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Modeling and Realization of Photovoltaic 
Simulator Based on a Buck DC-DC Converter 

Navid Reza Abjadi1 

Abstract: This paper presents a simple accurate model for photovoltaic (PV) 
modules suitable for implementation by digital signal processors (DSPs). A buck 
DC-DC converter is employed to realize the PV characteristic appropriately. Three 
controllers set forth for current control according to PV voltage to achieve fast and 
accurate convergence. Computer simulation results are presented to investigate the 
effectiveness of the proposed PV system. Moreover, a practical setup is made and 
the proposed method using the obtained model for different temperatures and solar 
irradiations is tested in MATLAB/Simulink environment. 

Keywords: PV module, PV modeling, PV simulator, Solar panel, Buck DC-DC 
converter. 

1 Introduction 

Solar energy plays an important role to generate electricity in the recent years 
because it is infinite, clean and friendly in environment. PV modules or solar 
panels are used more and more recently because of increasing electricity demand 
and environment concerns. There are many interests in PV modules in different 
research fields: modeling, control, connecting to battery or grid [1], maximum 
power point tracking (MPPT), PV shading [2] and etc. PV modules consist of 
many solar cells which are solid state devices. Nonlinear i-v characteristic of PV 
modules is considered in many research papers to obtain accurate models for 
various simulation software packages [3]; however, these models are not suitable 
for digital PV simulator or their implementation is difficult in real time systems; 
since, there are many constants and variables in these models. In [4], one of these 
models is introduced and a PV module is implemented using voltage buffering 
technique. This technique is not suitable for PV module with high powers because 
of huge power loss in the simulator. Switching DC-DC converters are usually 
used for diverse power conversion systems. They can be used for implementation 
of PV module simulator with high efficiency especially in high power. The buck 
or buck-boost converters can be used for such purpose; however, the boost 
converter is not suitable for PV simulator implementation, because it is a voltage 
step up converter; but, in a PV simulator the voltage needs to be reduced to zero 

for a short circuit. In [5 − 9] based on electrical models of solar cells namely ideal 
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model, single diode model and double diode model, the PV module behavior is 
investigated and simulated in MATLAB/Simulink environment. The equations 
and their parameters are quit complex. In [10] artificial neural network (ANN) 
based simulation and experimental verification of analytical four and five 
parameters models of PV modules are presented. 

PV module simulator can simplify researches in many solar panel researches 
and designs. Doing theses researches and designs in real world with real solar 
panel causes many difficulties; for example, the temperature and irradiation are 
not expectable and cannot be changed arbitrarily. [11] proposes a PV simulator 
based on a buck DC-DC converter in the PSIM software using the single-diode 
model. In [12] the PV simulator is realized using a push-pull DC-DC converter 
which has a more complicated dynamics compared with the buck converter but it 
can be used for more power generation. The PV simulator of [12] is implemented 
on a personal computer (PC). In [13] a real time photovoltaic simulator is 
designed, developed and implemented based on the single diode model of solar 
cells. A PV simulator is proposed in [14] using a constant current source and array 
of diodes. In [15], a double loop PI controlled buck converter is used as a PV 
simulator and the effect of wind speed is also considered in PV reference model 
which is not very essential in most of the PV system tests. In [16] a PV emulator 
is realized using a buck converter with a dSPACE controller which is rather 
expensive. This paper does not design any controller and the command pulses are 
generated by comparison of voltage error and a triangle signal. The obtained 
results represent oscillatory response near the open circuit and short circuit points. 
In [17], a synchronous buck converter is used as a PV simulator which fed by a 
boost converter. A double current mode control is used which needs both the 
inductor current and the load current. The proposed control method used in this 
paper also needs the input voltage and the controller is rather complicated. In 
addition, the i-v characteristics of the PV module is implemented by a large 
lookup table which occupy the memory of the DSP.  

The purpose of the modeling in this paper is to obtain a simple i-v relation 
for each temperature and irradiation which is suitable in implementation with 
DSPs without any difficulty. Using switching strategy for implementation, high 
power PV modules can be simulated and large amount of power can be extracted 
to charge a battery or current injection to power grid with inverter. 

