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New energies offer solution to Jordan
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

O
f all the economic chal-
lenges facing Jordan, 
its energy predicament 
stands out as the most 
pressing issue it needs to 

handle to avoid fiscal woes spiral-
ling out of control.

Jordan says it has lost $4 billion, 
partly due to an influx of refugees 
from Iraq and Syria and the fallout of 
the “Arab spring” uprisings that top-
pled four Arab leaders in 2011. The 
biggest blow, however, was dried up 
oil supplies from Iraq and gas from 
Egypt at preferential prices.

Jordan lacks the oil and gas wealth 
of neighbouring petroleum-produc-
ing Gulf nations and imports 97% of 
its oil and gas, accounting for almost 
20% of its gross domestic product 
(GDP).

That figure forced the government 
to reconsider policies to include re-
newable energy in the form of solar 
and wind power to offset a rising 
budget deficit.

A national energy strategy was in-
troduced to spur renewable energy 
use from the current 2% to 20% by 
2020. The strategy envisages spend-
ing $18 billion, which would mostly 
come from financing by the Euro-
pean Union and the United States 
— to increase Jordan’s reliance on 
domestic energy resources to 40% 
by 2020.

Jordan is blessed with more than 

330 sunny days a year. Daily aver-
age solar irradiance on a horizontal 
surface ranges from 5-7 kilowatts 
per square metre, one of the highest 
figures in the world.

With these factors in mind, the 
kingdom’s launching of construc-
tion on the Middle East’s largest so-
lar-run power plant is allowing Jor-
dan to become a hub for renewable 
energy projects in the region.

The building of the $170 million 
Shams Ma’an solar plant, with a gen-
eration capacity of 52.5 megawatts 
(MW), is part of a plan for renewable 
energy projects with a total capacity 
of 500MW, Haydar Qammaz, Jordan 
Ministry of Energy and Mineral Re-
sources spokesman, said. The plant, 
which will produce about 160 giga-
watt (GW) hours per year, was devel-
oped by a consortium of Diamond 
Generating Europe Ltd., a subsidi-
ary of the Mitsubishi Corporation; 
Nebras Power Q.S.C., a subsidiary of 
the Qatar Electricity & Water Com-
pany; and the Kawar Group. It is ex-
pected to start generating power in 
September 2016.

“Early next year, agreements for 
several solar and wind energy pro-
jects will be signed. The government 
is heavily focusing on the renewable 
energy sector, which has a great po-
tential,” Qammaz said.

At the end of 2020, Jordan is ex-
pected to have renewable energy 
projects with a capacity of 1,800MW 
connected to the grid, according to 
Qammaz, who added: “We are on 
the right track in becoming a leader 
in the region in renewable energy.”

“We need to see more projects in 

the near future. We can do more in 
this regard,” said Maher Matalka, 
chairman of the Board of EDAMA, 
a Jordanian Business Association, 
which seeks innovative solutions 
for energy and water independence.

“I am optimistic and hopeful that 
we will see several renewable en-
ergy projects soon in Jordan, which 
was the first in the region to have 
renewable energy-tailored legisla-
tion.”

With Jordan’s sunny days and 
wind speeds of 7.5-11.5 metres per 
second in hilly areas, the country is 
working on upgrading its national 
energy strategy to increase the share 
of renewable energy, said Ghaleb 

Maabreh, secretary-general of the 
Ministry of Energy and Mineral Re-
sources.

The strategy, which seeks to re-
duce energy-related imports from 
97% to about 60% in five years, en-
tails increasing the share of renew-
able energy to 10% by 2020.

“Specialised teams are revising 
the strategy at present. We believe 
there is more room for renewable 
energy projects, and the upgraded 
strategy will entail a higher share of 
these projects to the overall mix,” 
said Maabreh, stressing that the ex-
pansion of the grid’s capacity is cru-
cial for the expansion in implement-
ing such projects.

Jordan cancelled a round of ten-
ders seeking bids by international 
and local companies to build renew-
able energy projects with a total 
capacity of 800MW due to grid con-
straints. Amman said the move was 
taken after it did not receive grants 
pledged by Gulf countries in 2014 for 
grid expansion.

Transmission capacity in the 
country stands at 3,200MW. Jor-
dan has announced plans to add 
1,800MW of renewable energy ca-
pacity by 2020.

A new tender is expected to be of-
fered soon after China’s Hanergy 
pledged more than $310 million to 
Jordan during May’s World Econom-
ic Forum. Hanergy announced plans 
to build solar and wind projects in 
Jordan with a capacity of 1GW at a 
cost of $1.5 billion.

“We want Jordan to go more solar, 
said Ahmad Kofahi, head of the Jor-
dan Environment Society.

“This is a green, clean source of 
technology,” said Kofahi, noting 
that technologies to generate power 
from renewables are advancing and 
leading to lower energy costs.

