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Abstract: One of the most interesting perspectives for the development of concentrated solar power
(CSP) is the storage of solar energy on a seasonal basis, intending to exploit the summer solar radiation
in excess and use it in the winter months, thus stabilizing the yearly production and increasing the
capacity factor of the plant. By using materials subject to reversible chemical reactions, and thus
storing the thermal energy in the form of chemical energy, thermochemical storage systems can
potentially serve to this purpose. The present work focuses on the identification of possible integration
solutions between CSP plants and thermochemical systems for long-term energy storage, particularly
for high-temperature systems such as central receiver plants. The analysis is restricted to storage
systems potentially compatible with temperatures ranging from 700 to 1000 ◦C and using gases
as heat transfer fluids. On the basis of the solar plant specifications, suitable reactive systems are
identified and the process interfaces for the integration of solar plant/storage system/power block are
discussed. The main operating conditions of the storage unit are defined for each considered case
through process simulation.

Keywords: thermochemical storage; concentrated solar power plants; concentrated solar thermal
plants; storage integration; oxides decomposition; carbonates calcination; oxides carbonation

1. Introduction

The possibility of providing 24-h continuous supply of solar energy is a key factor in the
development of concentrated solar power (CSP) technologies [1].

The currently available thermal energy storage solutions for CSP plants can achieve these results
in specific contexts, but a more ambitious objective is the realization of long-term storage systems
that can stabilize the seasonal production of CSP installations and increase their capacity factors.
Seasonal storage is particularly interesting for the southern European latitudes, where the average
values of the direct normal irradiance during the summer can be three times as high as during the
winter [2]; the adoption of a long-term storage system could significantly reduce plant oversizing or
fossil fuel integration, thus contributing to the reduction of production costs and the increase of the
renewable energy share. Regarding the seasonal storage at medium and high temperatures (>400 ◦C),
thermochemical storage (TCS) systems have attracted growing attention in recent years because of
some potential remarkable advantages, such as high energy density and long storage time [3]; in fact,
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these systems are activated only under certain conditions of pressure and temperature and in the
presence of specific reagents.

To date, most works on TCS have been focused on fundamental studies on the reactive materials,
including their stability and cyclability under the operating conditions of the storage systems,
and their intrinsic storage capacity. Particularly the attention has been focused on oxides (principally
manganese [4] and cobalt [5], and more recently others like ceria based oxides [6]), hydroxides (mainly
calcium [7] and magnesium [8] based hydroxide), and carbonates (calcium [9,10] and magnesium [11]
based carbonates), from fundamental chemical development and characterization [12] to the analysis
and testing at the component level [13–18].

On the other hand, there is a lack of works devoted to the analysis of the integration between
CSP plants and TCS units. Strohle et al. [19] focused on the restrictions imposed by the choice of the
reactor type, i.e., packed bed or fluidized bed reactor, on the CSP/TCS integration when employing
the Mn2O3/Mn3O4 system. To this end, the authors developed detailed models of the reactors and
made less severe assumptions on the variables characterizing the other elements of the thermal energy
storage systems, including the assumption that the temperature of the fluid leaving the solar field
equals that of the fluid fed to the TCS unit, even in presence of an intermediate heat exchanger, and that
the storage unit provides heat at temperatures that are sufficiently high to run the power block.

The objective of this work mainly lies in the discussion of possible integration approaches between
solar plants and thermo–chemical systems in view of long-term energy storage, taking also into account
the process constraints coming from the solar plant and the power block. The analysis is focused on
central receiver systems using gaseous heat transfer fluids (HTFs), considering operating temperatures
ranging from 700 to 1000 ◦C. On the basis of the solar plants specifications, suitable reacting systems
were identified and the process interfaces preliminarily discussed. In particular, the analysis is aimed
at understanding the feasibility of direct contact schemes, in which the same gas is used as heat transfer
fluid in the solar receiver and TES unit and as working fluid in the power block. This solution provides
an advantage in terms of energy efficiency and plant simplicity, but it introduces several constraints
regarding the operating pressures and temperatures. A preliminary technical discussion of such
integration may be carried out without an in-depth model of the reactor, in order to narrow down
the choice of configurations that are worthy of further investigation. Obviously, the final design of
the system also requires detailed information on reaction kinetics and characteristics of the reactor
design, which will be the object of a future work. In the present analysis the attention is placed on the
identification of possible integration schemes between the solar plant and thermochemical unit with
the evaluation of the main process parameters (particularly temperature and pressure) of the reactor.

2. Process Integration

The process interfaces for the integration of CSP technologies with thermochemical storage
systems can be numerous and depend on the specifications and operating conditions of the CSP plant.
Here, the attention will be focused on two main parameters for the definition of a suitable chemical
storage system, namely, the maximum operating temperature of the CSP plant and the type of heat
transfer fluid. In commercial CSP plants, the maximum operating temperature ranges from 390 ◦C
(parabolic trough plants using thermal oil as HTF) to 565 ◦C (solar tower plants with molten salts as
HTF); however, in demonstration plants equipped with open volumetric receivers, temperatures of the
order of 1000 ◦C can be achieved using air as HTF [20–24].

In the present study, to limit the analysis to high temperature levels and large scale plants,
the attention is only focused on the central receiver technology.

Considering a maximum operating temperature of 1000 ◦C for the gaseous heat transfer fluid of
the central tower plant [25,26], the compatible reactive materials can be oxides or carbonates.
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Thermodynamics and Possible Process Configurations

The basic idea for a TCS system is to use a reversible chemical reaction, typically involving solid
species, with a high reaction enthalpy:

R(s) 
 C(s) + G(g) ∆Hr > 0

During the charging phase, the solar energy is used for the endothermic reaction to convert the
solid R in solid C and gaseous product G with higher enthalpy, which are then stored separately. In the
discharging phase, C and G are contacted again under suitable temperature and pressure conditions,
so that the reverse reaction occurs with the release of heat. From a thermodynamic point of view,
according to the phase rule, the reactive system at the equilibrium has one degree of freedom, i.e., it is
possible to identify on the T-P plane a single equilibrium curve, as reported in Figure 1a,b. If the
point corresponding to the temperature and partial pressure of G lies below the equilibrium curve,
the endothermic decomposition of R occurs, with a driving force given by the difference peq

G − pG and a
positive heat of reaction; on the other hand, if the operating point lies above the equilibrium curve,
R will be produced with a driving force given by pG − peq

G and the release of heat of reaction. Therefore,
it is possible to realize a cyclic process, alternating endothermic charging and exothermic discharging
phases, either in thermal swing (Figure 1c) or pressure swing mode (Figure 1d).