The contributions of this paper are: presenting a simple model for PV module 
suitable for implementation in a DSP, presenting a simple low cost switching 
hardware with appropriate controls using the proposed model and designing and 
investigating three current controllers to realize the PV simulator. The stability 
issues of the system are checked and proved. 
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2 PV Module Model 

The i-v characteristic of a PV module can be considered as two segments. 
The first segment is like a current source and the second segment which is the 
remain segment of the i-v curve can be approximated by a polynomial. To obtain 
this polynomial, data of current and voltage of the PV module is needed. The 
Data collection is done by a practical PV module or an available PV module in a 
simulation software such as PSIM or MATLAB. In this paper the data is obtained 
from PSIM as shown in diagram of Fig. 1. The i-v data can be obtained for 
different temperatures and solar irradiations. For each temperature and solar 
irradiation a polynomial is obtained. Using curve fitting technique for example in 
MATLAB software, the coefficients of the polynomial are obtained. After testing 
various polynomial degrees, a polynomial with 4th order degree is resembled the 
characteristic of the actual PV panel with a very good accuracy.  

 

Fig. 1 – PV module in PSIM software for obtaining i-v data. 

 

To show this claim, the i-v characteristic of three conditions namely  
25oC-1000W/m2, 50oC-1000W/m2 and 25oC-500W/m2 are plotted in Fig. 2.  
The obtained data from fitted 4th order polynomials is also plotted in Fig. 2 with 
×, ○ and ⁎ notations, respectively. From Fig. 2 it is seen that there is a very good 
accuracy in approximating i-v curve by a 4th order polynomial. Therefore, the 
model proposed for a PV module with a certain temperature and solar irradiation 
is as follow: 

 
4 3 2

4 3 2 1 0

I, for V,
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
= 

+ + + +
 (1) 

where I and V are positive constants obtained from the i-v curve and 0a  to 4a  

are obtained coefficients from curve fitting. 

It is worthwhile to note that the constant segment of the i-v curve should be 
considered separately to achieve a better accuracy and the polynomial 
coefficients should be obtained with adequate digits since the fitted 4th order 
polynomial is very sensitive with respect to coefficients. 
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Fig. 2 – The i-v characteristic of three conditions. 

 

3 PV Simulator Based on the Buck Converter 
The schematic diagram of the proposed PV module simulator based on DC-

DC buck converter is shown in Fig. 3. The data or the model equations of PV 
module characteristic are saved in the memory of a microcontroller or DSP. The 
output voltage is measured and based on the characteristic of the PV module, the 
reference output current is obtained. The actual output current is also measured 
by a current sensor such as a Hall effect sensor; then compared with its reference. 
In Fig. 3 two controls are proposed for current control. The first one is a simple 
comparator or relay which generates switch S pulses with variable frequency. The 
second one is a PI control plus PWM unit which generates switch S pulses with 
fixed frequency. The second control is more suitable for digital implementation 
because most of the DSPs have separate PWM unites. Using each of these 
controls, the error between output current and its reference converges to almost 
zero and the characteristic of the PV module is realized. Instead of the load R of 
Fig. 3, any other load or power converter can be used. The digital realization 
increases the versatility and programmability of the converter and the resulted PV 
module simulator. 

It is assumed that the value of the inductor is large enough for the converter 
to operate in continuous conduction mode (CCM). This assumption causes that 
in addition to achieving a CCM, the inductor current ripple will also decrease and 
the inductor current will be approximately equal to the output current. 
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Fig. 3 – Schematic diagram of the proposed PV module simulator. 

 
The differential equations of the buck converter in CCM are given by 

 

d
d
d ,
d

l
C
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L C

iL v Eu
t
vC i Gv
t

  

 
 (2) 

where G is the electrical conductance of the load and u is the switch S command 
or control input ){0( ,1}u . When the switch S is off, 0u   and when the switch 
S is on, 1u  . 

The average model is obtained by substituting the discontinuous control 
input in (2) by a continuous control signal which is the average of the switch 
command. For notation simplicity, same notations are used for both instantaneous 
variables and average variables. If u considered as a continuous control signal 
( 0 1u  ), (2) can be considered as the average model. 

Equation (2) can be rewritten as the following affine form: 
 ( ) ( )x x u x f g , (3) 

where T [ ]L Ci vx , 
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3.1 The first control: sign function 

It is worthwhile to note assuming capacitance C is large enough, the inductor 

current Li  is almost equal to the output current i. The first control proposed in 

Fig. 3 is in fact a sliding mode (SM) control which is investigated more 
thoroughly. 

Setting the time derivatives to zero, the equilibrium point of (3) is given by 

 1 2 2 2 1 1( , ) ( , ) ( , )x x Gx x x Rx= = =x , (5) 

where 1 refx i= , and 2 refx Ri Eu= = ; u  is the steady-state value of u at the 

equilibrium point. 

