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Abu Dhabi

I 

n what is likely to be a blueprint 
for desert regions across the 
globe, Abu Dhabi unveiled the 
world’s largest man-made de-
salinated water reserve in the 

desert at Abu Dhabi Sustainability 
Week.

The event brought the world’s 
sustainability community together 
to learn about the major social, eco-
nomic and environmental trends 
shaping global development. It took 
place with the overarching theme of 
“Driving the Global Energy Trans-
formation.” Three core topics were 
the focus of discussions: climate 
change and resource scarcity, sus-
tainable cities and urbanisation and 
technology disruption and digitisa-
tion.

The United Arab Emirates was 
seen as vigorously pursuing the ob-
jectives of its Vision 2021, placing a 
sharp focus on improving the coun-
try’s environmental performance 
and promoting sustainable initia-
tives as part of the transition to a 
low-carbon economy. Among the 
projects is a reserve of high-quality 
desalinated water, which is con-
tained in a network of 315 recovery 
wells below the Liwa Desert. The 
system has an infiltration and re-
covery system sitting atop a natural 
fresh water underground aquifer. 
The desalinated water is piped from 
the coast to create the secure re-
serve system.

Saudi Arabia also announced it 
was pushing ahead with renewable 
energy projects, which will include 
wind, solar and geothermal projects. 
It plans to invest up to $50 billion in 
the efforts over the next five years.

Saeed al-Abbar, chairman of 
Dubai-based Emirates Green Build-
ing Council (EmiratesGBC), stressed 
the industry’s “clear shift of focus to 
a growing market of renewables and 
energy and water retrofits.”

“The various stakeholders dis-
played new and innovative busi-
ness approaches to encourage the 
adoption of renewable and energy 
efficient technologies, which ulti-
mately provides financial benefits 
as well as furthers the sustainability 
agenda,” Abbar said.

“It was also very encouraging to 
witness the launch of new pavil-
ions, such as the ‘Water and Energy 
Storage and Batteries,’ which dem-

onstrate a more holistic approach 
to sustainability. This is an indicator 
that the industry has matured and is 
better equipped for a fast-changing 
future in energy conservation,” he 
added.

Abbar said the 2018 World Future 
Energy Summit is evidence that 
the market is increasingly aware of 
the available technologies and the 
importance of establishing them 
as a standard in various sectors. 
“The next step would be to develop 
strong frameworks and policies to 
accelerate their implementation,” 
Abbar said.

On the Gulf and the rest of the 
Middle East preparing for a decar-
bonised future economy, Abbar 
said: “On a strategic level, the re-
gion needs to act fast — energy con-
sumption is high, and our natural 
resources are being depleted. We 
need to focus on decarbonising the 
built environment, a major source 
of emissions in the region.  In this 
regard, EmiratesGBC has set a key 
objective for 2018 of creating a Cen-
tre of Excellence for net-zero energy 
buildings.”

“This year we see emphasis given 
to sustainability in buildings and the 
growing market of ESCOs (energy 

service companies) in the GCC re-
gion,” said Nasser Saidi, chairman of 
the Clean Energy Business Council. 
“Buildings consume around 60% of 
the electrical generation in the [Gulf 
Cooperation Council] GCC and rep-
resent a growing demand in residen-
tial and commercial areas and it’s a 
topic of strong interest from utilities 
and municipalities alike.”

He noted that another new area of 
focus this year was electrical vehi-
cles with manufacturers exhibiting 
current production models as well 
as future ones.

“We also saw announcements 
made by regulators and government 
officials through their country pa-
vilions, which provided timely and 
insightful information to developers 
and the private sector on the status 
of solar markets across the GCC,” 
Saidi said.

He said the Middle East, as well as 
GCC countries, are developing their 
strategies and mandates around 
combating climate change and re-
ducing their carbon footprint across 
the primary energy usage sectors 
such as power generation and trans-
portation.

Saidi said it was encouraging to 
see initiatives to address climate 

change in the GCC. He pointed to 
Abu Dhabi-based Masdar presenta-
tion at Paris climate change con-
ference for reducing the carbon 
footprint of the growing sector of 
seawater desalination.

“I think the GCC is playing a role 
which is expected to take on more 
momentum and energy in the next 
couple of years.  It is assuming a 
leadership role in large-scale so-
lar PV [photovoltaic] utility power 
plants, which has achieved a [giga-
watt] scale and ground-breaking tar-
iffs, enabling a significant growth of 
clean energy in the power-genera-
tion mix of utilities across the GCC,” 
Saidi said.

Given the severe risks of climate 
change in the Middle East, particu-
larly in desert areas, it is important 
that GCC countries deal with the ef-
fects of changing environmental 
conditions.

