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ABU DHABI: Men walk in Masdar City, outside the rich Emirate of Abu Dhabi. Masdar City-which hosts the International Renewable Energy Association Agency (IRENA) and the Masdar Institute for Science and Technology-is
at the forefront of the UAE’s efforts to focus on renewables. (Right) An employee walks at a solar plant in Masdar City outside the rich Emirate of Abu Dhabi. — AFP 

ABU DHABI: Rising from the desert outside Abu
Dhabi, Masdar city is laying the groundwork for
when the United Arab Emirates’ oil wells run dry.
Driverless electric cars shuttle between energy-
saving buildings topped with arrays of solar
panels. Traditional Arabic architecture mixes
with modern technology, as narrow shaded
alleys run between brick-coloured buildings,
focusing the wind and keeping temperatures
low. On the edge of the complex, a 10-
megawatt solar farm lined with photovoltaic
panels provides clean energy.

First announced in 2007, Masdar city in the
suburbs of Abu Dhabi has not yet become the
city of 40,000 authorities promised, with only a
few hundred people, mainly students, in resi-

dence. But the complex - which hosts the
International Renewable Energy Association
Agency (IRENA) and the Masdar Institute for
Science and Technology - is at the forefront of
the UAE’s efforts to focus on renewables.

The company that bears its name has invest-
ed huge sums on green energy - an unusual
move for a country better known as an oil and
gas producer and exporter. Sitting on 5.9 per-
cent of the world’s oil reserves and 3.1 percent
of its natural gas, the UAE, a federation of seven
sheikhdoms, is a key player in the global energy
market. The discovery of commercial quantities
of oil in the UAE in the late 1950s transformed
the area, turning a few pearl-diving towns
wedged between the Gulf and the desert into

an economic powerhouse. 
But its rulers know the oil won’t last forever,

with Abu Dhabi’s Crown Prince Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed Al-Nahyan warning earli-
er this year that the country’s last tanker load
will be exported in 50 years. “We understood
that for us to maintain our leadership in the
(energy) sector, we have to get into renewable,
and we have done that,” Masdar chief executive
officer Ahmad Belhoul told AFP.   

Nawal Al-Hosany, head of sustainability at
Masdar, said the UAE had an “ambitious” plan for
“leveraging its resources from the hydrocarbon
industry into this new sector”. The UAE says it is
expecting to invest $35 billion in non-hydrocar-
bon energy by 2020, including $20 billion on

the Barakah 5.4-gigawatt nuclear power project.
Masdar has joined a number of clean energy
projects abroad, Hosany said, investing some of
the massive reserves the UAE has built up over
the years. “The UAE became the only OPEC
country that not only exports oil but also
exports renewable energy around the world,”
she said. Masdar is a partner in the 20-megawatt
Gemasolar power plant in southern Spain, the
world’s first solar power station that generates
electricity at night. It also has a 20 percent share
in the London Array wind power project, which
has a capacity to generate 630 megawatts,
enough to power nearly half a million homes in
Britain. At home, Masdar spent $600 million to
build the Shams 1 plant, the world’s largest con-

centrated solar power plant, west of Abu Dhabi,
with a capacity to generate 100 megawatts. It
also supported the Solar Impulse bid to fly a
solar-powered plane around the world in a trip
that took off from Abu Dhabi in March but had
to be called off in Hawaii due to a battery fault. 

In total, Masdar says it is participating in proj-
ects that will eventually generate 1.5 gigawatts
of power.  “Over the past five years, the UAE
channelled $840 million into renewable energy
projects in 25 countries,” said Thani Al-Zeyoudi,
the head of energy and climate change at the
UAE foreign ministry. “We look at this from a
development perspective, not just commercial,”
said Zeyoudi, who is also the UAE’s permanent
representative to IRENA. — AFP 

UAE channels oil money into alternative energy
Masdar city laying groundwork in case oil wells run dry

WASHINGTON: Loneliness can
increase the risk of premature death
by 14 percent in older adults, accord-
ing to a study published Monday that
posits a physiological basis for the
phenomenon. The dangers of social
isolation have long been known but
its effects on the body have not been
well understood, the researchers said
in the work published in the
Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences/PNAS.