Define the following output or sliding variable 

 1 1( )h x x x= − . (6) 

The sliding surface is defined as 

 2{ | ( ) 0}S h x=  =x . (7) 

The direction derivatives or Lie derivatives of h(x) with respect to f(x) and 
g(x) are [18, 19] 

 2( )f

x
L h x

L
= − ,    ( ) 0g

E
L h x

L
=  , (8) 

where 
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h
L h x
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
f   and   ( )g

h
L h x

x




g . 

In sliding mode control, the equivalent control equ , which restricts the state 

trajectory to S surface, is obtained by equating the time derivative of sliding 
variable h(x) to zero considering nominal parameters. The equivalent control for 
the system (3) and the sliding variable (6) is obtained as follow [19]: 

 0 0(  )  
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which yields 
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( )

f

eq
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L h x E
= − = . (9) 

Since 20 x E  , one concludes 0 1equ   which is the necessary and 

sufficient condition for existence of a sliding regime [19]. 

Considering the fact that ( ) 0gL h x  , using the following control law, the 

state trajectories hit the sliding surface S which yields the desired regulation [19]. 

  
1 ( ) 0 1

1 sign ( )
0 ( ) 0 2

if h x
u h x

if h x


= = −


. (10) 

The ideal sliding dynamics is given by 

 ( ) ( ) eqx x u= +x f g , (11) 

which coincides the zero dynamics ( 0y h= = ). 

Considering the system (3), the second equation of the system is not used, 

therefore, the internal dynamics is 1 2
2

x x
x

C RC
= − . The zero dynamics is obtained, 

considering 0y h= =  in internal dynamics 

 1 2 2 2
2

x x x x
x

C RC RC

−
= − = . (12) 

Consider the following Lyapunov function 

 
2

2 2 2

1
( ) ( )

2
V x x x= − . (13) 

Taking the derivative of (13) with respect to time and substituting from (12), 
one can obtain 

 
2

2 2 2

1
( ) ( )V x x x

RC
= − − , (14) 

which is a negative definite function and yields the asymptotically stability of the 
equilibrium point. 

3.2 The second control: PI control 

Consider the second control proposed in Fig. 3. Assuming the switching 
frequency of the PWM unit is large enough that one can abandon the effect of the 
PWM unit. Consider (2) as converter average model, the following transfer 
function between control input u and output current i is obtained 

 
2

( )

( ) 1

I s GE

U s LCs LGs
=

+ +
, (15) 
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where s is the Laplace transform variable; I(s) and U(s) denote Laplace 
transforms of the corresponding variables. 

The transfer function of the PI controller is given by 

 
( )

( )

i
p

KU s
K

E s s
= + , (16) 

where ( ) ( ) ( )refE s I s I s= −  and ( )refI s  is the Laplace transform of the reference 

current. 

Combining (15) and (16), one can obtain the closed-loop transfer function as 

 
3 2

( )( )

( ) (1 )

p i

ref p i

GE K s KI s

s LCs LGs GEK s GEKI

+
=

+ + + +
. (17) 

The coefficients of the denominator of (17) are positive and with proper 

choice of pK  and iK  a stable closed-loop system with satisfactory step response 

is achieved. The DC gain of (17) is equal to 1; in fact, the integral action 
eliminates the steady-state error for step reference input. 

3.3 The third control: nonsingular terminal sliding mode control 

Terminal sliding mode (TSM) control is an improved SM control in which 
the sliding variable contains fractional order. There are two phases in SM control: 
the reaching phase and the sliding phase. Using TSM control both of these phases 
can terminated in finite times. In [20], a nonsingular terminal sliding mode 
(NTSM) controller is introduced which is a fast and effective controller and does 
not have the singularity problem of conventional TSM controllers. The NTSMC 
of [20] is employed here to design a novel current control for PV simulator. 

Consider the state space equations in (3)  − (4) and the following new 
variables: 

 ( )1 1 1 dy x x t= − , (18) 

 2 1 1y x x= − . (19) 

Using the variables defined in (18)  − (19), the state space equations can be 
rewritten as 

 
1 2

2 1 1 1 1 1

,

,

y y

y x x f g u x

=

= − = + +  −
 (20) 

where   is the lumped uncertainties and disturbances. 

The NTSM control sliding variable is chosen as [20]: 

 1 /

1 2

p qs y y−= + , (21) 
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where   is a positive constant and p and q are positive odd numbers satisfying 

p > q. In Appendix 2, it is shown that using the sliding variable (21), the sliding 
phase occurs in finite time. 

