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Structural integration of solar desalination system
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As population grow and climate change place significant water
stress on numerous regions, the demand for efficient and
environmentally friendly water resource solutions becomes
increasingly urgent. To address this challenge, desalination
technology has received much attention and is widely employed,
with a recent emphasis on solar-powered solutions driven by the
global push for carbon neutrality. Solar desalination presents a
hopeful approach, particularly for underdeveloped, water-defi-
cient regions abundant in solar resources, such as the Middle
East, North Africa, and sub-Saharan Africa [1,2]. Concentrated
solar desalination systems, utilizing methods like multi-effect
and flash distillation, boast efficiencies exceeding 1000%. How-
ever, their complex designs result in significant energy losses
and increased costs. Moreover, achieving high efficiency
requires high optical concentration, elevated evaporation tem-
peratures, and maintenance of high vacuum levels. Direct solar
distillation offers a simplified system alternative but suffers from
poor thermal conversion efficiency [3,4]. Emerging solar inter-
facial desalination (SID) technology provides a solution by
localizing energy absorption and transfer, enabling real-time
solar heat utilization with efficiency rates of up to 78% [5]. SID
systems are adaptable, cost-effective, and operate off-grid
(Fig. 1a). Recent advances in photothermal materials and eva-
porator structures have enhanced SID performance, yet indus-
trial-scale implementation remains a challenge.

To develop a high-performance SID system and explore its
potential applications, it is necessary to optimize each process
and their integration. First, in order to improve the absorption
of solar energy and heat conversion capabilities in seawater
desalination using a SID system, it is crucial to use photothermal
materials such as metal plasma and semiconductors. These
materials facilitate light-to-heat conversion, which provides the
energy basis in the SID system [6,7]. Various mechanisms, such
as localized surface plasmon resonance and electron-hole pair
relaxation, enable efficient light-to-heat conversion. Extensive
research has focused on understanding the chemistry and
architecture of photothermal materials, as well as systematically
investigating their preparation and the fabrication of photo-
thermal evaporation components (PECs) (Fig. 1b). Refining
preparation processes is critical to ensure accessibility and long-
term performance maintenance. Carbon-based PECs possess
cost advantages, while polymer-based PECs show potential for
large-scale production because of their facile preparation. PECs
with hydrophilic surfaces and molecular-level microchannel
structures can form hydrogen bonds with water molecules,
altering the bonding state of seawater [8]. This effect induces
water to evaporate in clusters, thereby enhancing the evapora-

tion process (Fig. 1c) [6,9]. A highly feasible and industrialized
approach, complemented by methods to bolster capability
against salt and fouling, is the gravity-aided cleaning technique
(Fig. 1d). This approach involves establishing a vertical gradient
within a PEC system to control brine transfer, resulting in a salt-
free process [10]. To improve steam collection and water output,
it is desirable for the interior face of condenser cover materials
to have superhydrophobic property and strong light perme-
ability in the front systems (Fig. le) [11]. In contrast, in the
back-side system, materials exhibiting excellent heat con-
ductivity, like metal Cu, are generally employed to enhance
condensation and expedite freshwater production (Fig. 1f)
[4,12]. Besides material design, multistage systems present many
structural parameters that significantly impact performance, and
there are ample opportunities for future improvement.

In industrial seawater SID designs, multistage designs are
commonly favored over single-stage ones, though thicker mul-
tistage systems have longer thermal response times, posing
challenges for steady-state operation due to solar flux fluctua-
tions. Hybrid-driven systems have been proposed to address
these challenges. Representative studies have demonstrated
advanced multi-tier systems enabling simultaneous water and
electricity generation. Gravity-aided cleaning techniques have
also been employed. It is noted that coastal regions can use wind
and solar energy for continuous system operation, and these
anti-interference, fast response, and all-weather capabilities will
be important in the design of high-performance SIDs in the
future (Fig. 1g).