It is evident that a reaction is suitable for application in a thermochemical storage process if it is
strongly endothermic and the equilibrium constant is high at the temperature of the solar technologies
employed. When operating in the thermal swing mode, thermal energy is released at a temperature
lower than that of the charging phase. It is advisable that this temperature gap be as low as possible,
in order to have a high global exergetic efficiency; indeed, it is possible to modulate the partial pressure
of the gaseous component to reduce the thermal gap between the charging and discharging phases
and to adjust the reaction temperature according to the process specifications.

The reactive material may be confined in an adiabatic reactor (fixed bed or fluidized bed) or can
circulate within the plant to be directly irradiated into the solar receiver (Figure 2). In the first case,
the heat required by the endothermic reaction is transferred to the chemical system by the process fluid
in an adiabatic reactor, whereas in the second case the concentrated solar radiation directly invests the
reacting material. Clearly, the directly irradiated system virtually enables to store solar heat with high
global exergetic efficiency, while the use of an adiabatic reactor, which degrades the quality of the solar
energy stored due to the inevitable reduction in the operating temperature levels, leads to a simple and
robust plant configuration.

The chemical plant may have a closed or open configuration: in the first case the reacting materials
are cyclically produced, stored, and consumed, while in the second case, the reaction products are
removed from the plant. The open loop option is particularly suitable for oxi-reduction thermochemical
systems, especially if air represents the heat transfer fluid: the oxygen produced by the reduction step
can be released into the atmosphere, with undeniable advantages for plant simplicity.

With regards to the integration between the thermochemical storage unit, the CSP plant, and the
power block, two main configurations are possible, if the solar energy is captured, stored, and used in
the same site: series (Figure 3) and parallel (Figure 4) schemes.

The option of connection in series requires, in the charging phase (Figure 3a), different and
complementary temperature ranges for the storage unit (T3 − T2) and the power block (T4 − T3):
the TCS unit is powered by high-temperature heat while the power unit is powered at a lower
temperature level. Therefore, in the heat releasing step, the operating conditions of the power block
may remain virtually unchanged; in fact, maintaining the same operating pressure, the thermal level
of the exothermic reaction (discharging) is always lower than the temperature of the endothermic
reaction (charging).
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In the parallel scheme (Figure 4) the temperature ranges of the thermochemical storage and the
power block have to be quite aligned (T3 − T2 ≈ T5 − T4) to keep an overall high exergetic efficiency.
Compared to the series integration scheme, this process option provides a higher flexibility in the
repartition of the stored power Pst and the consumed power Put, defined by the following equations:

Pst = mst cg (T2 − T3) (1)

Put = mut cg (T5 − T4) (2)

Ptot = mtot cg (T1 − T5)Ptot = mtotcg(T1 − T5) (3)

where T1 is the temperature at the outlet of the solar receiver, T2 and T3 are the temperatures of the
streams entering and exiting the storage unit, respectively, and T4 and T5 are the temperatures of the
streams entering and exiting the power block, respectively; cg is the heat capacity of the heat transfer
fluid, mst and mut the inlet mass flow to the TCS and the power block, respectively, mtot the mass flow
entering the receiver, corresponding to the sum of mst and mut, and Ptot the power absorbed by the
receiver (Pst + Put). The ratio between Pst and Put can be modulated through the regulation of the mass
flow mst (=m2) and mut (=m4).

In practice, the two temperature ranges, T3 − T2 and T5 − T4, cannot be homogeneous since T3 is
usually greater than T5. This means that the temperature of the stream entering the solar field (T6) is an
intermediate value between T3 and T4: neglecting the variability of heat capacities with temperature
and the possible change in composition of the mst e mut streams, the temperature T6 can be calculated
through the following relation:

T6 =
mut T5 + mst T3

mtot
(4)
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From the previous equations it is possible, having fixed the target Pst/Put ratio, to identify the
corresponding mst/mu ratio at various temperature differences ∆Tst (T3 − T2) and ∆Tu (T5 − T4).

In the discharging phase (Figure 4b) the power block can elaborate the same temperature
differences as the charging step only through the increase of the operating pressure, if feasible.

An “optimized” variant of this scheme can use different reactive materials, arranged in series and
operating in complementary thermal levels, in order to make the T4 − T2 and T5 − T6 temperature
ranges homogeneous. The stratification of the materials could take place in the same reactor or in
separate systems, depending on the operating pressure and system requirements. Another possibility
is the introduction of a latent or sensible heat storage downstream of the thermochemical accumulation
to cover the whole temperature range available. Finally, an alternative integration solution consists in
a combination of schemes in series and parallel, as shown in Figure 5: the alignment in series of the
chemical reactor and power block can achieve similar enthalpy changes between streams 2 and 4 and
streams 5 and 6, while the parallel connection between the main power block and the TCS unit can
introduce a margin of flexibility in the plant operation. This implies, however, a different conversion
efficiency of the two power blocks, which operate at different temperature levels.
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The selection of the best interface between the CSP plant and the suitable reacting systems
clearly requires, in addition to the in-depth thermodynamic analysis here presented, an accurate
kinetic characterization of the reacting media, a detailed process design, and a realistic cost estimation,
which go beyond the objective of this work. In the following, therefore, some potential integration
options are considered, with the identification of possible reacting materials and the definition of
preliminary process schemes, together with the identification of the operating conditions of the TCS
charging and discharging steps, mainly on the basis of thermodynamic considerations.

The proposed integration schemes refer to steady state conditions and do not take into account
transients operations (start-up, shut-down and off-design conditions). Therefore, in the discharging
phase, the initial transient heating step, most probably carried out through the use of an external
back-up heater, is not taken into account.

For the identification of reactive systems compatible with the central tower technology [27],
a thermodynamic analysis is reported in the following paragraph. Regarding the preliminary definition
of the operating conditions of the charging and discharging steps, in each considered case the process
simulation of the entire system was carried out using the simulation tool Aspen Plus. In particular,
from the process analysis, suitable values of the following operation parameters related to the TCS unit
were identified:

- Inlet pressure Ptot,in;
- Inlet temperature Tin;
- Outlet temperature Tout;
- Ratio of the thermal energy stored/released to the molar inlet flow Qst/mst; and
- Ratio of the molar inlet flow to the solid reaction rate mst/vrx.
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The latter parameter can be taken as a reference, in the future, for calculating the duration of
the TCS unit operation knowing the mass flow circulating in the solar system and the associated
absorbed/released power. Indeed, the objective of this exploratory phase of the work is limited to the
identification of the operating characteristics of the TCS system regardless of the solar plant dynamics
and control logic, this topic being the aim of a more focused and detailed future analysis.

