
Feb mcpg
ol Feb mprs |
R = Dec Mopg
= N L N Dec 1ipig
2 4l o 7
----- | P .
. . : I
I i 1 . :
2+ 1 H : : : ]
I I ! : i
| i i : i
! H 1:
ol . L - b
0 4 8 12 16 20 24

Figure 6. The trends show the evolution of the mass flow rate during the charging and discharging
process to guarantee the correct power consumption/generation. The graph shows the mass flow rate
during the charging and discharging process on a mean day of of July, April, February and December.

The mass flow rate trends on the mean day of the month provide information on the
system’s operating control. During the stabilized cycle (end of the month) in July and other
hot months, the airflow rate during the discharging phase is practically constant. During
the cold months, it increases until reaching the maximum value, which is due to the tank
outlet’s air temperature drop. To maintain the discharging power Pp;g at the fixed value
and avoid grid issues, the control strategy forces the air flow rate to increase. So, to avoid
this operation, it can be helpful to plan a full-charge cycle with an external source during
the winter months. This procedure can stabilize the TES temperature and improve the
machines’ performance. In contrast, the mass flow rate profile during the charge depends
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on the power made available by the PV plant. So, with PV production being smaller during
winter months, the flow rate used to charge the system is lower compared to sunny months.

Figure 7 depicts the trends of both charging power and that delivered to the grid by
the VPP for the mean day of the four most representative months. During the charge and
the discharge, the power supply to the grid is constant and fixed equal to 800 kW and
named Pypr. The value is that able to preserve the grid stability according to the grid
manager. During the charge and the discharge transition, the power fed into the grid varies
from zero to a maximum value, beyond which the charging phase of the tank could start
(Figure 8). Similarly, at the end of the charging process, the power falls from a maximum
value to zero before the discharging phase begins. Since the power in these periods is not
enough to charge the TES or be delivered to the grid, storing this energy in a battery pack
is convenient. Such a solution avoids energy losses and guarantees a power source to start
the I-ESS power train during the delivery mode.
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Figure 7. Power trends during the charging and discharging process on the mean day of the months.
Pcpc denotes the power trend during the charging process, i.e., the PV power consumption by the
fans and the electrical heater to charge the storage tank. Pygt is the trend of total power fed to the
network in a daily operation.
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Figure 8. Amount of energy stored in the additional storage capacity (battery pack).

Not that the need to store energy in an auxiliary system is strictly related to the
operation ranges of the components. In this regard, Figure 9a shows the mass flow rate
range in the charging and discharging phase, expressed as a percentage of the machine’s
design mass flow rate. For the charge phase, the latter is the single fan design flow rate
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while, for the discharge, it is represented by the gas turbine sort. The minimum in the
charging phase concerns both the mass flow rate lower limit for the fan and the flow state
into the storage tank. The Reynolds number of particles at the minimum flow rate is not
below 50 to guarantee the correct heat exchange between the fluid and the storage solid.
Furthermore, the Biot number never exceeds the value of 0.1, i.e., a threshold that, once
exceeded, would cause the one-dimensional model of the tank not to be very reliable. Due
to the wide variability of the mass flow rate of the fan during the charging phase, Figure 9b
shows the mass flow rate values, considering the possibility of using multiple fans for the
charging phase. The choice is to adopt two fans, enabling the system to operate even in
high power peaks. Indeed the mass flow rate for the single fan remains below 95% with
this setup.

200

180 |

160 |

140 |

(%]

/Mg esign

60 |

40

20 |

Jan  Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan  Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec
2019 2019

(a) Machines’ mass flow rate with one fan (b) Machines’ mass flow rate with two fans

Figure 9. Mass flow rate ranges for each month. The values are normalised with the design mass
flow rate which is 3.9 kg/s for the discharging phase and 3.5 kg/s for the charging phase (more
representative for the fans). The area between maximum and minimum values shows possible mass
flow rate values during the system operation.

3.3. VPP Grid Output and Performance

Figure 10 depicts the PV power profile and the power profile fed to the grid on the
mean day of July, April, February and December. The input profile is the same on all days
of the month, while the power delivered by the VPP to the grid is almost identical on all
days of the specified month. Thus, the power profile for the mean day of each month is
reported. It is easy to see that the discharge phase of the storage tank is continuous between
April and July. The control logic does not approach the mass flow rate limit during these
months, indicating that the storage tank has additional discharge potential. The excess
energy saving throughout the summer months boosts energy availability in the initial days
of the next month or allows for more regular operation after low radiation days during the
same time.
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Figure 10. Average PV power profile availability and stable power feed to the grid representations;
(a) PV power production in July; (b) Network power trend in July; (¢) PV power production in April;
(d) Network power trend in April; (e) PV power production in February; (f) Network power trend in
February; (g) PV power production in December; (h) Network power trend in December.

