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EU sees solar power imported from
Sahara in five years

Published: 21 June 2010 | Updated: 23 June 2010

Europe will import its first solar-generated electricity from North Africa within the next five
years, European Energy Commissioner Günther Oettinger said in an interview on Sunday.

Background

The EU is hoping to reach its long-term goal of de-carbonising its economy by topping up
domestic renewable energy production with solar electricity imports from North Africa.

One of the flagship projects in this regard is the Desertec Industrial Initiative, which was
launched in July 2009 by 12 companies who agreed to establish financing plans to
develop solar projects in the Sahara Desert (EurActiv 22/07/09).

The !400 billion project aims to eventually provide 15% of Europe's electricity needs with
solar power imported via a high-voltage cable.

The European Union is backing projects to turn the plentiful sunlight in the Sahara desert
into electricity for power-hungry Europe, a scheme it hopes will help meet its target of
deriving 20% of its energy from renewable sources in 2020.

"I think some models starting in the next five years will bring some hundreds of megawatts
to the European market," Oettinger told Reuters after a meeting with energy ministers from
Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia.

He said those initial volumes would come from small pilot projects, but the amount of
electricity would go up into the thousands of megawatts as projects including the !400
billion Desertec solar scheme come on stream.

"Desertec as a whole is a vision for the next 20 to 40 years with investment of hundreds of
billions of euros," said Oettinger. "To integrate a bigger percentage of renewables, solar
and wind, needs time."

The EU is backing the construction of new electricity cables, known as interconnectors,
under the Mediterranean Sea to carry this renewable energy from North Africa to Europe.

Some environmental groups have warned these cables could be used instead to import
non-renewable electricity from coal- and gas-fired power stations in north Africa.

"This is a good question but not a question to destroy our project," Oettinger said. "This
question must be answered by a good answer and so we need ways to ensure that our
import of electricity is from renewables."



He said he believed it was technologically possible to monitor electricity imports to the EU
and establish if they come from renewable sources or fossil fuels. "This question must be
solved in the next years," he said.

Solar subsidies

The Desertec consortium includes major firms such as Siemens, RWE and Deutsche
Bank. They are expected to seek public money for the project.

Oettinger said the EU's assistance was likely to include help coordinating stakeholders,
updating regulations to allow the imported electricity to move across European borders,
and financing feasibility studies.

On the prospect of EU subsidies, or the European Commission permitting state aid to
firms involved in the project, he said that would become clear once the consortium has
presented a detailed business plan.

Oettinger said all three energy ministers at the meeting in the Algerian capital sent a signal
they were willing to build the infrastructure and common market rules needed to allow a
trade in renewable electricity with Europe.

He countered concerns expressed in the past by some officials in Algeria that the project
could involve Europeans exploiting north Africa's natural resources.

"Renewables are a two-way partnership because electricity produced here is for the home
market of north African countries," he said.

"Maybe a bigger percentage of the electricity will be exported to Europe but at the same
time we have to export the technology, tools, machines, experts, and so it's a real
partnership, not only a partnership by selling and by buying."

(EurActiv with Reuters.)

Positions

 

Next Steps

Links

European Union

European Commission: Renewable energy

Business & Industry

Desertec Industries: Homepage

Press articles



EurActiv Slovakia: Slne!ná energia zo Sahary do piatich rokov
EurActiv Germany: In 5 Jahren: Solarstrom aus der Sahara


