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1.  What is Desertec?

The Desertec plan is a highly ambitious, large-scale project designed to harness renewable energy such as solar and wind power to generate large amounts of electricity. It will do this by establishing solar as well as wind plants in the Sahara desert in countries such as Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. Much of the energy generated will be sent to Europe to meet European energy needs. To generate the amount of electricity that Desertec is planning will require the setting up of huge solar energy plants, and the construction of expensive high-voltage direct current cables to transmit the electricity across the Mediterranean Sea to Europe. It is envisaged that the first electricity from Africa will be sent to Europe in 2015.
  Ultimately, the plan is for the project to provide 15% of Europe’s energy needs by 2050.

The Desertec Foundation was created in Germany in 2003 to explore the potential use of solar power in the North African desert. Its main focus is on technology known as Concentrating Solar Power (CSP), but it is also interested in using photovoltaic solar power and wind power (see boxes for explanation of technical terms). In 2009, Desertec, together with 12 other shareholders, established Desertec Industrial Initiative (DII) as a company in Germany, to put into practice the vision of Desertec. The term “Desertec” is used in a generic sense in this report to refer to the project conceptualised by the Desertec Foundation and carried out by the Desertec Industrial Initiative (DII).
Desertec is not the only organisation or company to use solar power. Not only have there been Concentrating Solar Power (CSP) plants in the USA and Spain since the early 1980s, but a number of North African countries such as Egypt, Algeria and Morocco, are in the process of building plants using solar energy. However, Desertec is the largest and most ambition CSP project yet planned, and if it materialises, will represent a 100-fold increase in solar power capacity worldwide.

Although Morocco has been identified as the site for the first pilot plant, it is unlikely that construction will begin soon. DII has indicated that between now and 2012 it will focus on establishing support for the project and putting in place enabling legislation, both in the countries in which it intends to build the plants, and in the countries which will receive the energy.

The Desertec Foundation website, which contains information on the project, can be found at http://www.desertec.org/. A useful document on this website is “The Red Book”, which sets out the thinking behind Desertec. It can be accessed at http://www.desertec.org/fileadmin/downloads/desertec-foundation_redpaper_3rd-edition_english.pdf . The Desertec Industrial Initiative (DII) also has a website at http://www.dii-eumena.com/. 
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This map is taken from the Desertec website and shows the extent of the intended network of renewable energy plants and transmission cables which will cover North Africa and Europe.
2.  Existing use of CSP technology

Many environmentalists welcome the development of solar energy technology as a clean alternative to the use of conventional fossil fuel. A report produced by Greenpeace International, together with Solar-PACES and ESTELA is strongly supportive of the use of CSP technology. According to the report, CSP plants provided 436MW of the world’s electricity generation by the end of 2008.
  Although these plants have been established with the support of governments, it is private companies who are setting up and running them. In Spain, the companies who set up these plants are benefitting by means of feeder tariffs. The report argues that by 2050 the CSP industry could employ as many as 2 million people, and by the middle of the 21st Century it could produce up to 25% of the world’s electricity.
 

3.  Corporate interests involved

In 2009 the Desertec Industrial Initiative (DII) was set up as a limited liability company (GmbH) based in Germany. DII is meant to turn the vision of the Desertec Foundation into reality. There were 12 founder members, apart from the Desertec Foundation. They are mostly German based companies, specialising either in finances (such as Deutsche Bank) or active in the engineering/technological fields, with a focus on energy and specifically alternative energy sources. The companies are:

· Munich Re, a German insurance company;
· Abengoa Solar, a Spanish technology company which manufactures solar plant equipment;
· RWE – one of the two  largest German energy companies;
· Deutsche Bank – a financial company;
· Siemens – a manufacturer of turbines;
· ABB – a company that operates globally, focusing on power and automation technologies. It specialises in high-voltage, direct-current transmission grids;
· E.ON - one of the two  largest German energy companies;
· HSH Nordbank – a financial company;
· Cevital – an Algerian company ;
· M & W Group – a German based Engineering, Procurement and Construction (EPC) company which focuses on a range of technologies, including photovoltaic;
· Schott Solar – a Germany based company focusing on solar energy, and a receiver manufacturer;
· Flagsol – a joint venture of Solar Millennium and Ferrostaal. It is an Engineering, Procurement and Construction (EPC) company.
DII now has 18 shareholders, from different geographical locations. They include: 

