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Climate pact called ‘historic’ but change 
could take decades
James Bruce

Beirut

T 

he historic agreement 
signed in Paris on Decem-
ber 12th by the leaders 
of nearly 200 countries 
to work together to curb 

global warming is one of the most 
important international pacts ever 
made and took decades of bitter 
wrangling to achieve.

The agreement, reached after in-
tense backroom lobbying amid what 
is expected to be the hottest year on 
record, spells a sharp downturn for 
the international oil industry as the 
world moves away from fossil fu-
els, which lie at the root of climate 
change, a move that will hit the Mid-
dle East hard and change its eco-
nomic base and the region’s future.

This process, one that has oc-
curred several times as mankind 
adapted to new resources and tech-
nologies, could take decades as new, 
carbon-free resources and more 
energy-efficient technology are de-
veloped.

“Regardless of which resource ris-
es to the top, oil will not disappear 
entirely, just as coal did not vanish 
before it,” the US-based global secu-
rity consultancy Stratfor observed 
in a December 14th analysis. “Its 
importance will wane, however, as 
will the status of those that produce 
it.”

Environmental groups saw the 
agreement as a turning point. The 
pact, declared Greenpeace Inter-
national Executive Director Kumi 
Naidoo, “will cause consternation 
in the boardrooms of coal compa-
nies and the palaces of oil-exporting 
states”.

For the Middle East, which con-

tains approximately half the world’s 
oil reserves, the change will be par-
ticularly difficult even as the Paris 
pact strives to head off potentially 
disastrous climate change effects 
that threaten the region.

“Whether the shift will be to-
wards nuclear power, natural gas, 
renewable or some combination of 
the three, the shift away from oil is 
already well under way and the Par-
is agreement will simply speed the 
process along,” Stratfor noted.

Some regional states are already 
striving to find new energy sources. 
Morocco is working on a massive 
solar energy programme that could 
end up providing electricity for 
much of southern Europe. The Gulf 
states are doing the same in a fran-
tic quest for renewables. Meantime, 
they are producing as much oil as 
they can. 

Iran, the United Arab Emirates 
and Qatar are exploiting their vast 
natural gas holdings and Iraq, Alge-
ria and Libya have plans to utilise 
gas reserves while new reserves 
have been found in the eastern 
Mediterranean that could trans-
form the economies of Israel, Leba-
non, the Palestinian territories and 
Egypt, and eventually Syria as well.

But there is always the risk that 
these energy riches will trigger con-
flict, just as oil has figured highly in 
strategic rivalries over the years.

The oil age began about a cen-
tury ago in the south-west of what 
was then Persia, when an adventur-
ous English businessman, William 
D’Arcy, struck oil on May 26, 1908, at 
a remote spot called Masjid-e Sulei-
man. Discoveries were also made in 
Mesopotamia and the Arabian Gulf 
over the following two decades.

These transformed the global 
economic system and spawned the 
rise of the fabulously wealthy Arab 
and Persian dynasties and a stra-
tegic power struggle that has kept 
the Middle East seething in turmoil 
ever since. Nevertheless, the legally 
binding Paris agreement, ham-
mered out by consensus in 13 days 

of negotiations and heavily sup-
ported by the United States and Chi-
na, the two leading carbon-burning 
powers, will take effect in 2020.

It is aimed at curbing, as quickly as 
possible, carbon dioxide emissions 
from burning fossil fuels such as oil 
and coal, to limit global warming to 
“well below” 2 degrees Celsius and, 
if possible, under 1.5 degrees, and 
intensifying their efforts every five 
years to eliminate greenhouse gas 
emissions this century.

The world is already 0.75 degrees 
warmer than before the industrial 
revolution in the 1800s.

The Paris agreement, to have le-
gal force, has to be ratified by at 
least 55% of the 195 countries that 

adopted it without objection on 
December 12th. This multi-trillion-
dollar undertaking is considered es-
sential for the survival of the planet 
and everyone on it by averting a 
global calamity that will turn Earth 
into a furnace, with sea levels rising 
to flood low-lying regions that con-
tain many of the world’s major cit-
ies, industrial centres and farmland, 
and drying up water resources.