3. Screening and Identification of Suitable Reactive Systems

The solar tower plants currently in operation mostly make use of molten salts as heat transfer fluid,
with maximum temperature levels of 500–600 ◦C [28]. However, more technologically complex systems
are under development for the achievement of higher operating temperatures, to be virtually coupled
to endothermic chemical processes, such as the reduction of metal oxides, the production of hydrogen
from water splitting reactions, or the reforming of hydrocarbons [29]. For such applications, the heat
transfer fluid can be represented by air or gas mixtures which transfer the solar energy to the power
block and/or the endothermic reactor. In the present work it was assumed to integrate a thermochemical
storage system with a high performing solar technology, operating at high temperatures, in the range
750–1000 ◦C. In this temperature range, two categories of reacting materials seem interesting: metal
oxides and carbonates.

A preliminary screening of these materials can be carried out on the basis of the turning temperature,
T∗, corresponding to the temperature at which the equilibrium pressure is 1 bar. The following relation
can be easily proved:

T∗ ≈
∆H0

298

∆S0
298

(5)

For the selected systems, a deeper study on the equilibrium conditions was carried out in view
of the definition and optimization of the integration system. Both the preliminary analysis and the
study on the equilibrium conditions were mainly developed on the basis of different collections of
thermodynamic data [30–33], even if specific literature data or correlations were considered in some
cases. It is worth noting that different data sources are not always completely in agreement, principally
due to the low rates of the gas–solid reactions, which render impractical the approach to equilibrium,
the existence of several different stable and meta-stable phases, and the role of the synthesis route and
physical properties of the obtained materials on their chemical activity.

As for the metal oxides, a wide list of reacting systems, generally subject to the following
oxi-reduction equilibrium have been reviewed in the literature [34]:

MeOx �MeOy +
x− y

2
O2 (6)

In Table 1, the heat of reaction (per unit mole, per unit weight and per unit volume of reacting
solid) and the entropy of reaction at 298 K are reported, while in Figure 6, the heat of reaction is plotted
vs. the estimated turning temperature for different reactive systems. A roughly linear correlation
is shown between the heat of reaction and the turning temperature, which correspond to an almost
constant value of ∆S0

298 (about 230 kJ/mol).
Systems based on manganese, cobalt, and copper oxides seem to be interesting for integration

with solar tower technologies. Some issues are reported in literature about the reversibility of the
reaction MnO2/Mn2O3 or about the possibility to work with CuO/Cu2O near the melting temperature
of Cu2O [34]. Therefore, the focus here is placed on the Co3O4/CoO and Mn2O3/Mn3O4 systems.
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Table 1. Heat and entropy of reaction for the most relevant metal oxide systems from [30–35].

∆H0
298 ∆S0

298

kJ/mol kJ/g kJ/cm3 J/mole K

2Li2O2 � 2Li2O + O2 67 0.74 1.70 167
2PbO2 � 2PbO + O2 112 0.24 2.22 198

2Sb2O5 � 2Sb2O4 + O2 128 0.20 0.76 208
4MnO2 � 2Mn2O3 + O2 162 0.47 2.35 213

2BaO2 � 2BaO + O2 161 0.48 2.72 159
2Co3O4 � 6CoO + O2 392 0.81 4.98 294

2Na2O2 � 2Na2O + O2 190 1.22 3.42 165
2MnO2 � 2MnO + O2 269 1.55 7.80 218

6Mn2O3 � 4Mn3O4 + O2 202 0.21 1.22 164
4CuO � 2Cu2O + O2 282 0.89 5.60 219

6Fe2O3 � 4Fe3O4 + O2 471 0.49 2.56 265
2Mn3O4 � 6MnO + O2 464 1.01 4.93 252
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In Figure 7, the equilibrium conditions for these systems are reported. The different slopes of
the lines highlight the different values of the heat of reaction: indeed, the Co3O4/CoO system shows
the highest heat density among the oxide systems considered and therefore is particularly attractive
for thermochemical storage purposes. It is worth noting that several authors [36–38] reported that
almost complete oxidation and reduction of cobalt oxide can be obtained in air near the equilibrium
temperature (

∣∣∣T− Teq
∣∣∣ = 20− 40 ◦C), with good cycle stability [38]. Tests on a solar pilot plant were

also carried out, even if in this case a conversion of only 50% was obtained [39].
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Mn2O3 is less expensive, more abundant and less toxic than Co3O4; its reduction occurs in
two steps:

6Mn2O3 � 4Mn3O4 + O2 (7)

2Mn3O4 � 6MnO + O2 (8)

but the last one requires temperatures that are too high for its application to thermochemical storage.
Therefore, only the bixbyite (Mn2O3) reduction to hausmannite (Mn3O4) is here considered, which has
been proven to be reversible during long-term charge–discharge cycling. Some problems seem to arise
from the sintering process, which causes an exponential decrease of the oxidation rate during the first
cycles and a large hysteresis interval between oxidation and reduction, with a negative impact on the
exergetic efficiency of the energy storage process [39]. According to recent studies, the incorporation of
Fe and Cu into manganese oxides seems to improve the process performance [40].

As for carbonates, thermodynamic properties for several reactive pairs are reported in Table 2,
while the heat of reaction vs. the turning temperature is plotted in Figure 8. Again, an almost linear
correlation is observed, corresponding to ∆S0

298 = 140 kJ/mol. The thermodynamic properties here
reported have been evaluated using the data presented in [30].

Table 2. Heat/entropy of reaction for the most relevant carbonate-oxides, adapted from [30].

∆H0
298 ∆S0

298

kJ/mol kJ/kg kJ/cm3 J/mole K

Li2CO3 � Li2O + CO2 223 3.03 6.40 161
Na2CO3 � Na2O + CO2 319 3.02 7.67 150

K2CO3 � K2O + CO2 395 2.86 6.95 160
CaCO3 � CaO + CO2 178 1.78 4.83 159

MgCO3 � MgO + CO2 101 1.20 3.61 175
SrCO3 � SrO + CO2 236 1.60 5.97 171
BaCO3 � BaO + CO2 269 1.36 5.88 172
FeCO3 � FeO + CO2 75 0.65 2.55 181
PbCO3 � PbO + CO2 87 0.33 2.16 151
ZnCO3 � ZnO + CO2 68 0.55 2.43 175
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Figure 8. Heat of reaction vs. estimated turning temperature for different metal oxides systems,
with indication of the operating temperature ranges for the main CST technologies: Fresnel (F),
Parabolic trough (PL), Dish (D), Solar Tower (T).

Carbonates of alkaline metals (except for Li2CO3) are too stable for thermochemical storage
applications, while the reactive pair CaCO3/CaO can operate in a temperature range suitable for
solar tower technologies, and MgCO3/MgO seems more compatible with lower temperature storage.
Both these carbonates are particularly attractive for their availability and low cost. Equilibrium
conditions of these carbonates are reported in Figure 9.
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It is worth noting that dolomite, a double carbonate of Ca and Mg (CaMg(CO3)2), exhibits better
multi-cycle properties compared to calcite. Indeed, the calcination process decomposes dolomite to
CaO and MgO, but the carbonation can be carried out at temperatures at which MgO remains inert;
the MgO therefore provides an excess pore volume, thereby aiding the diffusion of CO2 within the
particle and the kinetics of the process [41].