· Nareva, which is owned by ONA, Morocco’s largest conglomerate, effectively controlled by the royal family;

· Enel Greenpower, the major electricity company in Italy;
· Saint Gobain , a French company;
· Red Electrica, a Spanish company;
· Terna, an Italian power grid operator.
DII is deliberately seeking new shareholders in the Middle East and North Africa in attempt to draw in companies from the countries it will be operating in.
 
DII also has a number of Associated Partners. These represent a wide range of multinational companies, each of which seems to have some speciality which will allow them to supply products or services to the realisation of the Desertec concept. Currently, the Associated Partners are: 

· 3M

· AGC

· Audi

· BASF – the Chemical Company

· Bearing Point – Management and Technology Consultants

· Bilfinger Berger

· Commerzbank

· Concentrix Solar

· Conergy

· Deloitte

· Evonik Industries

· FCC Servicios Ciudadanos

· First Solar

· Flabeg

· Fraunhofer

· GL Garrad Hassan

· HSBC

· IBM

· ILF

· Italgen Italcementi Group: the sustainability electricity company

· Kaefer

· Lahmeyer International

· Maurisolaire

· Max-Planck-Gesellschaft

· Morgan Stanely

· Nur Energie

· OMV

· Rexroth Bosch Group

· SP

· SMA Solar Technology

· Terna Energy SA

· TUV SUD

Some of the companies that are shareholders of Desertec are also involved in constructing CSP plants elsewhere, including many of the North African countries. For instance:

· Abengoa Solar, a Spanish company, is involved in the construction of CSP plants in Morocco and Algeria;

· Flagsol is part of a consortium building a solar power plant in Egypt.

4.  Desertec and Europe

The Union for the Mediterranean was launched in 2008, and replaces the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (also known as the Barcelona Process). It includes all 27 EU members, and 16 states around the Mediterranean Sea.
  The aim of the Union is to foster political, social and economic relations between EU countries and countries located around the Mediterranean Sea. The Union falls under the broader EU Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), which promotes policies such as the liberalisation of trade in services; and the reduction and elimination of state aid.
  These policies will inevitably lead to more privatisation in sectors such as electricity, water and health.

Indeed, the Facility for Euro-Mediterranean Investment and Partnership (FEMIP), which is the arm of the European Investment Bank (EIB) operating in the Mediterranean, and which is strongly associated with the ENP, encourages “economic liberalization and the development of the private sector, by ‘focusing on sectors that offer the greatest leverage in order to encourage structural reform and promote private initiatives, whether local or foreign’”.

ETUC, the European Trade Union Confederation, and the Euromed Trade Union Forum, concerned about the lack of attention given to the social dimensions of the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership
, in particular issues related to employment, welcomed the commitment in 2008 to a Euromed social dialogue forum by the governments of the countries involved. The union bodies noted the importance of taking forward the social dimensions of the Euro-Mediterranean project, in the areas of the economy, employment and social cohesion. They noted that such a forum would need to deal with issues such as “the participation of women in the workplace, non-discrimination, integration of youth, [and] the transfer from informal jobs to regular employment and migration.”

The Union for the Mediterranean has identified 6 priority projects to focus on, one of which is the Mediterranean Solar Plan. This plan focuses on the development of renewable energy projects, with a total of 20 gigawatts, by 2020; and the integration of the electricity grid of Europe and the Mediterranean countries.
  The emphasis on the development of renewable energy projects flows from the EU’s 2007 renewable energy directive which sets a target for renewables to be 20% of the EU’s overall energy mix by 2020.

