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VALVERDE, Spain: Pines and pineapples vie for
space on El Hierro, a tiny rugged Canary island that
has gone all out to produce all its electricity from
renewables, attracting global attention in the
process. On February 15, this remote Spanish island
nestled deep in the Atlantic off the coast of Africa
managed just that-for the first time, its hydro-wind
plant produced enough electricity for the 7,000
inhabitants for more than 24 hours. With its rugged
coastline of great black volcanic cliffs, badland
moonscapes and ancient forests, the island, which is
slightly smaller than Malta, is a UNESCO biosphere
reserve, an area designated to promote its biodiver-
sity and sustainable use.

It has long dreamt of ending its reliance on diesel
fuel, which is transported by boat from its bigger sis-
ter island of Tenerife to produce energy after having
been shipped in from further afield. “To have total
energy sovereignty... in an isolated territory is impor-
tant,” says Tomas Padron, the former chief of El
Hierro and instigator of the project. So it was that in
June 2014, authorities inaugurated the Gorona del
Viento plant which combines five wind turbines
planted on a hill with one water retention basin fur-
ther up, and another further down.

When the wind falls, water in the upper basin is
released into the lower basin, passing through tur-
bines which generate hydro power. This unique
combination “is very promising” as it solves the
problem that renewable energy production is inter-
mittent, said Joelle Noailly, head of research at
Switzerland’s Centre for International Environmental
Studies. Other European islands like Denmark’s
Samsoe and Eigg off the coast of Scotland are also
trying to generate all of its energy needs through

renewables, but their plants do not combine wind
and hydraulic power. And while Samsoe could be
hooked up to the Danish electricity grid via an
underground cable, the topography of El Hierro’s
seabed makes it impossible to connect to the
Spanish grid.

Interest from Japan, Indonesia 
El Hierro’s aim initially was to cover 100 percent

of its electricity needs within a few months-an
objective that has still not been achieved nearly two
years on. Juan Pedro Sanchez, head of the Gorona
del Viento plant, admits that the average is closer to
50 percent. “It takes time to get this type of plant
going, it ’s never been done before,” he says.
Electricity grid operator REE, he says, still needs to be
convinced that it can rely 100 percent on renewable
energy for long periods of time. Wary of power out-
ages, the company still prefers to produce electricity
from fuel, according to Sanchez.

And then the two water reservoirs are not big
enough to produce “clean” electricity all year round,
and there are no plans to build another. But despite
these setbacks, the project has generated huge
interest, particularly from fellow islands that are
directly threatened by global warming.
Representatives from the Seychelles, Indonesia,
Japan, and Aruba in the Caribbean Sea have already
come for a visit. “It is a workable model that can be
replicated,” says Emanuele Taibi, an analyst at the
International Renewable Energy Agency.

And apart from the thousands of tons of CO2
that have been prevented from weaving their way

into the atmosphere thanks to Gorona del Viento,
nearly 3,000 tons of fuel oil have been saved accord-
ing to utility giant Endesa, which owns 23 percent of
the plant. That represents 1.2 million euros ($1.4 mil-
lion)... although residents have yet to feel the bene-
fits. “The electricity bill has remained the same,” says
Claudia Barrera, an unemployed, 32-year-old secre-
tary, as she eats breakfast in a cafe in Valverde, the
island’s diminutive capital which has no traffic lights.

Belen Allende, the current chief of El Hierro’s so-
called “cabildo” or local administration, says this is
down to Spanish legislation that does not allow its
17 semi-autonomous regions to fix their own elec-
tricity prices. She promises though that the money
saved will go towards other projects.

Attracting tourists 
Apart from the obvious environmental benefits,

the island wants to use its green image to attract
tourists and scientists. A few thousand visitors tread
El Hierro’s shores every year-many of them nature-
loving hikers or divers-compared to the five million
or so who visit the better-known Tenerife annually.
The plant itself has already attracted several thou-
sand visitors-people who “eat, rent a car, a flat or a
room,” says Amos Lutzardo, head of the tourism cen-
ter of the island, where unemployment stands at
around 27 percent. Xavier Verdaguer, a Spanish
entrepreneur who lives in San Francisco, was part of
a small group of 10 people who recently visited the
site, snapping up pictures of the turbines and water
reservoir. “We can see how an innovative project
works,” he said. — AFP

FRONTERA, Spain:  Amos Lutzardo, president
of CIT (Centre for Initiatives and Tourism
Bimbache) speaks during an interview in
Valverde.
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NEW YORK: Life expectancy for white women has
fallen a little, according to a new government
report. White women lost about five weeks from
their predicted lifespan in 2014, compared to 2013,
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
reported yesterday. Life expectancy held steady for
black women and white men, and increased for
black men, Hispanic men and Hispanic women. The
CDC previously reported that the life expectancy
for all Americans born in 2014 was 78 years and
91/2 months- the same prediction made for the
previous two years.

Yesterday’s report gives a breakdown by race or
gender. It predicts that a white girl born in 2014
could expect to live about 81 years and 1 month,
about five weeks fewer than the previous year’s
prediction. The last time there was a one-year drop
for white women was in 2008. That was considered
a statistical blip, said Robert Anderson of the CDC’s
National Center for Health Statistics. That could also

be the case for the 2014 decline “or it could be a
harbinger of things to come,” Anderson said. That
won’t be known until data from more years come
in, he added.