“Climate change risk must be part 
of the analytical and policy assess-
ment of all infrastructure and de-
velopment projects. The UAE can be 
the champion of this innovation,” 
Saidi said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.
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Increasing awareness. Visitors take a look at the ECO Bus manufactured by Masdar during the Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week in Abu Dhabi, 
on January 17.                                                            (Reuters)

Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week: Gulf 
region eyes future in green economy

Dubai

A 

concerted move has be-
gun in Dubai to create 
awareness about the 
long-term benefits of 
“green schools” in the 

United Arab Emirates. The endeav-
our will contribute to enhanced 
health and productivity among 
students, decreased absenteeism 
and improve the value of school 
buildings, officials and advocates 
said.

The Emirates Green Building 
Council (EmiratesGBC) hosted a 
discussion with environmental 
groups, energy service companies, 
educators and private and pub-
lic sector stakeholders to create 
a national vision for establishing 
healthy, high-performance schools 
conducive to learning while saving 
energy, resources and money.

EmiratesGBC, which is a found-
ing member of the Global Coalition 
for Green Schools, seeks to help 
communities ensure “that every 
child in the UAE has the opportuni-
ty to learn in a green school within 

this generation,” a statement said.
EmiratesGBC, which was en-

trusted with drafting “a national 
vision for green schools” based 
on the discussion’s conclusions, 
pointed out the growing interest 
in the Emirates Coalition for Green 
Schools.

“This indicates the wide level 
of interest in this platform and 
highlights the attention that 
schools in the UAE need,” said  
EmiratesGBC Chairman Saeed al-
Abbar. “The Emirates Coalition for 
Green Schools brings together the 
UAE’s strongest advocates to create 
a national platform for the prolifer-
ation of green schools in the UAE.”

“While we focus more on the 
physical aspects, that is the build-
ing itself, green schools should also 
function to increase the environ-
mental literacy of the children so 
that they can become future advo-
cates of sustainability. Therefore, 
the vision of green schools cannot 
be achieved by a single entity alone 
and needs the collaboration of 
multiple stakeholders,” Abbar said.

He said the main stakeholders — 
government entities, owners and 
operators of educational institu-
tions, the private sector, which 

includes energy saving companies 
and consultants, and organisations 
that run school-specific environ-
mental programmes such as the 
Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi, 
Emirates Environmental Group 
and Environmental Centre for Arab 
Towns — have a vital role in achiev-
ing the group’s vision.

Charles Blaschke is the founder 
of Taka Solutions, an energy ser-
vice and technology finance com-
pany that invests and profits from 
the savings it generates from cli-
ents’ facilities. He noted that “it 
was very stimulating to use tech-
nology, engineering and finance 
to make a true impact in the world 
and solve one of the world’s largest 
global challenges, which is climate 
change.”

“It’s an exciting time in general 
and we are excited about the re-
gion and have plans of deploying 
upward of Dh500 million ($136 mil-
lion) of capital in existing buildings 
in the UAE to make them smart, 
intelligent green buildings, includ-
ing schools, and schools are a very 
special place for us.”

Blaschke, whose compa-
ny is a corporate member of  
EmiratesGBC, said: “Schools are 

a very different type of buildings. 
Every building is unique. Schools 
are very vital because they hold 
children. They are young and their 
bodies are not fully developed so 
there is a big effect whenever the 

environment is not great for them 
and it hinders them from learning.”

To improve the environment, 
Blaschke said the government or the 
education regulator could enforce 
building codes for a certain level of 
performance for schools, by linking 
it to licensing, insurance, annual 
ratings, awards and to school fee 
levels. “The school owners need to 
take the action necessary for them 
to be a high-performance green 
school,” Blaschke said.

From the energy standpoint, it 
was very easy, he said. “Schools 
need to be at 150 kilowatts per sq. 
metre of energy consumption; very 
standard, very simple. Start to get 
people to look at it and then it will 
start to change.”

He said all stakeholders have a 
role to play and it is only possible to 
transform to green schools if they 
are all involved and supporting.

“If we say the goal is to really 
transform all schools to green 
schools, there needs to be a pro-
gramme and incentive where the 
private sector gets involved and it 
is there to support and offer their 
expertise and it is their expertise 
that is going to physically get the 
work done,” he said.
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Movement to promote ‘Green schools’ in the UAE takes off
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I think the GCC is 
playing a role which is 
expected to take on 
more momentum and 
energy in the next 
couple of years.

Nasser Saidi,
chairman of the Clean
Energy Business Council

The vision of green 
schools cannot be 
achieved by a single 
entity alone and needs 
the collaboration 
of multiple 
stakeholders.

EmiratesGBC Chairman 
Saeed al-Abbar
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