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MENA faces threat of Mediterranean burn out
Francis Ghilès

Barcelona

A 

nyone familiar with the 
shores of the Mediter-
ranean, from Spain to 
Tunisia, from Turkey to 
the many islands that 

dot the sea that was the fount of 
so much of humanity’s old civilisa-
tions, can only bear witness to the 
ravages that pollution, urbanisa-
tion and an ever-growing number 
of tourists inflict on this closed sea.

Hundreds of kilometres of Span-
ish, French and Italian coasts were 
raped by mass tourist development 
after the 1960s. Tunisia and Turkey 
followed, seemingly impervious to 
the consequences of the rush to the 
sun from northern Europe. Today 
350 million tourists visit Mediterra-
nean shores every year.

At the same time, the sea is vastly 
overfished. The virtual disappear-
ance of red tuna off the coast is 
characteristic of collusion between 
a despotic Libyan regime and fish-
ermen from northern-rim countries 
keen to earn as much as they could 
from fish sales. Some 90% of stocks 
in the Mediterranean are overfished, 
compared with 26% worldwide.

Fish are increasingly a luxury, out 
of bounds for most of those who 
live on Mediterranean shores with 
restaurants often serving fish from 
elsewhere and passing it off as Med-
iterranean.

To this must be added the recent 
rush to explore for oil and gas off-
shore, which has been more visible 
in the east than in the west of the 
Mediterranean: 40% of the eastern 
Mediterranean is covered by per-
mits to look for hydrocarbons.

A major natural gas field was re-
cently discovered off the Egyptian 
coast and off Cyprus lies much hy-
drocarbon wealth. It does not take 
much imagination to appreciate 
how disastrous the consequences of 
an oil spill or well blow out would be 
in an essentially closed sea.

To which could be added the 
risk of terrorism in an area increas-
ingly politically and socially unsta-
ble. Terrorism afflicts North Africa, 

Egypt, Syria, Lebanon and Turkey. 
It has not, as yet, claimed tourist 
victims on the northern rim but 
such an eventuality can no longer 
be ruled out.

The volume of international ship-
ping crossing the Mediterranean is 
increasing. No major accidents have 
occurred but it is just a question of 
time. In recent years, the sea has 
claimed tens of thousands of vic-
tims as refugees of conflicts around 
the region desperately seek the 
safety and freedom of Europe.

Finally, there is the pollution from 
the ever-growing urban sprawl that 
is changing the coast of virtually 
every country beyond recognition.

Untreated sewage is common. 
Industrial waste adds to the woes 
of the sea. In Algeria, the result is 
disastrous. In Tunisia, gypsum de-
posits from untreated waste from 
fertiliser plants have destroyed fish-
ing grounds off Sfax and in the Gulf 
of Gabes.

Damage to the environment af-

fects beaches that vanish because 
hotels or other buildings were con-
structed too close to the sea. Ham-
mamet and Bizerta in Tunisia offer 
perfect examples of such unfore-
seen results of careless policies of 
yesteryear.

The publication of the World 
Wildlife Fund’s report Blue Growth 
in the Mediterranean Sea: The Chal-
lenge of Good Environmental Status 
is timely and welcome. It stresses 
that, in an already dire situation, 
increasing the number of tourists 
who visit the region by 200 mil-
lion-500 million a year by 2030 will 
destroy the ecosystem. The report 
analyses ten maritime economic 
sectors, illustrating and mapping 
their current state and future de-
velopment trends to 2030 and their 
expected environmental effects.

A business-as-usual scenario is 
not an option as the current pace of 
exploitation of maritime space and 
resources is not sustainable. Profes-
sional fisheries show a downward 

trend but aquaculture is predicted 
to expand substantially. Maritime 
transport will expand but, as with 
other economic activities, this re-
quires coordinated, long-term plan-
ning of the whole basin.

The WWF report invites the Eu-
ropean Union to play a lead role in 
developing a shared ambition for 
the Mediterranean short of which, 
in the words of the group’s French 
director, the former Green member 
of parliament Pascal Canfin, the 
Mediterranean will suffer “burn 
out”. The sea’s ecosystem will col-
lapse.

“Burn out” is an expression, de-
rived from Graham Greene’s novel 
A Burnt-Out Case (1960) that de-
scribes a patient suffering from 
exhaustion. It characterises the na-
ture of the threat facing the Medi-
terranean.

Trying to save the environment 
in such a context is a huge chal-
lenge that requires strong-willed 
political leaders.

The optimist will read the WWF 
report as one that gives hope; the 
pessimist will wonder whether we 
will have to wait for a major catas-
trophe to occur off the shore of a 
major wealthy northern town or 
resort to push the European Un-
ion and the leaders of Europe into 
taking bold measures to ensure 
that the Mediterranean space and 
resources are managed in a better 
integrated and more efficient way.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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A dead sea turtle is washed up on the beach in the port city of Sidon, southern Lebanon, on January 26th.