Some recent reports have shown rising suicide
and drug overdose death rates for white women -
particularly middle-aged ones. US health officials
come up with life expectancy figures each year by
looking at how old people were when they died
and the cause of death. They use statistical model-
ing to predict how long people born today will live
if current trends continue. Hispanics had the high-
est life expectancy in 2014 - at 84 for Hispanic
women and more than 79 for men. Black
Americans were lowest, at about 78 for women
about and 72 for men. For white men, it was 761/2
years. Life expectancies generally have been
climbing, but they do sometimes dip. The esti-
mates for white men and Hispanic women
dropped slightly in 2013. — AP

Life expectancy dipped a bit for white women in US 

JAKARTA: A landmark commitment by one
of the world’s largest producers of tissue
and paper to stop cutting down Indonesia’s
prized tropical forests is under renewed
scrutiny as the company prepares to open a
giant pulp mill in South Sumatra. To fanfare
more than three years ago, Asia Pulp and
Paper promised to use only plantation
woods after an investigation by one of its
strongest critics, Greenpeace, showed its
products were partly made from the pulp of
endangered trees.

Greenpeace welcomed the announce-
ment as a breakthrough and the company,
long reviled by activists as a villain, rebrand-
ed itself as a defender of the environment,
helping it to win back customers that had
severed ties. At the same time, it was press-
ing ahead behind the scenes with plans to
build a third pulp mill in Indonesia. When it
went public with its plans for the OKI mill in
2013, APP announced it would produce 2
million tons a year and then earlier this year
acknowledged the mill’s capacity could in
the future increase to 2.8 million tons.

Zero deforestation
New research released yesterday by a

dozen international and Indonesian envi-
ronmental groups estimates that APP will
face a significant shortfall in its supply of
plantation-grown wood after the new mill
begins operating, even at a 2.0 million ton
capacity. The company could then face a
choice between using higher-cost import-
ed wood or looking the other way as its
suppliers encroach upon virgin forests.
“APP, while it has been presenting itself as a
champion of zero deforestation, is building
one of the world’s biggest pulp mills,” said
Christopher Barr of Woods & Wayside
International, one of the organizations
involved with the report.

“There will be a great deal of pressure
to ensure it receives adequate supplies of
wood to keep it operating at full capacity,”
he said. “Our analysis shows the group’s
existing planted area in South Sumatra is
unlikely to produce the volumes of wood
the mill is expected to consume at pro-
jected capacity levels.” How the mill, which
could operate for more than half a centu-
ry, is fed will be a factor in the survival of
Indonesia’s tropical forests and the endan-
gered wildlife they shelter. More generally,
the draining and destruction of peatlands
for forestr y or agriculture wil l  over
decades release vast amounts of carbon
that could jeopardize Indonesia’s ability to
meet its emission reduction targets under
an international agreement due to be
signed within days.

The report estimates that APP’s planta-

tions in South Sumatra have never pro-
duced half of the wood needed to feed a
2.0 million ton a year pulp operation. That
shortfall is compounded by devastating for-
est and peatland fires across Indonesia last
year that destroyed more than a quarter of
APP’s planted trees in South Sumatra,
according to an on-the-ground survey by
Hutan Kita Institute and other civil society
groups. The company said it would it
respond to concerns about the mill.

APP is the crown jewel of the Sinar Mas
conglomerate, one of Southeast Asia’s
largest companies. For a time it was a pari-
ah in financial markets after defaulting in
2001 on $13.9 billion of debt, which still
ranks as the biggest default by a company
from a developing nation. It has secured
Chinese funding for the OKI mill. The drain-
ing of peatlands, which make up the bulk of
the concession land in South Sumatra that
supplies APP, is a fraught issue for
Indonesia’s neighbors. Record fires on peat-
lands and forests last year caused $16 bil-
lion of losses for Indonesia, according to the
World Bank, and sent a smoky, health-dam-
aging haze across the country and into
Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand.

Acacia plantations
The mill and its plantations, meanwhile,

affect the livelihoods of thousands of peo-
ple who have lived for decades on land
used by APP. The company is embroiled in
hundreds of land use conflicts across
Indonesia and has yet to reach an agree-
ment with any community after vowing to
settle such disputes in 2013. Once the new
mill begins operating, “I think it will be even
more difficult for communities to get their
land back” said Aidil Fitri, of Hutan Kita
Institute, which is advocating for two com-
munities in conflict with APP in South
Sumatra. 

“Now they have OKI mill and we believe
they need more lands for their plantations,”
he said.  “On the other side, the communi-
ties who have conflicts with APP need their
lands back for their livelihood, to do agricul-
ture, not for acacia plantations.” Greenpeace
forests campaigner Andy Tait said APP has
maintained it will only supply the mill with
plantation or imported wood. But he
acknowledged that APP’s assessment that
its plantation wood supply is adequate pre-
dates last year’s “horrendous” fires, which
heavily affected the company. “We don’t see
any sign of APP pulling back from its com-
mitments on no deforestation at this stage
and it would obviously be commercial sui-
cide for them to do so,” he said. “But this mill
construction raises a number of critical
questions that need to be addressed.” — AP 

New Indonesia mill raises
doubts about APP’s forests pledge

FRONTERA, Spain: A group of cows graze in Valverde, on the Spanish Canary island of El
Hierro. — AFP photos

SAN DIEGO: File photo shows women run as the sun sets in San Diego. — AP