Plans for the interconnection and integration of the power systems of Europe and Southern Mediterranean countries were captured in the 2003 Mediterranean Energy Ring (MEDRING) study. The Mediterranean Energy Ring (MEDRING) is one of the five priorities in the EU 2nd Strategic Energy Review of November 2008, which states that: “A Mediterranean energy ring now needs to be completed, lining Europe with the Southern Mediterranean through electricity and gas interconnections. In particular the Ring is essential to develop the region’s vast solar and wind energy potential”.
  

Interestingly, the most recent report on MEDRING, released in April 2010, argues that most of the EU states would be able to increase their use of renewable energy without resorting to importing power from the MENA (North African/Middle East) countries. At the same time, because of their access to sun and wind, the MENA countries “are today, tomorrow and forever capable to offer RE [renewable energy] based electricity at competitive prices on Europe’s markets – even when taking into account HVDC wheeling charges and transmission losses over 1000 – 2000 km.”
  In other words, according to the report, the fundamental reason for developing renewable energy sources in MENA countries, and closing the Mediterranean Ring, is commercial.
  It opens up lucrative investment opportunities for private companies, and the price of renewable energy generated in areas with practically unlimited access to renewable sources of energy like wind and sun will become increasingly competitive against other non-renewable forms of energy.
Other reports argue, however, that, given land constraints in Europe, importing renewable energy from North Africa is vital if Europe is to reach the goal of having 100% of its electricity generated by renewable sources by 2050.
  Another argument that is put forward for why Europe should import renewable energy from the MENA countries is that it will increase the security of supply of electricity for European countries. The argument is that with importing renewable energy there is less of a threat of the exporting country cutting supplies than there is with importing gas or oil. While oil or gas can be stored and exported at a later stage, renewable energy cannot be stored and would simply represent a loss of revenue to the exporting country. In addition, renewable energy can be imported from a number of different MENA countries, and Europe would rely less on a single country for fuel.
 

Where there is little disagreement in the literature put out by government and private companies, is that in order to reach this goal, it is essential to establish an open, competitive market in electricity trading – “a unified European power market that is united with the North African one, allowing for the free trading of electricity between all countries”.

The MEDRING report argues that at present the Southern Mediterranean Countries are not in a position to sell much electricity to Europe as they are barely generating enough energy for themselves.
“Present efforts and strategies to establish solar power and wind industries in the MPCs are mostly based on smaller project-by-project tendering. This neither provides enough capacity to contribute in a significant way to the annual power demand increase in the region, nor does the capacity suffice to produce excess power for export.”
  The report notes that Morocco depends a lot on power supplies from Spain; countries like Syria and Lebanon cope with energy shortages by load shedding; and countries like Israel and to some extent Egypt have an increase in unsupplied energy (energy scheduled for generation but not generated).

With MEDRING and the Mediterranean Solar Plan aiming to introduce an internal electricity market, within the framework of policies such as the liberalisation of trade in services and the creation of a free trade zone, and with the focus on renewable energy; and with the MENA countries having little in the way of existing renewable energy plants in place; DII and/or its shareholders are well placed to take commercial advantage of the situation to build and operate solar energy plants in the desert of Sahara. 
So while it has been suggested by the chair of Sonelgaz (the Algerian Agency for Gas and Electricity) that the Mediterranean Solar Plan could be a rival to Desertec,
  it is more likely that the two plans or projects are compatible and complementary. Indeed, the Desertec website indicates that Desertec is willing to work with similar initiatives such as the Mediterranean Solar Plan.
  And a press release from the Industry, Research and Energy Committee of the European Parliament calls on the EU Commission and member states to promote, among other projects, the Mediterranean Solar Plan, Desertec and the Mediterranean Ring (MEDRING).
  In his opening speech to the recently held DII annual conference in Barcelona, the EU Commissioner for Energy did, in fact, note that “the European Commission shares the objectives of the Desertec Initiative as it was presented to the European Parliament in 2007”.
 
For further information about the Union for the Mediterranean see http://www.eeas.europa.eu/euromed/index_en.htm. For more information on the Mediterranean Solar Plan see http://www.eeas.europa.eu/euromed/index_en.htm .    For European-Mediterranean trade union involvement see http://www.etuc.org/spip.php?page=recherche&lang=en&recherche=Mediterranean.