This can only be achieved if much 
deeper cuts in emissions than most 
countries have been planning, or 
which most developing countries 
can afford, are achieved. The ques-
tion of who will pay for all this has 
divided the rich and poor states for 
20 years.

Some scientists question whether 
the major contributors to global 
warming, the industrial nations, 
will be able to achieve the 1.5-de-
gree goal to remove huge quantities 
of carbon dioxide from the atmos-
phere in time to do any good be-
cause the technologies required to 
do so have not been developed.

But despite the doomsayers, the 
consensus achieved in Paris is re-
markable and points to the most de-
termined effort yet to arrest global 
warming and the violent climatic 
changes it is already bringing about, 
as well as the prospect of conflicts 
around the globe as people struggle 
for access to dwindling resources 
like water and farmland.

Workers dismantle the venue which hosted the COP21 United Nations conference on climate change 
in Le Bourget, near Paris, on December 14th.

Morocco set to launch the world’s largest solar farm
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M 

orocco is to launch 
its first solar power 
plant by the end of 
December as part of 
a massive clean en-

ergy programme aimed at reducing 
energy imports.

The $9 billion Noor project, 20km 
from Ouarzazate, is expected to 
produce 580 megawatts (MW) once 
all phases are complete, supplying 
electricity to 1 million homes.

Launched by King Mohammed 
VI in 2013, the first phase will gen-
erate 160 MW. Noor 2 and Noor 3, 
which are to be operational in 2016 

and 2017, respectively, will each 
generate 160 MW. Noor 4 is de-
signed to produce 70 MW through 
photovoltaic technology.

The project, which will be the 
world’s largest solar energy farm, 
has put the North African country 
on the world map for clean energy. 
It is part of the country’s energy 
strategy to meet 42% of its total 
power needs by 2020 through re-
newable energy and reduce its 
heavy dependency on fuel energy 
by 20%.

Morocco is the biggest energy 
importer in the Middle East and 
North Africa. Record high global 
prices in 2014 had a negative effect 
on the country’s investments in 
sectors such as health and educa-
tion.

The country imports almost 95% 
of its energy needs. This could be 
reduced to 75% by 2020 thanks 
to the energy generated by solar, 
wind and hydroelectric power.

Speaking at the ministerial meet-
ing of the International Energy 
Agency (IEA), Moroccan Energy 
Minister, Abdelkader Amara said 
that investment of $35 billion was 
needed for the electricity sector 
and renewable energy projects.

“Morocco has initiated the 

implementation of major pro-
grammes in renewable energy be-
tween 2015 and 2025, with the aim 
to achieve an additional capacity 
of 6,760 MW… 3,120 MW is solar, 
2,740 MW is wind and 900 MW is 
hydroelectric,” Amara said.

The Noor plant is expected to 
help Morocco reduce carbon diox-
ide emissions by 240,000 tonnes 
per year initially and by 522,000 
tonnes when phases two and three 
are in operation, the Energy Minis-
try said.

Morocco seeks to reduce its 
greenhouse gas emissions by 32% 
by 2030. It has also decided to 
abolish the production of plastic 
bags from July 1, 2016.

Morocco started producing elec-
tricity at Africa’s largest wind farm 

in its south-western coastal region 
of Tarfaya in 2014.

“Things have been going well so 
far. We will probably go beyond 
2,000 MW by 2020 in the area of 
wind power,” said Amara.

Morocco is to host the upcom-
ing UN Conference of Parties to 
the Convention on Climate Change 
(COP22) next year.

“Marrakech COP22 will be an edi-
tion of innovation in adaptation to 
and mitigation of climate change 
effects,” said Morocco’s Minister 
Delegate for Environment Hakima 
El Haite at a plenary session of 
COP21 in Paris.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Solar mirrors at the Noor 1 concentrated solar power plant, outside the central Moroccan town of Ouarzazate.

Morocco is the 
biggest energy 
importer in the 
Middle East and 
North Africa.

The legally binding 
Paris agreement will 
take effect in 2020.