4. Integration Schemes

As mentioned above, of the possible metallic oxide systems, the cobalt oxide and manganese
oxide systems developed by IMDEA [36,40] and DLR [42,43], which exhibited remarkable chemical
stability and operating temperatures compatible with the tower technology, are here considered.

For the carbonate category, the calcium carbonate/calcium oxide reactive system, which has
recently been studied and investigated in the field of CO2 capture techniques [44], was selected.
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For both the categories of materials it is possible to consider the use of a directly irradiated reactor
or an adiabatic reactor (fixed or fluidized bed), either in a closed or open configuration of the plant.

Regarding the power block, the adoption of a Brayton gas cycle, powered directly by the solar
thermal fluid, was envisaged to realize a compact and economical system configuration that allows
efficient utilization of the high temperature solar energy (800–1000 ◦C). In the Brayton cycles the heat
conversion efficiency into electricity is typically in the range 0.3–0.4, depending on the thermodynamic
cycle parameters and complexity of the plant. The integration with the Rankine cycle, which is
operative at lower-temperatures (500–250 ◦C), can also be considered in a combined Brayton/Rankine
power block.

In the present work, the direct contact scheme between thermal fluid and reactive material are
considered as a first option, by virtue of its inherent plant simplicity and compactness. Nevertheless,
the hypothesis of an intermediate heat exchange, which implies different thermal/process fluids and
different operating pressures for the solar plant and the thermochemical storage unit, are also considered.

The different system configurations analyzed for the integration of the solar tower plant with the
thermochemical unit are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Possible design options for the integration of the solar plant and the thermochemical
storage unit.

Central Tower Plant Thermochemical Storage Unit Power Plant

Tmax
[◦C]

Thermal
Fluid Reacting Material Process

Fluid Reactor Plant
Configuration Cycle

1000
Air

Co3O4–Co
Air

Fixed/Fluidized bed
or Directly irradiated

Open Brayton
Mn3O4–Mn3O4

Mix air/CO2 CaCO3–CaO Mix air/CO2
Fixed/Fluidized bed

or Directly irradiated
Closed Brayton
Open

5. Integration with Oxides-Based Systems

The reacting systems under exam, Mn2O3–Mn3O4 and Co3O4–Co, are characterized, respectively,
by the following equilibrium reactions:

6Mn2O3 � 4Mn3O4 + O2 (9)

2Co3O4 � 6CoO + O2 (10)

The equilibrium temperature at atmospheric pressure is high for both the systems (~900 ◦C);
assuming the use of an adiabatic reactor in the TCS unit, this leads to a limited temperature difference
between the inlet and the outlet of the thermochemical storage system (TCS unit inlet temperature:
1000 ◦C; TCS outlet temperature: ~900 ◦C). A “combined series-parallel” integration scheme was
considered for both the TCS systems: the introduction of a power block in series with the thermochemical
storage unit allows to fully exploit the enthalpy difference between the HTF input and the output in
the solar field, while the second power unit connected in parallel allows to modulate the repartition
between the stored and the directly used solar energy. In addition, in the case of metal oxides,
air can be used both as heat transfer fluid and as process fluid, with no intermediate exchangers
between the solar system, the thermochemical storage unit and the power block, in a compact and
efficient configuration. Taking into account such boundary conditions, i.e., confined adiabatic reactor,
open cycle, Brayton cycle-based power plant, and combined series/parallel configuration of the power
block, the process scheme initially hypothesized for the whole system is represented in Figure 10:
the atmospheric air, downstream of a compression stage, is sent to the receiver to absorb the solar
radiation and transform it into thermal energy.
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Figure 10. Integration scheme for a solar tower plant/thermochemical storage (TCS) unit (oxide systems)/
power block; on-sun operation.

The hot air coming from the receiver is partly sent to the power block and partly to the
thermochemical storage unit (consisting of modular elements) to power the endothermic reduction
reaction of the oxides (with oxygen release). As previously mentioned, the reactor outlet temperature
is still high (T3); therefore, the process fluid is sent to a second power block, which, depending on the
thermal and pressure levels, can also be connected in series with the first power unit. Finally, through a
recuperator, the gas exiting the second power block preheats the incoming air before being released
into the atmosphere.

In the off-sun operating phase, the atmospheric air, after compression and preheating, is sent
to the storage unit, where, through the exothermic oxidation reaction, it recovers the accumulated
chemical energy, regenerating the initial reacting material. The hot air coming out of the TCS unit is
then processed in the power block (or in the two power blocks in series) to produce electricity and is
finally released into the atmosphere, after having preheated the incoming air.

From the T-P curves of the systems under exam, shown in Figures 7 and 9, it can be seen that in
correspondence of an oxygen molar fraction of 0.21, the maximum operating pressure for the reduction
reaction (charging phase) is 1 atm, since an equilibrium temperature of about 900 ◦C corresponds to
this pressure level. Therefore, considering this integration scheme, it is necessary to adopt different
operating pressures for the TCS unit and the power block, in order to guarantee an expansion ratio
of at least 3 atmospheres in the power block. To this purpose expansion valves could be introduced
upstream of the TCS unit to reduce the air pressure entering the adiabatic reactor (Figure 11).
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These limitations could be overcome by using two different solar receivers and two separate
circuits dedicated to thermal storage and electricity production: the two receivers, operating at
different pressures, could be positioned in separate sections of the same solar tower, intercepting
the radiation reflected from two different segments of the solar field. An alternative solution to
decouple the operating pressures of the storage unit and the power block envisages the introduction
of an intermediate heat exchange between the adiabatic reactor and the main circuit of the plant
(Figure 12). This clearly implies a thermal degradation of the solar energy released by the HTF:
the reactor, in the best condition, would work at a maximum temperature of 950 ◦C (assuming, in the
intermediate exchanger, a temperature difference of 50 ◦C between the hot inlet and the cold outlet
flows). The reactor operating pressure would be less than 1 atm in the charging phase and equal to
1 atm in the heat releasing phase. The secondary circuit of the thermochemical storage unit should
therefore be equipped with a vacuum system.

Energies 2020, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 26 

 

These limitations could be overcome by using two different solar receivers and two separate 

circuits dedicated to thermal storage and electricity production: the two receivers, operating at 

different pressures, could be positioned in separate sections of the same solar tower, intercepting the 

radiation reflected from two different segments of the solar field. An alternative solution to decouple 

the operating pressures of the storage unit and the power block envisages the introduction of an 

intermediate heat exchange between the adiabatic reactor and the main circuit of the plant (Figure 

12). This clearly implies a thermal degradation of the solar energy released by the HTF: the reactor, 

in the best condition, would work at a maximum temperature of 950 °C (assuming, in the 

intermediate exchanger, a temperature difference of 50 °C between the hot inlet and the cold outlet 

flows). The reactor operating pressure would be less than 1 atm in the charging phase and equal to 1 

atm in the heat releasing phase. The secondary circuit of the thermochemical storage unit should 

therefore be equipped with a vacuum system. 