Desalination equipment comprises front-side and back-side
systems. Front-side systems are generally straightforward, cost-
effective, and suitable for various applications such as individual
homes, island areas, and industrial facilities. In contrast, back-
side systems commonly show high solar-to-water efficiency but
require higher manufacturing costs, mainly targeting regions
with prolonged sunshine and limited electric energy access.
Economic feasibility must be considered for the application of
SID systems. Some previous SID systems have demonstrated
production costs as low as US$0.4 per ton, highlighting their
promising economic potential [13]. The freshwater production
costs through SID systems are influenced by both equipment
material costs and space occupation. Considering additional
environmental and social benefits, such as CO, emissions
reduction, is essential for comprehensive technical-economic
evaluations in the future.

The recent work by Dang et al. has systematically discussed
the tremendous potential of seawater SID technology in con-
fronting worldwide water scarcity and cutting carbon emissions
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Figure 1 (a) Principle and configuration of seawater SID process. Reprinted with permission from Ref. [13], Copyright 2024, Nature Publishing Group.
(b) An example of a sizeable PEC fabricated by incorporating photothermal materials onto fabric. Reprinted with permission from Ref. [7], Copyright 2022,
American Chemical Society. (c) Permeation of seawater via capillary interaction and its evaporation using heat concentration. Left: Reprinted with permission
from Ref. [9], Copyright 2015, Wiley. Right: Reprinted with permission from Ref. [6], Copyright 2018, Wiley. (d) Salt-free strategy achieved through gravity-
assisted cleaning. Reprinted with permission from Ref. [10], Copyright 2019, Wiley. (e) Steam diffusion and condensation in the front-side of a SID system.
(f) The thermal and mass transfer mechanisms within a single-stage SID device on the back side involve energy exchange from the lateral side walls (Qgq.) and
the heat exchange from the latent heat of steam (Qiy). (g) Diagram illustrating the structure of a multi-stage SID unit designed for all-weather conditions, and

a schematic representation of practical deployment of a climate-resistant SID system. Reprinted with permission from Ref. [14], Copyright 2024, Nature
Publishing Group.

[14]. SID systems exhibit significant advantages such as strong  suitable for various applications. This work also suggests
adaptability, low cost, and ease of production, making them potential hybrid-driven solutions for designing desalination
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systems in the future, ensuring the systems are resistant to
external interference, possess rapid response capabilities, and
can function in all weather conditions. The work offers valuable
insights into the advancement and widespread industrial appli-
cation of advanced solar-powered desalination systems. The
study by Dang et al. has provided the following insights to the
researchers in the field. (1) Steam condensation is crucial for
enhancing water production and latent heat recovery, increasing
the output of desalination equipment. (2) The application of
efficient photothermal materials and thermal management can
enhance solar absorption and conversion capabilities, thereby
improving the performance of desalination systems. (3) Opti-
mizing the structural design of the evaporator can improve the
evaporation rate and water output of desalination systems.
(4) Enhancing the design to withstand salt and fouling improves
the stable performance and durability of desalination systems.
(5) The development of miniaturized equipment provides a
promising approach for household and personal use.
(6) Through employing high-performance condenser materials
and multi-stage latent heat recovery systems, SID systems can
enhance distillation efficiency, increase water yield, and provide
new opportunities for industrial applications.

Solar-driven desalination technology has demonstrated itself
as a highly promising approach to addressing international
water scarcity and lowering carbon emissions, particularly in
regions with abundant sunlight. However, achieving commercial
viability still remains a challenge, necessitating a delicate balance
of water yield, equipment lifespan, and costs. To address these
challenges, all-weather, high-efficiency seawater desalination
systems can be developed through partial solar energy storage
and the incorporation of other clean energy sources. SID tech-
nology also offers new possibilities for energy and resource
development by using latent heat from steam and seawater
concentration processes, such as converting latent heat into
electricity and extracting valuable mineral salts from seawater.
Further research and development of advanced SID technology,
which include optimizing system design, reducing costs,
increasing water yield, and improving energy utilization effi-
ciency, will provide crucial support in addressing the global
water crisis and promoting relevant economic development.
Interdisciplinary cooperation will play a key role in driving the
innovation and industrial applications of SID technology, which

will facilitate its integration with other fields such as energy and
materials science, facilitating significant technological break-
throughs and broader application development.