“Even businesses, households, 
small entities and embassies are 
opting for renewable energy, which 
greatly reduces the burden on the 
energy bill,” he concluded.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Amman, 
has reported on regional issues 
since 1999.
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Sunny prospects for Middle East energy
Mona Alami

Beirut 

A
bundant sunshine pro-
vides Middle Eastern 
countries with a signifi-
cant competitive advan-
tage in the race for solar 

energy. Fluctuating hydrocarbon 
prices combined with surging en-
ergy demand in Arab countries and 
cheaper solar energy production 
costs are encouraging new solar 
power ventures in the region.

Sunlight, like hydrocarbons, is 
plentiful in the Middle East. Saudi 
Arabia, for example, has one of the 
highest irradiation levels on Earth, 
according to the website NatureA-
sia.

Despite this enormous poten-
tial, only a few countries in the re-
gion have tapped into this infinite 
source of energy, something that 
might change as the energy sector 
undergoes significant shifts.

“Solar power is gaining momen-
tum in the Middle East, where 
many Arab countries fall on the so-
lar sunbelt,” says Yumna Madi, a co-
founder of Egypt-based Karm Solar, 
which was established in 2011.

A major obstacle to the develop-
ment of solar energy in the Middle 
East has been easy accessibility to 
oil and natural gas. This largely ex-
plains why, in 2013, there were more 
solar power plants in the small Eu-
ropean state of Slovenia than in the 
entire Middle East, according to the 
Middle East Solar Industry Associa-
tion (MESIA).

Until recently, oil-rich Arab coun-

tries could afford to heavily subsi-
dise the petroleum sector, even at 
the cost of decreasing profits. Sau-
di Arabia alone could have made 
$43.8 billion in additional oil rev-
enues in 2013 if not for its growing 
domestic consumption, according 
to an article by Vicente Lopez-Ibor 
Mayor, former commissioner of the 
National Energy Commission of 
Spain and chairman of Lightsource 
Renewable Energy, a European so-
lar energy power company.

But with domestic budgets spi-
ralling out of control, inefficient 
energy policies are becoming more 
difficult to sustain. In Saudi Arabia, 
oil accounts for more than 65% of 
all electricity production; in Kuwait 
71%; in Lebanon 94%; and in Yem-
en 100%, according to Mayor.

“The fact that oil is subsidised 
puts a bigger burden on regional oil 
importing countries such as Egypt 
and Jordan and Morocco, which are 
pushing for solar energy projects. 
There is a lot of interest in other 
countries such as Saudi Arabia, Qa-
tar and the UAE, which is financing 
the Masdar City project,” Madi said.

Masdar City, managed by a sub-
sidiary of the Abu Dhabi govern-
ment, is an energy-efficient com-
munity powered by a 22-hectare 
field of solar panels.

Among other factors contributing 
to the growing interest in renew-
able energy is instability in oil mar-
kets, which in the past two years 
has seen prices fluctuate from $100 
to $45 a barrel. Uncertainty has an 
adverse effect on power plant oper-
ators who rely on fossil fuels, mak-
ing solar power even more attrac-
tive, given that sunshine is a highly 
predicable energy source.

The declining price of solar sys-
tems is a further inducement.

“The installation costs of utility-
scale solar PV (photovoltaic sys-
tem) power plants have fallen from 
roughly $7 per watt in 2008 to less 
than $1.50 per watt. This amounts 
to more than a 75% cost reduction. 

It means that for the same budget 
as a 10 megawatt (MW) solar PV 
power even with the 45% drop in 
oil prices witnessed in 2014, solar 
power remains competitive,” says 
the MESIA report.

This means that the price of the 
electricity from the second phase of 
the Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid 
Al Maktoum solar park in Dubai, 
which is scheduled to be online in 
April 2017, is equivalent to burning 
oil priced at about $20 per barrel. 
“The price of solar energy is becom-
ing at par with fossil fuel,” agrees 
Madi.

Investment in solar projects will 
reach $2.7 billion in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region in 
2015, according to figures provided 

by MESIA. ”Jordan is one coun-
try leading the way,” says Madi, in 
part through its feed-in-tariff pro-
gramme, which promotes invest-
ment in and production of renew-
able energy sources by connecting 
private producers to the national 
electricity grid.

Jordan also has issued tenders for 
a number of ground-mounted solar 
projects that are projected to gen-
erate 300 gigawatt hours of clean 
electricity, enough to power nearly 
1 million households.

Egypt’s Ministry of Electricity has 
kick-started a programme to devel-
op 2,000MW large-scale solar PV 
power projects, Madi said.

Saudi Arabia also is joining the 
solar foray. Saudi Aramco an-

nounced it will invest in solar in 
order to diversify the kingdom’s 
energy sources. Investments worth 
more than $100 billion are in the 
pipeline, according to Mayor, with 
the goal of generating one-third of 
Saudi Arabia’s electricity by 2032.

In economic terms, harnessing 
solar energy is simply a means for 
Arab countries to exploit an un-
paralleled competitive advantage. 
Instead of being laggards, Arab 
countries could become leaders in 
renewable energy.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik 
Hariri Center for the Middle East 
of the Atlantic Council. She lives in 
Beirut.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon at Shams Solar Power Plant in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates.

A wind farm near Irbid province, north of Amman, Jordan.  
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