5.  Involvement of African countries

DII wants to set up solar power plants, using the CSP technology in the Sahara desert, and is therefore looking to build partnerships with Tunisia, Libya, Algeria and Morocco to take forward the project.
 

Initially, the Moroccan, Tunisian and Algerian governments expressed interest in the Desertec project. Indeed, an Algerian company, Cevital, was one of the founder companies of DII. However, it now seems that the Algerian government has withdrawn its support
  for a number of reasons. It has questioned the length of the project (the time it will take before the plants start operating and delivering electricity), and who would own the plants.
  Prior to the decision to withdraw its support, reports indicate that the government had already tightened the terms on which inward investment can take place, and wanted any project of the magnitude of Desertec to involve a transfer of technology and partnerships between Algerian and foreign companies. As the Algerian Energy and Mines Minister, Chakib Khelil put it “We don’t want foreign companies exploiting solar energy from our land”.
 
Given that they have now withdrawn their support, it would seem that Desertec was unable to satisfy them on these points, despite statements in their literature that the roll-out of the project would see an increase in employment opportunities in the MENA regions, the establishment of local industries, and the transfer of know-how.
 
Rather than being drawn into the Desertec project, the Algerian government is intending to develop its own solar project, which will include a new town completely powered by solar electricity. As the first step, Sonelgaz (the Algerian state-owned gas and power utility) plans to install 365 megawatts of solar energy between 2013 and 2020.
  Reports have also suggested that Algeria will be exploring the use of nuclear energy.
 
The Tunisian government has been very enthusiastic about the Desertec project, and has already identified a number of possible sites for solar energy plants.
  Tunisia is also the host country to the Desertec University Network, which was established in June 2010. This is an academic and research network, bringing together countries from Europe, North Africa and the Middle East, which will focus on desert technologies.
 
However, the Tunisian government is not relying solely on Desertec – it launched its own Solar Plan in December 2009, which is intended to reduce carbon emission and promote the use of renewable energies.
  The plan includes 40 projects focusing on the use of solar and wind energy, and includes the construction of an underwater electrical connection between Tunisia and Italy. The plan is estimated to cost about 4 billion dinars.

Morocco has been identified as the site for the pilot solar plant, not least because it has the only existing undersea power cable link with Europe. The Moroccan government argues that Desertec could put an end to Morocco’s energy dependency (currently Morocco buys in 96 percent of its energy), and leave plenty of energy left over to send to Europe. According to Said Mouline, head of Morocco’s renewable energy agency, “Morocco doesn’t have even 1 percent of Europe’s energy consumption, so let’s be realistic. We would be generating enough power for us and for export for the next 100 years”.
  Morocco also launched its own solar energy plan in 2009. It is intended to provide 14% of its generated power by 2020, and will cost $9 billion.
 
Already a number of North African countries have started construction on solar power plants, independently of the Desertec project, drawing on international financial assistance and private finance to fund the projects.
 
For instance, Egypt is in the process of building a solar thermal plant at Kuramayat. It is an integrated solar combined cycle (ISCC) plant, with a solar thermal component of 20 MW. An integrated solar combined cycle doesn’t rely only on solar energy, but also uses another fuel to generate electricity. It is being developed with the involvement of the World Bank, and funding from the Global Environmental Facility (GEF). It is being constructed as a public-private partnership, with the private sector involved in a 5 year ownership and maintenance contract. Two companies, Iberdrola (a Spanish company) and Mitsui were awarded the contract to build the Combined Cycle Power Island, and a consortium of Orascum (an Egyptian company) and Flagsol (a German company which is a joint venture between Solar Millenium and Ferrostaal) was awarded the contract to build the solar field.
 
Egypt has also recently announced plans to build a new solar plant in Kom Ombo.
 
Morocco used EU funding in 1992 for a pre-feasibility study into setting up solar/renewable energy plants. The Spanish company, Abener, a subsidiary of Abengoa, was awarded the turnkey power plant construction and five year operation and maintenance contract to build a plant at Ain Beni Mathar. It is also an Integrated Solar Combined Cycle System with a 30 MW solar field. Financing for the project is by the African Development Bank.