Led by University of Chicago psy-
chologist John Cacioppo, the research
team had previously identified a link
between solitude and both a height-
ened expression of genes involved in
inflammation and a diminution in the
activity of other genes that play a role
in the body’s antiviral responses. The
result is a weakened immune systems
that makes a person who lives alone
more vulnerable to illness. In their lat-
est research, the researchers looked at
leukocytes, white blood cells that the
immune system uses to protect
against bacteria and viruses. They
found the same shift in genetic
expression in the white blood cells of
people who lived alone and in social
isolation.

They also found that loneliness
predicted the gene behavior a year or
more in advance-and conversely that
gene expression predicted loneliness
measured a year or more later.
“Leukocyte gene expression and

loneliness appear to have a reciprocal
relationship, suggesting that each can
help propagate the other over time,”
the researchers said. “These results
were specific to loneliness and could
not be explained by depression,
stress or social support,” they said. The
investigators then studied rhesus
macaques, a highly social primate,
and found a similar cellular process
linked to their social experience.
“Lonely-like” monkeys had increased
gene expression involved in inflam-
mation and less gene expression in
antiviral defenses. 

They were also found to have
higher levels of noreprinephrine, a
“fight-or-flight” neurotransmitter that
stimulates the production of imma-
ture monocytes, a white blood cell
with high inflammation/low antiviral
defense gene expression. “Both lonely
humans and ‘lonely like’ monkeys
showed higher levels of monocytes in
their blood,” the researchers said.
Other studies showed that the
increased production of immature
monocytes was amplifying the high
inflammation/low antiviral effect in
the pool of white blood cells. “The
‘danger signals’ activated in the brain
by loneliness ultimately affect the
production of white blood cells,” they
said. “The resulting shift in monocyte
output may both propagate loneli-
ness and contribute to its associated
health risks.”— AFP 

Health risk of loneliness 
‘has physiological basis’

JOHANNESBURG: Heavily reliant on coal-fired electricity,
South Africa is launching ambitious new projects aimed
at diversifying its energy sources and avoiding the regu-
lar power cuts that have hobbled the economy in recent
years. Solar and wind energy plants are mushrooming
across the country while the government is planning a
huge-and controversial-expansion of nuclear power. But
coal is not going away anytime soon.

On the outskirts of Johannesburg and near the indus-
trial town of Vereneeging, six large turbines spew white
smoke above the desolate landscape. Lethabo thermal
power station is generating 3,600 megawatts (MW) of
electricity-around eight percent of national production.
The Lethabo plant, operated by the state-owned utility
firm Eskom, is using inexpensive, poor quality coal which
is found in abundance in this part of the country. “We
don’t have big resources in water, solar is still expensive
to build and wind isn’t 100 percent reliable because wind
can’t blow all day long,” said Thomas Conradie, the
Lethabo coal power station chief.

“The most affordable option to produce the majority
of our energy remains coal,” which provides 85 percent of
the country’s energy, he said. Two mega coal plants-
Medupi and Kusile-are under construction and will each
have the capacity to produce around 4,800 MW. But the
government believes that for South Africa to cut down its
excessive reliance on coal, it has to expand its nuclear
power generation-despite opposition from environmen-
talists and fears that the huge cost could cripple the
economy. South Africa currently has the sole nuclear
power plant on the continent, situated at Koeberg, north
of Cape Town. The twin reactors there contribute nearly
2,000 MW, a little over four percent of the national power
output. The government wants to pump an extra 9,600
MW of nuclear power into the national grid by building
eight new  reactors at an estimated cost of some $50 bil-

lion (46.5 billion euros). China, France, Russia, South
Korea and the United States are bidding to construct the
plants, with the winner expected to be announced early
next year.

‘Realistic’ target
Apart from nuclear energy, South Africa is pressing

ahead with renewable energy options. “Coal will continue
to be one of the sources of electricity in South Africa for a
foreseeable period of time in the future,” said Brian

Mantlana, director of climate change issues at South
Africa’s environment ministry. But “what is important is
how South Africa changes its energy mix going forward,”
he said. Eskom this year launched its first wind farm near
Vredendal in the desert near Namibia. Forty-six wind tur-
bines some 115 meters tall are generating 100 MW of
electricity.  Further north a solar scheme is under con-
struction that is expected to produce an additional 100
MW. The outputs are small so far, but Eskom plans a huge
expansion of energy from renewable sources. —AFP

Nuke, renewable: S Africa’s 
ambitious new energy mix

PRETORIA: Photo shows a view of a Bio2Watt gas power plant, founded by the French Development
Agency (AFD), where cow manure is used to produce energy that feeds an Eskom grid. — AFP 