  

(a) (b) 

Figure 12. Indirect integration scheme for a central tower plant/TCS unit (oxide systems)/power block: 

(a) on-sun operation; (b) off-sun operation. 

In the alternative hypothesis of employing a directly irradiated reactor, the reactive material is 

fed to the solar receiver through the use of specific equipment for solids handling (Figure 13). In the 

receiver the material is invested by the solar radiation, reacts and releases oxygen, regenerating the 

reduced chemical species, and is subsequently cooled and stored in a special tank. Several concepts 

of solid-material reactor [39,45], falling film reactor [46], fluidized bed reactor [47], swirl flow [48], 

etc., have been proposed in the literature, but the development of this component is still at an early 

stage due to the technological constraints associated with the direct irradiation (resistance of 

materials, quartz window sealing, differential expansion, and scalability). Depending on the type of 

receiver adopted, the reaction can occur under vacuum or in air flow, as shown in Figure 13. In the 

latter case, a better internal heat transfer and a more efficient heat–electricity conversion in the power 

block would be obtained. 

In the hypothesis of direct irradiation, the repartition between the stored power Pst and the used 

power Put can be more easily adjusted. Moreover, also in this case, in order to obtain greater operating 

flexibility, it is possible to operate two parallel receivers, positioned on the same central tower, 

dedicated both to thermochemical storage and direct production of electricity. In the absence of 

consolidated data on the feasibility of directly irradiated reactor/receiver, in this work the operating 

conditions of the storage system are defined in the hypothesis of adiabatic confined reactor, as 

reported below. 

Figure 12. Indirect integration scheme for a central tower plant/TCS unit (oxide systems)/power block:
(a) on-sun operation; (b) off-sun operation.

In the alternative hypothesis of employing a directly irradiated reactor, the reactive material is
fed to the solar receiver through the use of specific equipment for solids handling (Figure 13). In the
receiver the material is invested by the solar radiation, reacts and releases oxygen, regenerating the
reduced chemical species, and is subsequently cooled and stored in a special tank. Several concepts
of solid-material reactor [39,45], falling film reactor [46], fluidized bed reactor [47], swirl flow [48],
etc., have been proposed in the literature, but the development of this component is still at an early
stage due to the technological constraints associated with the direct irradiation (resistance of materials,
quartz window sealing, differential expansion, and scalability). Depending on the type of receiver
adopted, the reaction can occur under vacuum or in air flow, as shown in Figure 13. In the latter case,
a better internal heat transfer and a more efficient heat–electricity conversion in the power block would
be obtained.

In the hypothesis of direct irradiation, the repartition between the stored power Pst and the used
power Put can be more easily adjusted. Moreover, also in this case, in order to obtain greater operating
flexibility, it is possible to operate two parallel receivers, positioned on the same central tower, dedicated
both to thermochemical storage and direct production of electricity. In the absence of consolidated
data on the feasibility of directly irradiated reactor/receiver, in this work the operating conditions of
the storage system are defined in the hypothesis of adiabatic confined reactor, as reported below.
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Figure 13. Integration scheme for a central tower plant/TCS unit (oxide systems)/power block; on-sun
operation assuming a directly irradiated reactor.

Calculation of TCS Operating Parameters

For the preliminary definition of the operating conditions of the TCS unit, two different system
configurations were taken into account: a direct contact scheme (Figure 11) and a scheme with
intermediate heat exchange (Figure 12). The P-T equilibrium curves used for the two selected reactive
systems, Mn2O3–Mn3O4 and Co3O4–Co, are shown in Figure 7.

Regarding the charging step, in the case of the direct contact scheme (Figure 11a), it was assumed
to operate the TCS unit at atmospheric pressure, which corresponds to an equilibrium temperature
of 900 ◦C for the Mn2O3–Mn3O4 system and of 882 ◦C for the Co3O4–CoO system. Considering the
thermodynamic constraints, the operating temperature of the reactor in the case of the Mn3O4–Mn2O3

system has to be always higher than 900 ◦C and in this work, it was assumed to be included in the
range 910–1000 ◦C. For the Co3O4–CoO system, the operating thermal interval is included in the range
892–1000 ◦C.

In the hypothesis of an indirect contact configuration (Figure 12a), assuming a temperature
difference of 50 ◦C between the hot inlet and the cold outlet streams in the intermediate heat exchanger,
and considering a realistic pressure of 0.4 atm in the reactor, the following operating parameters can be
identified for the TCS unit:

- manganese oxide system—thermal interval: 950–860 ◦C, with an equilibrium temperature of
850 ◦C;

- cobalt oxide—thermal interval: 950–878 ◦C, with an equilibrium temperature of 868 ◦C.

Regarding the discharging phase, in the direct contact process option (Figure 11b), the system
is operated at a higher pressure than the charging step to increase the temperature level at which
the heat is released, to improve the oxidation reaction kinetics and to provide a suitable turbine
head. The optimal operating pressure was identified through a process analysis of the entire system,
shown in Figure 11b, taking into account the upstream and downstream operations of the TCS unit:
for the recuperator a temperature difference of 50 ◦C between the cold inlet and hot outlet streams
was assumed, while the power block for simplicity was represented by a turbine with an isoentropic
efficiency equal to 0.85. More specifically, a parametric analysis of the reactor operating conditions
(outlet temperature and inlet air flow rate) was carried out varying the compressor outlet pressure and
maintaining a reactor input temperature compatible with the oxidation kinetics (approx. > 650 ◦C).
The results of the parametric analysis are summarized in Figures 14 and 15, where the equilibrium
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temperature of the systems as a function of the total pressure is also represented. These figures
show that the maximum operating pressure of the adiabatic reactor is less than 2.8 atm in the case of
manganese oxide, and less than 2.6 atm in the case of cobalt oxide; above these pressure values the
corresponding system temperatures are not compatible with the equilibrium temperatures.
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In the case of an indirect integration scheme (Figure 12), the operating pressures of the reactor
in the charging (P < 1 atm) and discharging steps should not be significantly different, due to
technological constraints related to the operation of the vacuum systems. It was therefore assumed,
in the discharging phase, to operate the reactor at atmospheric pressure, with equilibrium temperatures
of 900 ◦C (manganese oxide) and 882 ◦C (cobalt oxide).