Algeria is in the process of building a solar plant at Hassi R’mel. The Spanish Abengoa group won the build-own-transfer tender to construct the plant. Again, it is an Integrated Solar Combined Cycle System with a 25 MW solar field. Two other plants are planned. Funding for the project is also from the Global Environmental Facility (GEF).

All of these plants in Egypt, Morocco and Algeria will have much less capacity than is envisaged for the Desertec plants.

6.  Connecting Europe and MENA
Creating a viable internal European energy market and connecting it to the MENA countries will require the development of a high voltage direct current grid. Much of the existing internal European infrastructure will need to be upgraded to cope with the shift from large-scale, centralised, one-way transmission, to decentralised, flexible, interactive, biodirectional and intermittent renewable energy sources.
  Intelligent grid and storage facilities, which European countries are obliged by the EU’s directive on Renewable Energy 2008 to develop, will also be required to cope with the use of renewable energy.
  

In their vision for the use of 100% renewable energy in Europe and North Africa by 2050, Price Waterhouse Cooper have identified the need for a SuperSmart Grid. They define this as “a pan-European, cross Mediterranean overlay high voltage direct current (HVDC) Super Grid and the introduction of Smart technologies and a Smart Grid”.

Various infrastructure networks, organisations and consortiums are focusing on the development of the transmission infrastructure needed. These include:

· ENTSO-E: European Network of Transmission System Operators for Electricity. This is a network of transmission system operators whose mission statement includes a commitment to meeting “the needs of the liberalized EU Internal Energy Market and facilitating market integration”.
 
ENTSO-E has developed a Ten Year Development Plan (TYNDP) which sets out a proposal for investments into the electricity transmission infrastructure that will be needed across 34 European countries over the next ten years. The initial proposal is for 500 investment projects over the next five years, collectively worth 23-28€ billion.
 
Their website can be found at https://www.entsoe.eu/index.php?id=28 
· Friends of the Supergrid

Friends of the Supergrid are a group of companies and organisations that are focused particularly on the development of a supergrid across Europe. According to their website, a supergrid is “an electricity transmission system, mainly based on direct current, designed to facilitate large-scale sustainable power generation in remote areas for transmission to centres of consumption, one of whose fundamental attributes will be the enhancement of the market in electricity”.
Friends of the Supergrid are particularly interested in creating the infrastructure to carry renewable energy generated in the Northern Seas to Europe (North Sea Ring).

More information on Friends of the Supergrids can be found at http://www.friendsofthesupergrid.eu/ 
· Transgreen
Transgreen is a consortium of companies who are interested in setting up a supergrid to transmit energy from the MENA countries to Europe. Transgreen falls within the framework of the Mediterranean Solar Plan, and the agreement to form Transgreen was signed in the presence of two French government officials, the Minister for Ecology, Energy, Sustainable Development and Marine Affairs, and a Special Advisor to President Sarkozy.
   Transgreen has indicated that it will work with other Mediterranean solar projects such as Desertec. 
The consortium consists of the following companies:
· Abengoa

· AFD

· Alstom

· Areva

· Atos Origin

· CDC Infrastructure

· EDF

· Nexans

· Prysmian

· RED Electrica de España

· RTE

· Siemens 

· Taqa Arabia.

Some of these companies, such as Abengoa, RED Electrica de Espana, Siemens, are also shareholders of DII.

In a statement issued the French Embassy, the following objectives, among others, were outlined for Transgreen:

· Develop a technical and economic blueprint for a trans-Mediterranean grid;

· “Promote an investment-friendly regulatory and institutional framework for viable projects on the southern shores of the Mediterranean”;

· “Promote European technology and industry in global competition, and particularly the production of electricity from renewable energy, DC transmission and very-high-voltage undersea cables”.

