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lgeria’s state-owned util-
ity company, Sonelgaz, 
is pursuing an ambitious 
programme to double the 
country’s electricity gen-

eration capacity by the end of the 
decade, largely through a massive 
solar energy project.

Faced with high energy subsidies 
and declining gas output, Sonelgaz 
has plans to install 13.5 gigawatts 
(GW) of solar photovoltaic (PV) ca-
pacity by 2030. It is projected that 
Algeria could generate more than 
one-quarter of its energy needs from 
renewable sources by 2030.

Algeria is highly dependent on en-
ergy revenues. Oil and gas account 
for 62% of government revenue 
and 97% of export earnings. How-
ever, with oil and gas production in 
decline, renewable energy is con-
sidered an essential substitute for 
high domestic energy demand. Al-
geria’s electricity generation capac-
ity reached 15.2GW in 2013, up from 
11.4GW at the end of 2011, mainly 
from gas-fired and combined-cycle 
plants. The role of renewable energy 
is limited.

Peak power demand in Algeria is 
during the summer, reaching 12.5GW 
in the summer of 2014. Sonelgaz pro-
jects peak demand to grow to 20GW 
by 2017. As a result, Sonelgaz plans 
to add more than 12GW of generating 
capacity by 2017-18, with solar en-
ergy contributing a large part of the 
growth. One of the main challenges 
for the programme is financing pro-

jects at fixed electricity prices.
Algeria is the largest natural gas 

producer in Africa and is the second-
largest gas supplier to Europe. It is 
also a member of the Organisation 
of the Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC). Algeria’s oil production 
is approximately 1.6 million barrels 
per day (bpd); gross gas production 
in 2011 was around 190 million cubic 
metres.

Despite its considerable hydro-
carbon reserves, Algeria is building 
large solar energy capacity, about 
170 terawatt-hours (TWh) per year. A 
new scheme for large-scale PV pow-
er plants is in the pipeline.

The programme, which will offer 
two feed-in-tariffs (FIT) rates — one 
for 1-5MW projects and one for pro-
jects larger than 5MW, is intended 
to help the country reach its goal of 
800MW of solar capacity by 2020 
and 22GW of renewable energy ca-
pacity by 2030.

The Algerian Energy Ministry 
launched the FIT programme to 
adopt more clean energy technolo-
gies. The programme offers solar 
power generators about $0.17 per 
kilowatt-hour (kWh) and has con-
tributed to what is currently about 
350MW worth of solar PV projects 
that are on the drawing board.

The ministry programme for the 
development of renewable energy 
plans to integrate renewable ener-

gies into the national energy mix to 
conserve hydrocarbon resources for 
export. In the Programme for De-
velopment of Renewable Energies 
2011-30, adopted by the government 
in 2011, renewables are given a high 
priority. The first phase of the pro-
gramme is dedicated to pilot and 
test projects of available technolo-
gies.

The first Algerian renewable en-
ergy project was launched in 2011, 
based on hybrid sources: photovol-
taic, concentrated solar power (CSP) 
and wind power. The programme 
has a generating capacity of 12GW. 
It was built at the Hassi R’Mel power 
station in the northern part of the 
Sahara next to Algeria’s major natu-
ral gas industry hub. Gas from Hassi 
R’Mel feeds the natural gas export 
pipeline to Tunisia and Italy, as well 
as a gas pipeline to Morocco and 
Spain.

Algeria considered earlier an am-
bitious large scale European propos-
al to build Desertec. The initial focus 
of the project (proposed by a consor-
tium of European firms, led by Ger-
many’s Siemens) was to export solar 
power generated from the Sahara to 
Europe.

Desertec plans were to produce 
100GW of power by 2050 at a cost of 
$440 billion. 

The one-dimensional project’s 
main objective was to use renew-
able energy in North Africa to export 
power to Europe but failed to at-
tract sufficient interest because the 
European renewable energy market 
could supply 90% of its own power 
demand.  European critics of De-
sertec also argued that the project is 
utopian and too expensive.

In late December 2015, the Alge-
rian Electricity and Gas Regulation 
Commission (CREG) confirmed its 
commitment to the development of 
renewable energy by concluding the 
final templates of the Algerian Power 
Purchase Agreement (PPA) for PV so-
lar and wind projects.