Received 18 March 2024; accepted 20 March 2024;
published online 9 April 2024

1 Menon AK, Haechler I, Kaur S, et al. Enhanced solar evaporation using
a photo-thermal umbrella for wastewater management. Nat Sustain,
2020, 3: 144-151

2 WangX, Lin Z, Gao ], et al. Solar steam-driven membrane filtration for
high flux water purification. Nat Water, 2023, 1: 391-398

3 Zhang L, Xu Z, Zhao L, et al. Passive, high-efficiency thermally-loca-
lized solar desalination. Energy Environ Sci, 2021, 14: 1771-1793

4 Wang F, Xu N, Zhao W, et al. A high-performing single-stage invert-
structured solar water purifier through enhanced absorption and con-
densation. Joule, 2021, 5: 1602-1612

5 Xu N, Hu X, Xu W, et al. Mushrooms as efficient solar steam-gen-
eration devices. Adv Mater, 2017, 29: 1606762

6 Li T, Liu H, Zhao X, et al. Scalable and highly efficient mesoporous
wood-based solar steam generation device: localized heat, rapid water
transport. Adv Funct Mater, 2018, 28: 1707134

7 XuY, Tang B, Fang X, et al. A facile approach to fabricate sustainable
and large-scale photothermal polydopamine-coated cotton fabrics for
efficient interfacial solar steam generation. Ind Eng Chem Res, 2022, 61:
18109-18120

8 Abdoul-Carime H, Berthias F, Feketeova L, et al. Velocity of a molecule
evaporated from a water nanodroplet: Maxwell-Boltzmann statistics
versus non-ergodic events. Angew Chem Int Ed, 2015, 54: 14685-14689

9 LiuY, YuS, Feng R, et al. A bioinspired, reusable, paper-based system
for high-performance large-scale evaporation. Adv Mater, 2015, 27:
2768-2774

10 Liu Z, Wu B, Zhu B, et al. Continuously producing watersteam and
concentrated brine from seawater by hanging photothermal fabrics
under sunlight. Adv Funct Mater, 2019, 29: 1905485

11 Li X, Li B, Li Y, et al. Nonfluorinated, transparent, and spontaneous
self-healing superhydrophobic coatings enabled by supramolecular
polymers. Chem Eng J, 2021, 404: 126504

12 Yao H, Zhang P, Yang C, et al. Janus-interface engineering boosting
solar steam towards high-efficiency water collection. Energy Environ
Sci, 2021, 14: 5330-5338

13 Ni G, Zandavi SH, Javid SM, et al. A salt-rejecting floating solar still for
low-cost desalination. Energy Environ Sci, 2018, 11: 1510-1519

14 Dang C, Cao Y, Nie H, et al. Structure integration and architecture of
solar-driven interfacial desalination from miniaturization designs to
industrial applications. Nat Water, 2024, 2: 115-126

© Science China Press 2024 3


https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-019-0445-5
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44221-023-00059-8
https://doi.org/10.1039/D0EE03991H
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joule.2021.04.009
https://doi.org/10.1002/adma.201606762
https://doi.org/10.1002/adfm.201707134
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.iecr.2c03477
https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.201505890
https://doi.org/10.1002/adma.201500135
https://doi.org/10.1002/adfm.201905485
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2020.126504
https://doi.org/10.1039/D1EE01381E
https://doi.org/10.1039/D1EE01381E
https://doi.org/10.1039/C8EE00220G
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44221-024-00200-1

	Structural integration of solar desalination system 