Considering a reactor inlet temperature of 650 ◦C, and a minimum temperature difference of
10 ◦C between the reactor outlet temperature and the reaction equilibrium temperature, the operating
temperature range of the TCS system is included in the range 650–890 ◦C for the manganese oxide and
650–872 ◦C for the cobalt oxide. Consequently, the thermal difference of the HTF in the intermediate
heat exchanger is approximately 600–840 ◦C for the manganese oxide and 600–822 ◦C for the cobalt
oxide, assuming equal flow rates of the inlet stream. Tables 4 and 5 summarize the main operating
parameters of the storage units, identified through the process simulation of the entire systems and
referring to the cases mentioned above. From the comparison of the operating conditions reported in



Energies 2020, 13, 4940 16 of 26

these tables, it clearly emerges that the direct heat exchange scheme has higher “storing” efficiency
than the alternative case (indirect heat exchange) since the amount of heat absorbed and released per
air mole is higher. On the other hand, in the direct scheme, the constraints on the reactor operating
pressure lead to significant limitations on the overall efficiency of the system: in the charging phase the
introduction of expansion valves upstream the TCS unit causes a reduction in the mechanical work
obtainable in the turbine, while in the discharging phase the maximum input pressure at the power
block is less than 2.6 atm, resulting in a limited expansion ratio in the turbine.

Table 4. TCS operating conditions for the manganese oxide system (open cycle and adiabatic reactor).

Mn3O4–Mn2O3 System Charging Phase Discharging Phase

∆Hrx: 31.9
(kJ/molMn2O3) [34]

Direct Heat
Exchange

Indirect Heat
Exchange

Direct Heat
Exchange

Indirect Heat
Exchange

xO2,in (mol/mol) 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.21
Ptot,in (atm) 1.0 0.4 2.6 1.0

Teq (◦C) 900 850 962 900
Tin (◦C) 1000 950 650 650
Tout (◦C) 910 860 940 890

mst/vrx (molgas/mols) 10.3 10.3 4.92 6.0
Qst/mst (kJ/mol) 3.1 3.1 9.7 8.0

Table 5. TCS operating conditions for the cobalt oxide system (open cycle and adiabatic reactor).

Co3O4–CoO System Charging Phase Discharging Phase

∆Hrx: 195
(kJ/molMn2O3) [49]

Direct Heat
Exchange

Indirect Heat
Exchange

Direct Heat
Exchange

Indirect Heat
Exchange

xO2,in (mol/mol) 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.21
Ptot,in (atm) 1.0 0.4 2.5 1.0

Teq (◦C) 882 868 920 882
Tin (◦C) 1000 950 650 650
Tout (◦C) 892 878 910 872
mst/vrx

(molgas/mols) 54.7 81.4 7.7 9.8

Qst/mst (kJ/mol) 3.7 2.4 8.7 7.5

From an engineering point of view, the solution with the intermediate exchanger certainly offers
greater operational flexibility, being able to decouple the pressure levels of the power block from
the storage tank, but it requires a higher investment cost for the presence of the intermediate heat
exchanger. Additionally in such scheme the TCS unit should be equipped with a vacuum system and
should operate in unfavorable heat/mass transfer conditions (low pressures), requiring higher volumes,
and, consequently higher investment costs.

6. Integration with Carbonates-Based Systems

The calcium oxide/calcium carbonate system is characterized by the following equilibrium reaction:

CaCO3 � CaO+CO2 (11)

This material, which has principally been studied in the field of carbon capture techniques [50],
has an equilibrium temperature of about 900 ◦C (at 1 atm). The cyclical production and consumption
of CO2 requires, in theory, the adoption of a closed loop scheme, where the thermal fluid can be either
pure CO2 or air/CO2 mixtures. On the other hand, by working at CO2 partial pressures lower than 1
atm, it is possible to significantly reduce the thermal level of the calcination step and, in the hypothesis
of carrying out the reaction under an air flow, the equilibrium temperature falls below 700 ◦C (Figure 9).
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Therefore, in the present paper, two process options, closed cycle (with CO2 recycling) and open cycle,
represented in Figure 16 and Figure 18, respectively, have been taken into account. It is worth pointing
out that the latter option, as a whole process, is characterized by a neutral CO2 balance since the carbon
dioxide released during the solar working phase has been previously absorbed in the off-sun operation
from gaseous effluents produced in combustion or oxy-combustion processes.
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In these schemes, the “combined series/parallel” (Figure 5) integration option between
thermochemical storage and power block has been considered in order to use the whole enthalpy
difference available between the inlet and the outlet of the solar field. Nevertheless, in this specific
case, it could also be possible to consider a “stratified” storage unit, consisting of a stack of different
chemical species characterized by different and complementary operating thermal levels, or different
sensible/latent heat media, in order to increase the power stored per mass flow unit. As an example,
the use of both the calcium carbonate and magnesium carbonate reacting systems could be considered
in the same storage unit, where the calcium carbonate, operating at higher temperatures, represents the
first accumulation stage and the magnesium carbonate, whose decomposition temperature at 1 atm is
about 400 ◦C, is the second step.

6.1. Closed Loop Option: Calculation of TCS Operating Parameters

Referring to the hypothesis of a closed loop and adiabatic reactor, in the solar operating phase
(Figure 16a) the stream of air and CO2 is sent to the receiver to absorb the solar energy. The hot gas
leaving the receiver is partly processed directly in the power block and partly sent to the thermochemical
storage unit (consisting of modular elements) to feed the endothermic calcium carbonate decomposition
reaction (with CO2 release). The stream leaving the reactor is subsequently processed in a power
block or, in the case of the stratified storage, sent to a second reactive step (based on magnesium
carbonate) with further production of CO2. Finally, through a recuperator, the gas leaving the power
block preheats the incoming air before being further cooled, compressed and stored.

In the case of a closed loop, the cyclical production and consumption of CO2 lead to a variable gas
composition over time, oscillating between the values corresponding to the end of the calcination step
(maximum concentration) and the end of the carbonation step (minimum concentration). During the
calcination phase, the maximum allowed CO2 pressure, and consequently the maximum CO2

concentration, depends on the outlet temperature of the adiabatic reactor, which should be below 900◦.
Assuming an equilibrium temperature of the CaCO3–CaO system is always below 900 ◦C, in order to
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favor the decomposition reaction during the whole solar charging phase, the molar fraction of CO2 in
the gas flow, for different levels of total pressure, must always be lower than/equal to the values shown
in Table 6 (first and second columns). Therefore, in the hypothesis of working at a total maximum
pressure lower than 5 atm, the corresponding molar fraction of CO2 at the completion of the calcination
step has to be lower than 0.2. The minimum value of CO2 concentration is mainly affected by kinetic
factors: the rate of the carbonation reaction, during the discharging phase, must sustain a relevant
exothermic effect in order to produce a significant temperature increase of the gas stream along the
reactor. From a preliminary kinetic analysis, the CO2 minimum molar fraction necessary to increase
the temperature of the gaseous flow of 300 ◦C is about 0.05. Therefore, a possible operating range
for the CO2 molar fraction along the circuit, in the hypothesis of adiabatic reactor, is 0.05–0.2; in the
following it is conservatively assumed that the operating range is between 0.07 and 0.2.