7.  Issues with Desertec I: impact on the environment
One of the environmental concerns with Desertec is the implications it has for the development of renewable energy in Europe. In Germany, the home of the plan, some are arguing that rather than spending huge amounts of money on setting up massive plants in the north of Africa, and sending the energy across the sea to Europe, the money should rather be spend on increasing the use of smaller-scale photovoltaic
  cell installations across Europe. These are more likely to prove sustainable in the long run than large scale plants like those envisaged under Desertec.

Water is another environmental issue that is cause for concern, with recent reports in Europe highlighting the close link between water and energy. On the one hand water treatment and desalination plants use up a lot of electricity, while on the other hand electricity generation requires large quantities of water. For many power plants, such as nuclear, coal, geothermal and many natural gas installations, water is an essential part of the cooling system. While the demand for electricity is increasing in Europe, there is at the same time the real threat of permanent water scarcity in some EU member states.
  And bringing in renewable forms of energy is not always the solution it seems when it comes to dealing with water scarcity. Only wind-generated power and solar photovoltaic energy use little or no water.

CSP technology, on the other hand, uses up to two or three times more water than a coal-fired plant.
  Water is needed for two functions in a CSP plant. Firstly, it is an essential part of a wet cooling system. Secondly it is also needed to clean the dust from the solar panels. This needs to be done regularly if the panels are to be effective. The concern is that diverting water to do this in water-scarce regions like the desert will have serious consequences for the water needs of local communities.
 

Desertec, and other supporters, have argued that the water problem can be solved in a number of different ways. For instance, the solar plants could be located near to the sea, so that saltwater can be used in the cooling process. The advantage of this is that a byproduct of this process could be desalinated water, which would be useful in water scarce country. However, it has also been pointed out that the conditions at the coast are often not as suitable at CSP plants as at sites further inland. For instance the weather is often hazy and cloudy, and there are fewer large flat tracts of land.

The other option is to use a dry cooling system. However, this is generally more expensive than wet cooling systems (see section 7 on cost).

Finally, it has been suggested that new technology, specifically electrodynamics screen technology, which has been developed for NASA space missions, could be used.
  Again, however, this is likely to add to the cost. 
8.  Issues with Desertec II: cost and financing 
It is estimated that the Desertec project will cost $510 billion.
  CSP technology is expensive to build, with approximately 80% of the costs over its lifecycle going into the construction phase and only 20% going into its on-going operations.
  
Part of the huge cost of Desertec will be the cost of the high-voltage direct current cables which will be needed to transport the electricity to Europe under the Mediterranean Sea. Although these cables are more expensive than alternating current cables, much less power is lost during the transmission process, and hence they are preferred.
  Desertec would need about 20 of these cables, each of which costs up to $1 billion. 
Another cost would be the use of a dry cooling system, which, it is estimated, is 5 – 10% more expensive than a wet cooling system.

At present, the estimated cost of electricity produced by CSP is 10 – 12 US cents/kWh in a solar-only operation under conditions that prevail in south-western USA. In Spain, the cost is higher, going up to 23 eurocents/kWh.
 
According to Hermann Scheer, chair of the World Council for Renewable Energy and the International Parliamentary Forum on Renewable Energies, “the decisive factor in the economics of renewable energy is not the ratio between the electricity generated and the intensity of the source, but between the electricity output and the investment. In this ratio, a decentralised network of small sun and wind-driven generators is more efficient than a larger project because of its lower costs for the transport of electricity”.

He also argues that the costs of Desertec are being artificially downplayed and the technical capabilities over-estimated.
However, according to Greenpeace, power costs are already coming down, and can be further reduced as the technology develops further, components are mass produced, and large plants are established to take advantage of the economies of scale. “Government action can bring costs down further through preferential financing conditions and tax or investment incentives”.
 