Taking the time derivative of (21) and using (20), yields 

 
1 1

1 1

1 2 2 2 2 1 1 1

p p

q qp
s y y y y y f g u x

p

q q

− −
− −  = + + + +  − = . (22) 

Using nominal parameters (without considering the uncertainties and 

disturbance: 0 = ) and equating s  from (22) to 0, gives 

 

2

2 1 1

1

p

q

eq

q
y f x

p
u

g

−

− − +

= . (23) 

The NTSM control law can be written as (see Appendix 1) [20] 

 eq reachu u u= + , (24) 

where 

 1sign( ) /reachu s g= − . 

Instead (24), one can use the following control law which is easier to 
implement [19]. 

 
1

[1 sign( )]
2

u s= − . (25) 

4 Computer Simulation 

Fig. 4. shows the simulation block diagram of the proposed PV module 
simulator with PSIM software. In this simulation, the PV module is in parallel 
with the buck converter and both of them are connected to a voltage source with 
a triangular waveform to sweep the voltage in a wide range of the system 
operation. The output voltage of the buck converter is equal to the voltage of the 
PV module; thus the current of the PV module is measured and used as reference 
current of the buck converter. Using this technique in simulation, the buck 
converter behaves similar to the PV module.  

Table 1 shows the parameters of the buck converter. The PV module 
specifications are also given in Table 2. 

The obtained simulation results are illustrated in Figs. 5 − 8. The solar 

irradiation is changed from 2000 W/m2 to 1000 W/m2 at 0.02 st = . The results 

for triangular sweep voltage is represented in Fig. 5 and Figs. 6, 7 and 8 show the 
resulted currents for PI control, SM control and NTSM control respectively. 
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Fig. 4 – The simulation block diagram with PSIM. 
 

Table 1 

The parameters of the buck converter. 

Inductance L 400 µH 

Capacitance C  100 µF 

Input voltage E 30 V 

Switching frequency 20 kHz 

 

Table 2 

PV module specification. 

Number of cells 38 

Maximum power  47 W 

Voltage at maximum power with 
reference cell temperature and 

standard light 
18.2 V 

Open circuit voltage  21.6 V 

Reference cell temperature  25 °C 

Standard light intensity at 25 °C  1000 W/m2 

Current at maximum power  2.6 A 

Short circuit current  2.8 A 
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Fig. 5 – The simulation results for triangular sweep voltage. 

 

Fig. 6 – The simulation results of output current and its reference for PI control. 
 

It is seen that compared to PI control the obtained result for SM control is 
more coincide the reference current and compared to SM control the obtained 
result for NTSM control is more coincide the reference current; however, the 
frequency of the sign functions in SM control and NTSM control are variable and 
these methods are more suitable for analog implementation with Op-Amps to 
achieve high switching frequencies. A fixed frequency version of SM control and 
NTSM is also achievable. To show the effectiveness of the proposed PV 
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simulator with the first control method, another simulation is performed where 
the PV simulator is connected to a boost converter. The simulation results are 
shown in Fig. 9. In this simulation the duty cycle of the boost converter is 0.5 and 
the parameters of the boost converter are chosen same as the buck converter used 
in PV simulator given in Table 1. The solar irradiation is changed from 1200 

W/m2 to 400 W/m2 at 0.02 st = . The simulation results illustrate that the stability 

is preserved and the output current of the PV simulator tracks its reference 
perfectly. 

 

Fig. 7 – The simulation results of output current and its reference for SM control. 

 

Fig. 8 – The simulation results of output current and its reference for NTSM control. 
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Fig. 9 – The simulation results obtained with connection  
of a boost converter to the PV simulator. 

 

5 Experimental Results 

Fig. 10 represents the experimental setup for realization of the proposed PV 
module simulator. 

The buck converter parameters are the same as the ones given in the 
simulation section. The load connected to the simulator is changed between 25Ω 
and 12.5Ω with a power MOSFET on the load board. To measure the output 
current of the buck converter a Hall effect current sensor ACS712-5A is used. 
The PV module model obtained by curve fitting for several irradiation and 
temperature conditions is used in the SIMULINK software program and the 
generated codes are loaded to the DSP. The DSP is a low cost DISCOVERY 
STM32F407 microcontroller with 12-bits A/Ds and 168MHZ clock frequency. A 
sample of the gate-source and drain-source voltages of the buck converter 
MOSFET is given in Fig. 11 which show the perfect switching action of the buck 
MOSFET switch. 