Table 6. Total equilibrium pressure of the CaCO3–CaO system varying the molar CO2 fraction for two
different temperature levels.

yCO2 (mol/mol) Ptot (atm) @ Teq (◦C): 900 yCO2 (mol/mol) Ptot (atm) @ Teq (◦C): 1000

0.1 10.73 0.1 42.28
0.2 5.37 0.2 21.14
0.3 3.58 0.3 14.09
0.4 2.68 0.4 10.57
0.5 2.15 0.5 8.46
0.6 1.79 0.6 7.05
0.7 1.53 0.7 6.04
0.8 1.34 0.8 5.28
0.9 1.19 0.9 4.70
1 1.07 1 4.22

In the case of a directly irradiated reactor, the maximum concentration limit is obviously greater:
assuming a maximum equilibrium temperature of 1000 ◦C and a total pressure of about 5 atm,
the corresponding CO2 mole fraction is 0.8 (Table 6), with a significant reduction in storage volumes.

In the off-sun operating phase, shown in Figure 16b, the air/CO2 mixture coming from the buffer
is compressed, preheated, and then sent to the thermochemical storage unit, where the exothermic
carbonation reaction occurs with the associated CO2 consumption and regeneration of the initial
carbonate. The hot gas leaving the TCS unit is then processed in the power block (or in the two series
power blocks) to produce electricity. Finally, downstream of the recuperator, the gas is cooled and
cycled back to the compressor, enriched with a stream of air/CO2 from the buffer to balance the molar
flow rate in the circuit.

On the basis of the process diagrams shown in Figure 16a, and taking into account the
thermodynamic properties of the CaCO3–CaO system (Figure 9), the nominal operating parameters of
the TCS unit during charging and discharging steps were preliminarily identified, considering the
CO2 concentration range mentioned above (0.07–0.2). Clearly in the real plant operation the system
dynamically evolves within the two limit states characterized by the two CO2 limit concentrations,
with gradual changes in operating conditions.

For the charging phase it was assumed to operate the system in the pressure range 1–4 atm;
the storage of the CO2 produced is performed at 4 atm to reduce gas molar volumes.

In the discharging phase the system is operated at a higher pressure level to increase the
temperature at which the accumulated heat is released and to improve the kinetics of the carbonation
reaction; the optimal operating pressure was identified through the process analysis of the entire flow
sheet represented in Figure 16b, taking into account the upstream and downstream operations of the
TCS unit (for the recuperator the temperature difference between the inlet cold stream and the outlet
hot stream was assumed equal to 50 ◦C, while the power block was assimilated to a turbine with
isoentropic efficiency equal to 0.85).
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For both the CO2 concentration limits considered, a parametric analysis of the reactor operating
conditions (outlet temperature and inlet air flow) was carried out varying the compressor outlet
pressure, maintaining the reactor inlet temperature above 600 ◦C to favor the carbonation kinetics.
The results of the parametric analysis are summarized in Figure 17, which also shows the equilibrium
temperature of the system as a function of the total pressure.
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Figure 17. CaCO3–CaO reactor (discharging step, closed loop): parametric analysis of the inlet and
outlet temperature and equilibrium temperature varying the inlet total pressure (power block outlet
pressure: 4 atm). (a) xCO2: 0.2; (b) xCO2: 0.07.

The figure shows that, since the reactor operating temperature has to be lower than the equilibrium
temperature for the exothermic reaction to proceed spontaneously, the maximum pressure value is
9 atm in the case of minimum CO2 molar fraction, and 14 atm in the case of higher CO2 concentration;
Table 7 summarizes the main operating parameters identified for the charging and discharging phases
in the two CO2 concentration limit conditions. In the discharging phase, clearly, the performance of
the thermochemical system is better at high CO2 concentrations, reaching higher temperatures and
releasing more heat per unit of inlet flow.

From an engineering point of view, this closed cycle scheme presents a series of limitations that
have to be taken into account for a future technical feasibility analysis. Firstly the presence of a CO2

storage, both in the form of a compressed or condensed gas, implies high storage volumes and high
investment and operative costs, actually reducing the potential duration of the thermal accumulation,
probably suitable for daily or short-term applications. Furthermore the variable gas concentrations and
volumes require a complex management of the plant operation and a sophisticated process control,
which can limit the application perspectives.
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Table 7. TCS operating conditions for the carbonate-based system (CaCO3–Ca) applied to a closed loop
TCS unit.

CaCO3-CaO System Charging Phase Discharging Phase

∆Hrx: 178 (kJ/mol)
xCO2.in (mol/mol) 0.07 (min) 0.2 (max) 0.2 (max) 0.07 (min)

Ptot,in (atm) 4.0 4.0 12 9
Teq (◦C) 817 880 957 866
Tin (◦C) 1000 1000 600 600
Tout (◦C) 827 890 911 854

mst/vrx (molgas/mols) 28.9 41.9 15.2 20.2
Qst/mst (kJ/mol) 6.1 4.2 11.7 8.8

6.2. Open Loop Option: Calculation of TCS Operating Parameters

In the case of an open cycle, in the solar operating phase (Figure 18a) the atmospheric air,
downstream of a compression stage, is sent to the receiver to absorb the solar radiation. The flow
of hot air leaving the receiver is partly processed directly in the power block and partly sent to the
thermochemical storage unit (consisting of modular elements) to power the endothermic calcium
carbonate calcination reaction (with CO2 release). Finally, through a recuperator, the gas exiting the
power block preheats the incoming air before being released into the atmosphere or treated in some
CO2 capture and segregation process. It is worth underlining that the whole process is characterized
by a neutral CO2 balance, since the carbon dioxide released during the solar operating phase has been
previously absorbed by CaO, during off-sun operation, from gaseous effluents of combustion and/or
oxy-combustion processes (Figure 18b).
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Figure 18. Conceptual scheme for the integration of central tower plant and TCS storage unit assuming
adiabatic reactor, open process configuration, Brayton cycle-based power block. (a) on-sun operation;
(b) off-sun operation.

In the discharging phase, shown in Figure 18b, the air/CO2 mixture coming from thermoelectric
plants, or in any case from fossil combustion processes, is preheated and then sent to the TCS unit,
where the exothermic carbonation reaction takes place with associated consumption of CO2 and
regeneration of the initial carbonate. The hot gas leaving the TCS unit is processed in the power
block for the production of electricity and then sent to the recuperator to preheat the inlet gas flow.
On the basis of the process diagram shown in Figure 18a, and taking into account the thermodynamic
properties of the system under examination (Figure 9), during the on-sun phase it is assumed to
operate the TCS system at a pressure of 4 atm (Teq: 580 ◦C). Assuming that a reactor outlet temperature
of 700 ◦C guarantees sufficiently high reaction kinetics [51], the temperature difference between the
upstream and downstream of the reactor is higher than the closed cycle option (1000–700 ◦C vs.
1000–900 ◦C), leading to a more efficient solar energy storage.



