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J 

ordan has one of the world’s 
lowest levels of water re-
sources available per person 
but the Sahara Forest Project 
(SFP), recently begun in the 

Red Sea port city of Aqaba, brings 
hope to the desert kingdom.

The $3.7 million project, funded 
mainly by Norway and the Euro-
pean Union, uses saltwater-cooled 
greenhouse technology and con-
centrated solar power. The station 
uses solar energy to desalinate sea-
water for crop irrigation.

The project was described by EU 
Ambassador to Jordan Andrea Mat-
teo Fontana as an “excellent move 
towards the future.”

“As a nexus model, the project 
will be using solar power (energy 
security) to desalinate sea water 
(water security) and produce agri-
culture products (food security), 
in a clear, sustainable move to help 
Jordan, which is challenged by both 
water and energy supply to meet 
its food needs,” Fontana said in an 
interview.

“Moreover, all that (is done) with-
out using traditional sources or de-
pleting the scarce water and energy 
resources of the country.”

Fontana explained that the first 
phase of the project, to be built over 
three hectares, will produce 10,000 
litres of fresh water daily from de-
salination by solar power and grow 
130,000 kilograms of vegetables 
annually. The project includes two 
saltwater-cooled greenhouses and 
ponds for salt production.

The project area is to be ex-
panded to 11 hectares in the second 
phase and 20 hectares in the third. 
“The ultimate goal is to reach 200 
hectares. Agriculture as well as wa-
ter production and solar generation 
will be increased accordingly, with 
various technologies since the facil-
ity is coupled with a research cen-
tre,” Fontana said.

The project was pitched to Jor-
dan in 2010, with the blessings of 
Jordanian King Abdullah II and 
Norwegian Crown Prince Haakon 
Magnus, Fontana said. “It reflected 

a high-level understanding of the 
needs Jordan faced with water, en-
ergy and food scarcity challenges,” 
he said.

By using the latest technology 
in solar panels, the project is to 
provide clean and sustainable re-
sources.

“Photovoltaic solar panels [are 
used] to generate electricity and 
desalinate seawater. The saltwater 
is used to cool the greenhouses and 
there are ponds to produce salt, as 
well as to grow algae in such special 
salty water and high temperature. 
Revegetation of original plants is 
another product on top of agricul-
ture products,” Fontana said.

The project uses sun, saltwater, 
desert areas and carbon dioxide 
(CO2) to produce food, fresh water 
and clean energy, he added.

Jordan is trying to harness pri-
vate sector innovation, arranging 
financing for recycling wastewa-
ter and enhancing water supplies 

through desalination. Morocco has 
a nationwide effort on groundwater 
management and Egypt is focusing 
on strengthening local accountabil-
ity for water supply and sanitation 
services, especially in under-served 
rural areas.

The Sahara Forest Project should 
have a significant effect on other 
aspects of life in Jordan as well. 
A recent Stanford University re-
port stated that Jordan, one of the 
world’s driest countries, could face 
more severe droughts unless new 
technologies are applied to farming 
and other sectors.

“Since the project is set to en-
hance more agriculture practices, 
using solar energy and desalinated 
seawater, there will be a very good 
socio-economic impact on sur-
rounding communities through 
the creation of jobs, production of 
high- quality crops with an added 
value, being organic products, as 
well as serving to reduce CO2 emis-

sions,” the EU ambassador said.
Fontana said the European Un-

ion has received positive feedback 
from local communities on such 
initiatives.

“The EU believes that more com-
munication should be achieved so 
that better understanding will be 
ensured,” he said. “Furthermore, 
the EU believes that, once the Sa-
hara Forest Project is fully imple-
mented, and economic and social 
benefits start appearing through 
the provision of job opportunities, 
there will be bigger acceptance for 
such innovative initiatives.”

The European Union has been 
heavily involved in helping Jordan 
adapt to renewable energy to ease 
its reliance on imported crude oil 
and natural gas, which eats up 
nearly half of the cash-strapped 
Arab country’s budget.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.
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Innovative technology. A saltwater-cooled greenhouse of the Sahara Forest Project.           (The European Union)

The Sahara Forest Project, Jordan’s innovative water scheme

Once the Sahara 
Forest Project is fully 
implemented, there will 
be bigger acceptance 
for such innovative 
initiatives.

EU Ambassador to Jordan 
Andrea Matteo Fontana

Saudi Arabia retooling its economic reform programme

A mid swirling 
speculation of an 
impending transfer 
of power within the 
House of Saud, the 
Saudi government 
is in the process of 

retooling its national economic 
overhaul programme that covers 
the period of 2016-20.

The timing of the changes to the 
kingdom’s National Transforma-
tion Plan 2020 (NTP) may not be 
too surprising as the success of the 
economic reforms could be criti-
cal for the political future of the 
plan’s chief architect, Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz.