Algeria’s power demand is expe-
riencing steep consumption rates, 
with growth of 8-10% annually. Con-
sumption growth is due to increas-
ing population, rising demand and 
below-cost domestic energy tariffs. 
Several Arab countries have changed 
domestic energy prices recently in 
light of the rising demand and the 
deterioration of global crude oil 
prices. Algeria is expected to follow 
suit to attract financing for its energy 
projects.

Energy exploration has declined 
in Algeria. International oil compa-
nies have been reluctant to invest in 
exploration because of differences 
over the production-sharing con-
tract law and security threats by ter-
rorist organisations.

The major discovery has been 
shale gas in the southern Sahara. Al-
geria is among the top ten countries 
with shale gas reserves but shale 
gas is a long-term perspective. Ex-
ploration has been delayed. Local 
residents demonstrated against the 
development of shale gas reserves, 
fearing depletion and contamination 
of water tables in the region. Na-
tional protests spread in support of 
the move and very little work on the 
new gas finds has taken place since 
discovery in 2014.

Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer on 
energy affairs based in Beirut.
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First freight train 
from China arrives 
in Iran

Tunisia makes 
$500 million from 
ousted president’s 
assets

Qatar and Pakistan 
sign $16 billion gas 
deal

A freight train from China arrived 
in Tehran, Iranian and Chinese me-
dia reported, calling it a historic first 
that opens a new trade link between 
countries seeking to strengthen ties.

The train, carrying 32 contain-
ers, arrived in Tehran after a 14-day, 
10,399km journey from eastern 
China, Iran’s ISNA news agency re-
ported. The agency did not say what 
goods were shipped on the train.

The train’s journey was 30 days 
shorter than the time usually taken 
by ships to sail from Shanghai to 
Iran’s Bandar Abbas port, China’s 
Xinhua news agency quoted Iranian 
Transport Minister Mohsen Pour-
Aqaei as saying. 

He also said one freight train 
would travel from China to Iran eve-
ry month.

Tehran is being heavily courted by 
China, which sees Iran as a key part 
of its One Belt, One Road policy to in-
crease trade and open new markets 
as its domestic economy slows.

A big part of the policy is to ex-
pand the use of railways between 
China and Europe to shorten trans-
port times, creating a modern Silk 
Road, Beijing has said.
(Reuters)

Tunisia has made nearly half a bil-
lion dollars from the sale of assets 
confiscated from ousted president 
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali and his al-
lies, a minister said.

In the months following Ben Ali’s 
flight to Saudi Arabia after the Janu-
ary 2011 revolution that ended his 
rule, Tunisian officials seized hun-
dreds of businesses, properties, lux-
ury cars and jewellery belonging to 
Ben Ali, his family and allies.

“Since 2011, we made around 1.5 
billion dinars (of which) around 1 
billion ($500 million) went into the 
state’s coffers,” Tunisian Finance 
Minister Slim Chaker said. “The oth-
er 500 million dinars went to paying 
off debts,” he said.

Revenues from the sales boosted 
the national budget and allowed the 
state to borrow less, he added.

Nepotism and state corruption 
plagued Ben Ali’s rule and trig-
gered his fall at the start of the “Arab 
spring” uprisings.
(Agence France-Presse)

Qatar signed a long-term deal 
with Pakistan to export liquefied 
natural gas (LNG), according to state 
media in the Gulf. The deal will in-
volve Qatar exporting up to 3.75 mil-
lion tonnes of LNG a year, Pakistani 
Petroleum Minister Shahid Khaqan 
Abbasi said.

The contract covers about 20% 
of the South Asian country’s gas re-
quirements. Pakistan faces severe 
shortages of natural gas, both for 
electricity generation and industrial 
use.

Pakistani reports estimated the 
deal was worth $16 billion. Abbasi 
said the deal would save the country 
$1 billion annually.

Supplies of the gas could start as 
early as March, according to the Qa-
tar News Agency.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Algeria is the largest 
natural gas producer 
in Africa and is the 
second-largest gas 
supplier to Europe.
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isitors to Dubai in the 
United Arab Emirates 
seem not to be shaken 
by events engulfing the 
Middle East as the emir-

ate continues to attract evermore 
tourists from around the world.