Energies 2020, 13, 4940 21 of 26

In the discharging phase (Figure 18b), the system is operated at a higher pressure than the charging
step to increase the thermal level at which the stored heat is released and to improve the kinetics of the
carbonation reaction. Additionally, in this case the optimal operating pressure was identified through
the process analysis of the entire flowsheet, taking into account the operating specifications of the
compressor, recuperator and power block. In particular, for the recuperator, a temperature difference
of 50 ◦C between the inlet cold stream and the outlet hot stream was assumed, while the power block
was assimilated to a turbine with isoentropic efficiency equal to 0.85. In the analysis, three different
levels of CO2 concentration in the inlet effluent were considered, and a reactor inlet temperature of
500 ◦C was assumed to have a reasonable carbonation reaction rate [51].

The results of the parametric analysis of the reactor operating conditions varying the compressor
outlet pressure are reported in Figure 19, where the outlet temperature of the reactor is shown along
with the equilibrium temperature of the reactive system and the ratio between the flow rate of the inlet
gas and the reaction rate (mst/vrx).

The figure shows that, since the reactor operating temperature has to be lower than the equilibrium
temperature to favor the exothermic reaction, the maximum pressure value is comprised in the range
3–3.8 atm, depending on the CO2 inlet concentration. Table 8 summarizes the main TCS operating
parameters identified for the charging and discharging phases at the three CO2 concentration levels
considered (0.07, 0.1, and 0.13). In the discharging phase, clearly, the thermochemical system performs
better at high concentrations of CO2, reaching higher reactor temperatures and releasing a larger
amount of thermal energy per mole of gas (from 9.5 to 11.8 kJ/mol). From the comparison with the
closed cycle option (Table 7), it emerges that the open system is strongly favored in the charging
phase, with an almost double storage potential (Qst/mst equal to 8.8 against 4.25–6.15 kJ/mol), while the
performances in the discharging phase are quite aligned.

From a practical point of view, the open cycle scheme requires a less complex plant configuration
and a less sophisticated control system than the closed one, which deals with variable gas concentrations
and volumes. Furthermore the open scheme can enlarge the application field of thermochemical
storage to the energy efficiency and thermal energy recovery in existing plant powered by fossil fuels,
enabling a spatially and thermally decoupling between the charging and discharging steps.
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Figure 19. CaCO3–CaO reactor (discharging step and open loop): parametric analysis of the inlet and
outlet temperature and equilibrium temperature varying the inlet total pressure (power block outlet
pressure: 1 atm). (a) xCO2:0.07; (b) xCO2:0.1; (c) xCO2:0.13.

Table 8. TCS operating conditions for the carbonate-based system (CaCO3–CaO) applied to an open
loop process: in the discharging phase, three possible scenarios are analyzed, associated to three
different CO2 concentrations of the inlet gas flow.

CaCO3–CaO System Charging Phase Discharging Phase

∆Hrx: 178 (kJ/mol)
xCO2.in (mol/mol) <0.001 0.07 0.10 0.13

Ptot,in (atm) 10 2.8 3.2 3.6
Teq (◦C) 615 817 824 847
Tin (◦C) 1000 500 500 500
Tout (◦C) 700 780 809 833

mst/vrx (molgas/mols) 20.2 18.6 16.5 15.04
Qst/mst (kJ/mol) 8.8 9.5 10.7 11.8

7. Conclusions

In the present work a theoretical analysis was carried out to identify possible integration
approaches between solar plants and thermo–chemical systems in view of long-term energy storage.
The study was focused on high temperature solar plants (solar towers) using gaseous heat transfer
fluids. Two categories of compatible reactive materials were identified: metal oxides and carbonates.
More specifically, cobalt oxides, manganese oxides, and the calcium carbonate/calcium oxide system
were selected. For the metal oxide systems, two possible schemes for the TCS unit were analyzed:
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in a first scheme, direct heat exchange between the heat transfer fluid and the reactive material was
assumed, while, in the second scheme, a heat exchanger was used to transfer the solar energy to the
process fluid. From the comparison of the process parameters, a higher storage efficiency for the direct
exchange scheme was obtained. On the other hand, in the direct contact scheme, the constraints on
the reactor operating pressure entail significant limitations on the overall system efficiency. This can
be solved by adopting two different solar receivers and two separate HTF circuits, one dedicated to
thermal storage and the other one to the production of electricity. The two receivers, operating at
different pressures, could be positioned in separate sections of the same solar tower, intercepting the
reflected radiation from two different areas of the solar field.

For TCS units based on the calcium carbonate/calcium oxide system, two plant configurations
were analyzed. As a first option, a closed process, including a CO2 buffer tank to compensate for
the cyclical release and absorption of CO2, was considered. As a second option, an open process
was envisaged, with the calcination step carried out in air flow to reduce the reaction temperature
(from 900 ◦C to 700 ◦C), and the carbonation step performed through the use of a gaseous stream
containing CO2. In this latter option, the heat storage and release steps can also, in principle, take place
at different sites, taking advantage of a locally available CO2 source, such as a combustion and/or
oxy-combustion plant, for the thermal discharging (carbonation) step. In this respect, it is worth
pointing out that coupling the combustion and TCS processes does not affect the overall CO2 balance,
since the carbon dioxide released during solar heating has been previously absorbed from gaseous
effluents in the off-sun operation. On the contrary, with this configuration, the process could also be
used as a carbon capture solution.

From the comparison of the operating conditions of the two process options (closed and open)
it emerges that the open configuration is strongly favored in the charging phase and can achieve an
almost double thermal storage rate by using the same air flowrate (8.8 against 4.25 kW per 1 mol s−1

air flowrate). Moreover, the closed cycle option is more complex, especially in terms of process control,
due to the variable gas concentrations and volumes. In addition, the need to provide the system with
a gas storage, as well as solid storage, makes this solution more suitable for a daily or non-seasonal
thermal accumulation.

Anyway, the exact quantification of the benefits and limitations of the plant schemes here presented
is beyond the scope of this work, which is aimed at identifying possible coupling solutions between CSP
plants and thermochemical storage systems. In order to compare the performance and characteristics
of the different TCS systems here considered, the dynamics of the charging and discharging processes
should be accounted for, in order to evaluate the actual storage capacity of the materials. Therefore,
as a future development of the work, an experimental campaign on the selected materials (in particular
calcium carbonate) will be carried out to test the reactions kinetics in the identified operating conditions
and to implement modelling tools to describe the dynamics of the TCS unit.
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