Part of making Desertec feasible will be ensuring that laws are in place in Europe to allow for the import of renewable energy at feed-in tariff rates ie. higher than normal tariffs.
Desertec has not yet prepared a detailed investment plan, but intends to do so by 2012. However, it is already clear that it expects public money to play a crucial role. The Chair of the Desertec Foundation’s supervisory board has indicted that the project would be dependent on state funding.
  The initial funding for the Desertec project includes 1 billion euros from the EU, and another 4 billion euros are being sought. This raises the question of whether it would be funded out of aid or energy budgets of the EU and Germany at the expense of other projects or other public services. 
9.  Issues with Desertec III: Africa’s energy needs

The Desertec project will generate vast quantities of electricity from Africa’s sunshine, but it is not clear that Africans themselves will get much of that electricity. 
In many African countries, fewer than 10 percent of the rural population have access to electricity, with most electricity supply being limited to the urban areas,
  and about 41% of the population lives in areas that are far from the electricity grid, making it difficult to connect these areas to the electricity grid in the near future.
  Currently, Africa has the lowest per capita electricity usage of any region in the world,
  and it is estimated that, with current trends, by 2050, less than 40% of African countries will have universal access to electricity.
  There is thus a great need for an increase in the amount of electricity generated and distributed in Africa, in a way that makes it affordable and accessible for all citizens.

In its literature the Desertec Foundation and DII talk about the project aiming to supply up to 15% of Europe’s electricity need, and “a substantial part of the energy needs of the MENA countries”. 
  In other words, the instigators of the project seem a lot clearer about how much electricity the project will generate to meet Europe’s needs, and much less clear about how much of Africa’s electricity needs will be met.
One of the motivations for meeting some of Africa’s energy needs seems to be that this will be necessary in order to ensure security of supply to Europe. As a PriceWaterhouse Cooper report notes: “achieving security, given flows of power from North Africa into Europe, will in turn require the integration of Europe and North Africa into a single, well-functioning market, where all countries involved have an incentive to see the smooth flow of electricity and revenues as being in their own continued self-interest. It also implies that North Africans will need to have fair and affordable access to electricity, in turn requiring a sharp rise in capacity to serve the North African segment of the market, so that the mutual security of supply for both North Africa and Europe is maximised.”

This approach is echoed in the opening speech given by the EU Commissioner for Energy to the recently held DII annual conference in Barcelona. He stated that Desertec will only succeed if “it benefits our Southern Partners in order to meet their own security of supply – this means that part of the electricity needs to be dedicated to the local markets at an affordable price”.

It seems that part of the reason that Desertec is vague about how much of Africa’s electricity needs will be met is their argument that each country in the MENA region will be able to decide for themselves how much electricity generated through the Desertec project to keep for themselves, and how much to sell profitably to Europe.

“It is left to the sovereignty of the producing countries as to whether they use the clean energy to meet their own demands first and finance this energy supply through the profits that they earn from selling or dispensing with the fuels that are thus saved, or sell the energy profitably to Europe and wait until the relevant technology becomes cheaper. In the light of the enormous potential that solar energy entails, these countries could take advantage of both possibilities at the same time”.

However, since the founders of this project are so clear on how much this project will benefit Europe in the long run, there will presumably be some obligation on the MENA countries to send a certain amount of the electricity generated to Europe. And in fact, this is the case. According to the Desertec “Red Book” on its website, one of the steps that needs to be followed between now and 2012 as part of putting the project in place is to establish “long-term binding purchasing agreements on the part of EU countries which stipulate appropriate conditions and minimum quantities with regard to the import of clean power from the MENA region”.

It is estimated that by 2050, because of population and economic growth, the demand for energy in the MENA countries will be as high as the demand in Europe, namely 3 500 TWh a year.
  The argument therefore is that the MENA countries need to look at putting renewable sources of energy into place now to help meet this need. Desertec, as well as Greenpeace International take the approach that the MENA countries have the resources (i.e. the sun and the wind), while Europe has the technologies and support mechanisms to be able to exploit the sun and wind to the benefit of all.

However, research has shown that when developing countries become too reliant on the export of natural resources, their economies can become very vulnerable to market volatility in the resource market. In addition, with natural resources there is generally competition between competing interest groups to gain legal access to the resource. This can pave the way for corruption as commercial interests attempt to bribe state officials as part of getting ahead in the competition.