Three tests are considered in this section to show the validity and 
effectiveness of the proposed PV module simulator. The practical results 
presented are obtained by the first control method (sign function). The practical 
results presented are obtained by the first control method (sign function). This 
control has few calculations but is an effective method. 

In the first test, the solar irradiation and temperature are kept on constant 
levels at 1000 W/m2 and 25 oC respectively and the load of the simulator is changed. 
The obtained results are shown in Fig. 12. This figure shows the actual output 
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current and its reference. The resistance of the load is changed between 25 Ω and 
12.5 Ω periodically. It is seen the current tracks its reference perfectly with a good 
dynamic. 

 

Fig. 10 – Experimental setup. 

 

Fig. 11 – Gate-source and drain-source voltages. 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

Fig. 12 – Load change: (a) currents; (b) currents zoomed 
(500 mV is equivalent to 0.5 A). 

 

In the second test, the load is kept constant on 12.5 Ω or 2 5Ω and irradiation 
is changed between 1000 W/m2 and 500 W/m2 periodically. During this test the 
temperature is kept on 25 oC. With the irradiation change, the PV characteristic 
curve is changed and the operation point is changed. The output current and its 
reference are represented in Fig. 13. 

In the third test, again the load is kept constant on 12.5 Ω or 25 Ω; but this 
time, the temperature is changed between 25 oC and 50 oC periodically. During 
this test the irradiation is kept on 1000 W/m2. With the temperature change, the 
PV characteristic curve is changed and the operation point is changed. The output 
current and its reference are represented in Fig. 14. Compared to the results of 
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Fig. 13 the changes in the reference current and consequently the actual output 
current are a little more which shows the correspondency to the PV 
characteristics. Using a more precise current sensor, better results can be 
obtained. 

 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

Fig. 13 – Currents with irradiation change: (a) R = 12.5 Ω; 
(b) R = 25 Ω (500 mV is equivalent to 0.5 A). 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

Fig. 14 – Currents with temperature change: (a) R = 12.5 Ω; 
(b) R=25Ω (500 mV is equivalent to 0.5 A). 

 

6 Conclusion 

A PV module model is presented and validated by computer simulation and 
experimental results. The proposed model characterizes the nonlinear i–v curve 
of PV module with a very good accuracy and can be used for computer simulation 
or a practical digital PV module simulator. A switching DC-DC buck converter 
is employed to realize a PV module simulator using proposed model. Three 
simple effective (PI, SM and NTSM) controllers are proposed to realize PV 
module characteristics. The stability of the closed loop system and the stability 
of the internal dynamic are investigated and proved. Computer simulations and 
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experimental results show the validity and effectiveness of the proposed PV 
module simulator which can be used in researches needed PV modules with 
different temperatures and irradiations. The low cost proposed simulator is easily 
applicable in MATLAB/Simulink environment.  
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Appendix 1 

Investigation of the convergence to sliding surface of NTSM control 

Lemma 1. For system (20) with the sliding variable (21) and the NTSM control 

(24), if 
max

  , then the reaching phase occurs in finite time. 

Proof. Considering (22) − (24),  
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 (26) 

then 
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 (27) 

where 
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 1 1

2 2 max( ) ( | | ) 0p qp
y y

q

− − = −   , 

because 1p q m q− =  and m is a positive even number. 

From (27), it can be concluded that the sliding surface ( 0s = ) is an attractor 

and the convergence to it occurs in a finite time. For more details see [20]. 

Appendix 2 

Investigation of the convergence to the origin for  
sliding phase of NTSM control 

Lemma 2. For the sliding variable (21), the sliding phase occurs in finite time. 

Proof. In the sliding phase the trajectories are on the sliding surface and 
considering (21), the system dynamics is given as 

 1 /

1 2 0,p qy y−+ =  (28) 

or 

 /

1 2 0,q py y + =  (29) 

Substituting for 2y  from (20) in (29), the following differential equation is 

obtained: 

 /

1 1 0,q py y+ =  (30) 

Assume that the sliding phase starts at 0t = , the solution of (30) can be 

written as: 
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, (31) 

Since p and q are positive odd numbers, 1 (0) 0

p q

py

−

  and as time increases, 

1( )y t  becomes zero at finite time st t= . Equating 1( )y t  from (31) to zero, gives 

 1 (0)

p q

p

s

y
t

p q

p

−

=
 −

 
 

. (32) 