It should be noted that the timing of storage discharges, particularly during the winter
months, is a decision made by the grid operator. In fact, the storage is released from 7 p.m.
to 2 a.m. in Figure 10f. Figure 11 shows how the control approach may be simply adjusted.
Rather than discharging the TES between 7 p.m. and 2 a.m., the system might provide
800 kW between 7 p.m. and 10 p.m. This is because these are peak hours in Italy. Then it
is turned off and reactivated between 6 and 7 a.m. The TES is not totally drained when
the VPP is managed in this manner and some of the energy stored may be utilized in the
following manner. This management method also enables economic power distribution
advantages to the grid. Indeed, since electrical energy prices fluctuate daily, it may be
advantageous to manage the discharging phase during the cold months to cover the precise
times defined by the highest selling price and optimize plant income. Indeed, such inquiries
are not part of the current study but are natural comments on the actual standings and will
undoubtedly be studied more thoroughly in future research.
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Figure 11. Power trends during the charging and discharging process from the mean day of February.
Starting from the stabilised condition (mean day of the month), in an extra day, the discharge occurs
from 6 a.m. to the charging phase’s start and from 7 p.m. to 10 p.m. This shows the high flexibility in
shifting the power supply to the network. The energy available from the storage is not completely
exploited in this case because of the charging phase’s start.

After discussing the power profiles, it is important to highlight how the dynamic
nature of the I-ESS affects the VPP performance. Figure 12 shows the monthly mean
performance indexes of the VPP. As can be seen, energy trends of the system’s components
(i.e., PV system, batteries, tanks, etc.) show very different behavior over the year. However,
the overall efficiency of the production and storage system is almost constant over the
12 months, fluctuating in a range between 35 and 40%.
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Figure 12. Monthly mean energy trends and overall efficiency.

The study’s most noteworthy finding is the regularity index, IRE. The latter for each
month shows what percentage of total hours the power equals the target distribution.

August is the most consistent month, with almost 87% of regular power feeding hours
(see, Figure 13). In chilly months, regularity is not well respected; the system’s activity
convenience should be reviewed at these times. However, since these findings are for an
average day, the backup storage system might be critical in these cases. These indices have
a maximum value tied to the system’s control logic description. As soon as PV power is
available, the switch from tank discharge to electricity provided directly by the PV system
begins. An alternative logic may be to drain the tank until the power available is less than
Pprs: in this scenario, achieving an IRE of 100% is conceivable. However, there would
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be two additional power jumps, not to mention the possibility of a transient during the
transfer of operating modes.
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Figure 13. Graphical trend of monthly regularity indexes.

4. Conclusions

The widespread use of variable and unpredictable RESs, such as wind and solar,
in the energy mix is seen as both a critical component of accelerating the transition to
a decarbonized and sustainable energy system and a source of concern due to issues
associated with managing high fluctuating power production. For these reasons, various
researchers are working to develop storage technologies that can match energy supply and
demand without experiencing large power swings, which may cause management and
control issues as well as device malfunctions. Thus, because of its predicted dependability,
TES systems for electrical applications are gaining much attention. In this study, the
following goals are reached:

1. For the first time, the authors’ patented and well-established TES plant, the so-called
I-ESS, is evaluated in conjunction with an RES plant. The I-ESS unit, in particular, is
linked to a 10 MW, PV plant, establishing a VPP and seeking to deliver a consistent
power profile to the grid.

2. Itis found that the proposed VPP plant effectively smoothes the PV peak and manages
the power supply.

3. Novel metrics are proposed to evaluate the VPP supply regularity quantitatively
and, in particular, the IRE and the IRE;,; indexes are proposed. These denote the
ratio between regular hours of power provided to the grid plus the energy stored in
the backup unit and the total number of hours in a year, which is designed to offer
information on power regularity.

4. Analyses reveal that the VPP regularity is relatively high in terms of PV output,
ranging from a low of 50% in December to a high of 87% in August.

Based on these findings, the proposed VPP is, therefore, very promising in terms of
regularizing the power generated by PV and revamping in-decommissioning gas plants or
partly existing facilities with subtle changes and costs. Obviously, in future works, other
management strategies can be tested, including economic issues or different market scenar-
ios. Moreover, comparisons among the proposal and configurations using a unique storage
unit, battery, PTES, gravity energy storage, etc., can be helpful in further investigating the
technical and economic viability of the proposed VPP arrangement.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, A.B. and ED.V.; methodology, A.B., ED.V. and A.S,;
validation, A.B. and ED.V,; formal analysis, A.B. and ED.V.; writing—original draft preparation, A.B.
and FD.V,; writing—review and editing, A.B., ED.V. and A.S. All authors have read and agreed to
the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.



Energies 2022, 15, 9521 19 of 21

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.
Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.
Data Availability Statement: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

COMP  Compressor

CSpP Concentrating Solar Power

EGD European Grean Deal

EH Electric Heater

EU European Union

HX Heat Exchanger

I-ESS Integrated Energy Storage System
M Electric Motor

MG Electric Motor/Generator

PTES Pumped Thermal Energy Storage
PV PhotoVoltaic

VPP Virtual Power Plant

RES Renewable Energy Source
TES Thermal Energy Storage
TURB  Turbine

USA United States of America
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