The revised NTP 2020 is report-
edly to be completed by the end of 
October. While details are ham-
mered out, the much-hyped initial 
public offering (IPO) of state crown 
jewel Saudi Aramco, expected in 
late 2018, is on track as it falls out-
side of the purview of the NTP.

Because he has raised extremely 
high expectations among the 
Saudi citizenry — particularly the 
country’s youth — for the eco-
nomic and social changes he wants 
realised in the coming years, 
Crown Prince Mohammed’s cred-
ibility and popularity could be in 
question should he not be able to 
follow through with his aggressive 
agenda.

Since his father, King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud, ascended the 
throne in January 2015, the young 
royal has amassed a dizzying 
amount of power and oversight of 

wide-reaching government re-
sponsibilities, having been named 
deputy crown prince in April 2015 
and, in June, replacing Mohammed 
bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz as crown 
prince.

Rumours are running rampant 
that King Salman could abdicate 
the throne and transfer power to 
his 31-year-old son. To shore up 
support for such a historic power 
shift, Crown Prince Mohammed 
needs to demonstrate that the 
kingdom’s fiscal health is improv-
ing, as he has been overseeing 
Saudi economic policy for more 
than two years, and would thrive 
should he succeed his father.

This could be a tough sell given 
that continuing low oil prices have 
contributed to a stagnant Saudi 
economy that has endured several 
years of significant budget deficits 
and is expected to record GDP 
growth of 0.1% this year. However, 
a recalibrated five-year economic 
plan could be a strong public rela-
tions move to ease concerns should 
a power shift be imminent.

Launched in June 2016, the NTP 
set the foundation for Saudi Vision 
2030, Crown Prince Mohammed’s 
sweeping economic revamping 
programme to permanently steer 
the kingdom from its dependency 
on an oil-income-based economy. 
Financial observers lauded the 
intent of that mission, which in-
cluded privatisation of state assets, 
the cutting and eventual curtailing 
of energy-related price subsidies, 
the introduction of taxes, the 
creation of private sector jobs and 

reducing unemployment.
However, the consensus was 

that target dates to hit key NTP ob-
jectives were overly ambitious and 
that expectations for full imple-
mentation of the economic over-
haul under Saudi Vision 2030 were 
unrealistic given the bureaucratic 
difficulties faced in establishing 
new financial procedures as well as 
opposition from within the ruling 
family, the religious establishment 
and leading merchant families.

In tweaking the NTP, priorities 
will reportedly include reform-
ing the government bureaucracy 
by enhancing civil service pro-
ductivity and pressing for more 
government transparency, both 
long-standing challenges for 
the kingdom. The new NTP will 
address increasing female pres-
ence in the workforce and backing 
small- and medium-sized firms.

In the revised NTP, target dates 
for some goals that were initially 
set for 2020 will be pushed to 2025 
or 2030. For example, two goals 
stipulated in the original NTP were 
the creation of at least 450,000 
non-governmental sector jobs and 
reducing unemployment from 
11.6% to 9% by 2020, both of which 
seemed highly unrealistic in the 
given time frame and will likely be 
assigned new target dates.

Other objectives set for 2020 that 
are likely to see new end dates in-
clude the kingdom’s private sector 
funding of 40% on major projects 
to ease pressure on state coffers 
and a push to provide $72 billion of 
goods and services to be sourced 

locally, increasing the volume of 
locally sourced products from 33% 
to 50%.

The Saudi government has 
stated it is committed to balancing 
its state budget by 2020 as part of 
the NTP objectives, which, given 
Riyadh’s continued dependency 
on oil revenues amid depressed 
crude prices and high government 
spending, appears improbable. The 
budget deficit for 2017 is forecast at 
$52.8 billion.

The government trimmed ap-
proximately $8 billion from its 
projected deficit in 2016 thanks 
to austerity measures, including 
scaled-back energy-related price 
subsidies and the introduction 
of new taxes. While financial 
observers laud these economic 
reforms as necessary steps in the 
right direction, the worry is that 
success relies not just on revenue-
earning measures such as subsidy 
cuts and taxes but on implement-
ing concrete methods to stimulate 
economic growth.

To reassure investors that the re-
tooling of the NTP did not suggest 
the country’s economic reforms 
were in peril, the Saudi Informa-
tion Ministry released a statement 
stating in part: “Vision 2030 builds 
on early successes and is strength-
ening its delivery mechanisms as 
it increases the scope and pace of 
implementation… The government 
privatisation programme contin-
ues to gain traction and the plan 
for an initial public offering of a 
stake in Saudi Aramco remains on 
track.”

reports from Washington on 
energy issues for The Arab 
Weekly. 
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The revised NTP 
2020 is reportedly 
to be completed 
by the end of 
October. 