Europe backs Egypt’s renewable energy projects
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

S 

everal major Egyptian re-
newable industry projects 
have received significant 
European financing. Egypt 
set very ambitious goals in 

September 2014 to renewable en-
ergy development, including the 
installation of 2,300 megawatts 
(MW) of solar photovoltaic energy 
by 2018 under the Feed-in-Tariff 
(FiT) programme.

This was in addition to a solar 
photovoltaic (PV) tender under 
the country’s build, own, operate 
scheme.

Egypt had 31.45 gigawatts (GW) 
of power capacity at end of 2014. 
Plans are under way to reduce de-
pendency on natural gas by diver-
sifying the power-fuel mix. Renew-
able energy is to account for 12 GW 
— 31% — of the capacity for which 
preliminary agreements have been 
linked.

EBRD lead financier of 
Benban solar energy farm

The European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (EBRD) 
has allocated up to $500 million for 
2016 to finance Egypt’s solar ener-
gy programme, which aims to build 
2 GW of utility-scale solar power 
generation capacity. The privately 
financed projects are estimated to 
cost around $4 billion and are part 
of a scheme to secure around 20% 
of the country’s power from renew-

able resources by 2020.
The plan is to be generated by ap-

proximately 40 projects, with ap-
proximately 50 MW each. It is part 
of a strategy to increase the coun-
try’s renewable capacity by “mobi-
lising private sector investors”.

Many of the solar projects will 
be on a planned 1.8GW site near 
Benban province, 800 km south 
of Cairo, in Aswan Governorate. 
“The EBRD expects to finance sev-
eral such plants up to $500 million 
and to mobilise up to $1.5 billion in 
debt and equity from other finan-
ciers for these ventures. The total 
project cost is expected to be in the 
region of $4 billion,” the bank said.

Solar projects to attract 
private capital

Egypt’s recent economic reforms 
provide for the development of pri-
vately financed solar plants. EBRD 
has agreed to work with Egyptian 
authorities to provide technical co-
operation during the drawing up of 
the legal and regulatory framework 
for renewable energy. 

The bank has advised on con-
tractual terms of the solar-grid 
code and environmental and social 
due diligence. According to EBRD, 
“Successfully implementing the 
feed-in tariff programme will un-
lock Egypt’s potential by providing 
a regulatory framework that can at-
tract private capital.”

By means of a 25-year Power Pur-
chase Agreement (PPA), the plants 
will be connected to 220 kilovolt 
(kV) high-voltage lines linking As-
wan to Cairo and satisfying the en-

ergy needs of 50,000 families. The 
project will create more than 1,000 
jobs during construction and a fur-
ther 70-80 long-term jobs during 
operation.

European and Egyptian special-
ised firms have expressed interest 
in building renewable energy ca-
pacity in Benban.

Construction by Egyptian 
and European companies

The Italian independent power 
producer (IPP) Building Energy 
signed, on June 29th, a Memoran-
dum of Understanding (MoU) with 
Egypt’s New and Renewable Ener-
gy Authority (NREA) for two solar 
PV plants in Benban.

The $200 million PV project, 

consisting of two 50 MW PV plants, 
was awarded by the Ministry of 
Electricity and Renewable Energy 
through NERA. Each PV plant is ex-
pected to generate around 143 gi-
gawatt hours (GWh) of solar power 
annually. 

Construction is to start in sum-
mer 2016. Building Energy has 
teamed with a local Egyptian part-
ner, SolarShams, a renewable en-
ergy system integrator and local 
project developer.

Egyptian cable producer 
Elsewedy Electric has started de-
veloping a 50 MW PV power plant 
at Benban on land allocated to the 
New and Renewable Energy Au-
thority. The agreement is part of 
Egypt’s FiT programme for solar 
and wind energy projects.

Under the FiT scheme, the New 
and Renewable Energy Authority 
will grant usufruct to the project 
company where the energy gener-
ated from the project is sold to the 
Egyptian Electricity Transmission 
Company (EETC) for $0.1434 per 
kilowatt hour under a 25-year pow-
er purchase agreement generated 
by a Direct PPA Deed with Egypt’s 
Ministry of Finance.

Inauguration of Africa’s 
largest wind farm

Egypt’s New and Renewable En-
ergy Authority (NERA) has also 
pursued development of wind en-
ergy. NERA inaugurated, in late 
2015, a 200 MW wind farm at Gebel 
El Zeit on the Gulf of Suez, the larg-
est of its kind in Africa. 

It was financed by a $207 mil-
lion loan provided by the German 
Development Bank to NERA. The 
Europe Investment Bank lent a fur-
ther euro $54 million and the Euro-
pean Commission $32 million. The 
total cost of the project is approxi-
mately $367 million.

NERA has awarded a $237 mil-
lion turnkey project for another 
Gebel El Zeit wind farm. The 220 
MW project is to be built by Spain’s 
Gamesa for start up in the second 
half of 2017. The Egyptian Elec-
tricity Transmission Company has 
a preliminary deal with London-
based joint venture Lekela Power 
for a 250 MW wind farm in the Gulf 
of Suez area.

Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer 
on energy affairs based in Beirut.

Solar cells on top of a petrol station outside the capital Cairo.