Parallels can be drawn between the Desertec project, and another major electricity generation project, based on hydro power, that is planned for Africa. This is the Grand Inga Dam project, which is a hydro-generating electricity project, drawing on the power of the Congo River in the DRC to generate electricity. This was announced in 2008, with construction of the dam expected to begin in 2014. Once completed in 2020- 20025, it is expected to generate 39 000 MW – a large amount of electricity, which would increase Africa’s electricity generation capacity by about 50%.
 

Like Desertec, the plan is to supply both electricity needs for Africa, but also Europe and the Middle East. Despite claims (such as from the World Bank), that the Grand Inge project will benefit people in the DCR without access to electricity, and Africa more generally, serious concerns have been raised about the project and its implications for Africa. These include:
· The lack of evidence to show that low-income electricity distribution is being made a priority part of the Grand Inga plans. It is argued that “the investment focus is on high-voltage transmission lines along the Western Corridor that will bypass millions of low-income households in the region, feeding a grid of MEC-plus consumption in southern African cities and remote mining locations. So, too, will thousands of megawatts of power be exported half a continent away to feed Europe’s electricity-hungry accumulation patterns”.
  Expanding the electricity grid to reach the majority of Africans who currently have no access to electricity would be very expensive.

· A likely dependence on the World Bank for funding of the project.

· The project will hugely benefit large multinationals who will win the contracts to build the infrastructure. 

· The project would increase the DRC’s electricity supply in big increments, “an inefficient way to address the gradual increases in market demands typical of African economies”.

· Environmentalists also question the impact of large dam construction on the immediate environment and on the lives of people who are displaced as a result of the construction of these huge dams.

Many of these same arguments made against the Grand Inga Dam project could be applied to the Desertec project.

10.  Conclusion

The use of renewable, clean energy such as solar and wind energy is an important alternative to the use of fossil fuels to generate electricity. However, it is important to take into account the context in which this is done.

In the case of Desertec, that context is the large multinational companies, mainly based in Europe, who are involved in giving effect to the project. While meeting the electricity needs of the MENA countries is one of the stated objectives of the project, it is clear that supplying Europe with electricity is a priority. Questions need to be raised about:

· how much control the MENA countries will have over the project; 
· where, ultimately the profits from such a project will go; 
· the extent to which there will be real capacity building and skills development in the MENA countries where the solar energy plants are built;

· the extent to which working class, rural, and poor communities in African countries, particularly North African countries, will really benefit;
· and the extent to which civil society in the MENA countries will be involved in the decision making process around the establishment of the plants.
DII held the first of its Annual Conferences from 26 – 27 October 2009, in Barcelona. The website for this conference, found at http://www.dii-eumena.com/conference/ , indicates that the majority of participants to the conference were representatives of the various companies involved in Desertec, as well as government officials, and some academics and researchers. It is noticeable that no representatives from labour or civil society were invited or included. In fact, one of the explicit aims of the conference was to allow attendees to “explore future business perspectives while exchanging with international partners from the business, political and academic arena”.

So far, the speech of the EU Commissioner for Energy, Gunther Oettinger, who opened the conference is available at http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/10/601&format=HTML&aged=O&language=EN&guiLanguage=en 

The DII website, http://www.dii-eumena.com/, notes that comprehensive documentation will be issued in due course. It will be important to follow up on the documentation which will deal with the broad areas that the conference dealt with - generation, transmission, markets and financing, regulatory framework and socio-economic development in MENA in order to deepen our understanding of what exactly Desertec’s plans are, and what the response of labour and civil society in all the affected countries should be.

11.  Notes

A note on technology:


Concentrating Solar Power (CSP): CSP technology uses the power of the sun to generate energy. It does this by using large mirror-like structures, set up in deserts, to concentrate the sun’s heat into a receiver, which uses the energy to run a generator which produces electricity. 


Integrated Solar Combined Cycle system: This is a plant which generates electricity by using a combination of solar energy and another fuel.


Photovoltaic solar power: This is a method of generating electricity directly from solar radiation by using semiconductors in solar panels. Generally it does not produce such large quantities of electricity as CSP technology.
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