Figures released by Dubai’s De-
partment of Tourism and Commerce 
Marketing show Dubai attracted 
more than 14.2 million overnight 
visitors in 2015, a 7.5% increase over 
2014.

“Last year was a very strong year 
for Dubai’s travel sector, achieving 
double the global industry growth 
levels and our international visita-
tion hitting 14.2 million, which firm-
ly positions us as the fourth most 
visited city in the world,” Dubai 
Tourism Director-General Helal 
Saeed Almarri said in a statement.

“The year 2015 was volatile for 
travel globally, as we have all wit-
nessed a range of disruptive factors, 
ranging from slackening economic 
growth in Asian and European mar-
kets to currency fluctuations across 
the world. Yet if Dubai is to hit its 
20 million visitors per year target in 
the next five years, we must deliver 
a threshold 7-8% annual growth 
consistently, which has put even 

greater emphasis on strong sector-
wide collaboration.”

Despite a sluggish economy and 
a strong US dollar constraining 
Dubai’s competitiveness, Western 
Europe was the second highest 
regional contributor to visitor vol-
umes, bringing in nearly 3 million 
tourists, reflecting 6.1% growth.

The United Kingdom was among 
Dubai’s top three source countries 
with 11% growth, accounting for 
nearly 1.2 million visitors. Germa-
ny also stayed in the top ten with 
7% growth generating more than 
460,000 visitors.

South Asia was the next largest re-
gion by volume, sending 2.3 million 
visitors, reflecting a 21.7% increase 
versus 2014. India dominated the 
region, becoming Dubai’s number 
one source market for the first time 
sending in more than 1.6 million 
tourists. The country was the sec-
ond fastest growing market with a 
26% year-on-year growth, followed 
by Pakistan, which ended 2015 with 
11% growth and 513,000 visitors.

More than 1.6 million visitors 
were from the wider Middle East 
and North Africa region, represent-
ing a 1.3% growth, a strong outcome 
in the face of heightened regional 
disturbances.

Iran delivered a reliable 6% in-
crease, with much of the remaining 
volumes attributable to Egypt and 
Jordan, each registering robust 15% 

growth versus 2014.
“Positive growth across stalwart 

markets and emerging countries 
helped offset negative trends in the 
consolidated Russia, [Common-
wealth of Independent States] and 
Eastern European region, which 
saw a 22.5% decline in travellers, 
as well as the Australasia region, 
which dropped 6.3% year on year,” 
the tourism release said.

“Markets such as the GCC, India, 
[United Kingdom] and Germany, 
which are our traditional strong-
holds and continue to deliver over 
a third of our tourism traffic, will 
always be a critical priority as there 
is already a proven credibility of the 
Dubai destination offering,” Almarri 
was quoted as saying. 

Dubai International airport also 
became the world’s busiest airport. 
Traveller numbers increased more 
than 10% in 2015, dealing with 78 
million passengers in 2015 com-
pared to 70.5 million in 2014. The 
airport topped London Heathrow, 
which saw 75 million passengers in 
2015.

Known for its luxury and culture, 
Dubai has unique plans to attract 
more tourists. A 360-degree pool 
will feature in the planned St Regis 
hotel on the Palm Jumeirah, set to 
open in 2018. The pool will border 
all four sides of the hotel, 210 me-
tres above ground. The hotel will be 
in the Palm Tower and connected to 
the new Nakheel Mall.

However, Dubai will not only be 
known for its skyscrapers but is a 
cultural hub. There are plans for 
Dubai to be an open-air museum.

“Every city in the world has mu-
seums but with the concept of an 
open-air museum, the space is not 
limited and we want the people to 
decide what they want to see. 

It will be an interactive experi-
ence with illustrations, and the city 
will be an open canvas [for artists],” 
Saeed Mohamed al-Nabouda, acting 
director-general at Dubai Culture 
and Arts Authority, told Gulf News.

Dubai is also expecting more than 
1 million medical tourists by 2020. 
In 2015 it posted an increase of 18% 
over 2014 in the sector, surpassing 
its growth target of 12-15%.

The emirate appears to be on 
track to reach the targets set out 
under its Tourism Vision, including 
attracting 20 million visitors a year 
by 2020.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Dubai hopes to attract 20 million 
visitors in 2020

Dubai attracted 
more than 14.2 
million overnight 
visitors in 2015, a 
7.5% increase over 
2014.


