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MADRID: Demand for solar panels has shot up to
unprecedented levels in Spain as Europe’s energy cri-
sis shows no sign of letting up, in a welcome boost for
a sector with huge potential. “Here we have sun almost
all year round,” said Paloma Utrera showing off the
black panels installed on her roof in Pozuelo de
Alarcon, a well-heeled suburb of western Madrid.

“We need to make the most of it.” Like many
Spaniards in recent months, Utrera has started pro-
ducing her own electricity after installing 13 photo-
voltaic panels on her roof with a total output of 4.5
kilowatts. “It’s not cheap” but with the help of EU and
government subsidies, “the savings we’ll make on the
electricity bill, the investment isn’t that bad,” she said.
The 50-year-old airline industry employee said she’s
halved her electricity bills since having the solar panels
installed in September. “It’s a really worthwhile invest-
ment,” said Utrera.

According to Engel Solar, which carried out the
installation, rooftop solar panels can generate between
50 and 80 percent of the average household’s electric-
ity needs. And given the current prices of electricity,
that makes for an “interesting” proposal, said Engel
Solar commercial director Joaquin Gasca. Set up in
Barcelona in 2005, the company with 200 employees
has seen its turnover soar fivefold over the past two
years and expects to see a further jump in 2023. “The
phone just never stops ringing, it’s crazy,” said Gasca.

A rooftop investment 
And it’s not just individuals. Businesses and public

entities are also getting on board, driven not only by

the energy crisis linked to the war in Ukraine but also
encouraged by the public funding available through
the EU’s vast COVID recovery plan. All of this has giv-
en an unprecedented boost to rooftop solar in the
Iberian peninsula. “Until about a year ago, if you
looked at the rooves in your town or city, you would
hardly see any solar panels for self-generation... but
that’s totally different now,” said Francisco Valverde, a
renewable energy specialist at Menta Energia consul-
tancy. Jose Donoso, head of Spanish solar power lobby
UNEF which groups some 780 businesses, agreed.

“People are seeing how their neighbors are putting
in self-generating installations, that they’re happy with

them and are saving money, so they themselves are
encouraged to get solar panels,” he told AFP. UNEF
says the installed rooftop solar capacity should exceed
two gigawatts this year, a figure more than three times
higher than in 2020. Solar power has become “very
competitive” with a cost that is “90 percent lower than
what it was 14 years ago,” Donoso said.

“People have started realizing that their money is
better off invested in their rooftops rather than sitting
in the bank.”

Democratizing energy 
For the photovoltaics industry, this resurgence of

interest is a welcome development after years in which
the sector was left to languish. As Europe’s sunniest
country, Spain was one of the leaders in solar power at
the start of the century until the 2008 financial crisis
halted the boom.

Since then, it has fallen behind neighbors. A right-
wing government threw shade on the sector by cutting
subsidies. It then introducing a tax on households that
sold excess electricity to the national grid, a move
derided by critics as a “tax on the sun”.

But the tax-which NGOs say was imposed follow-
ing pressure from energy giants worried about com-
petition from self-generated electricity-was shelved in
2018 when the left came to power and stepped up
support for renewable energy.

Since then, the sector has grown rapidly. Self-gen-
eration “democratizes energy and takes control away
from the big energy corporations that want to retain
their hold on power,” Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez
said at the end of October. He predicted between nine
to 14 gigawatts of new rooftop solar by 2030, out of a
total of nearly 40 gigawatts of new solar power.

In spite of its vast potential, solar energy last year
supplied just 9.9 percent of Spain’s electricity-far
behind the 23.3 percent generated by wind power, the
20.8 percent provided by nuclear power or the 20.8
percent contributed by natural gas power stations.

Today only “four or five percent” of Spanish homes
have solar panels installed, “meaning there is a lot of
room for growth,” said Gasca. It has the potential to be
“the leading source of energy” in the Iberian peninsu-
la, he added. — AFP

Spaniards snap up solar panels 
amid worsening energy crisis

Rooftop solar panels can meet up to 80% of household electricity needs

BOADILLA DEL MONTE : An employee of the company EngelSolar holds a solar panel in Boadilla del Monte near
Madrid.—AFP

POZUELO DE ALARCON : Paloma Utrera Martinez, 50 years old, poses during an interview at her home in Pozuelo de Alarcon near
Madrid. — AFP

BOADILLA DEL MONTE : Employees of the company EngelSolar hold a solar panel for installation in Boadilla del Monte near
Madrid. — AFP

Kyrgyzstan’s coal 
mines dig on in 
hope of past glory
SULUKTU, Kyrgyzstan: Hundreds of metres under-
ground, Emylbek Umarov hacks out lumps of coal by
hand with a pickaxe in a dank mine in a remote moun-
tainous corner of Kyrgyzstan. Coal may be falling out
of favor elsewhere because of climate change, but
Suluktu’s mines hope growing demand from neighbor-
ing Central Asian countries and beyond will help them
return to their Soviet heyday.

For some, like Umarov, the mine is one of the few
places offering work-despite the threat of accidents
that have killed dozens of people in the area in recent
years. “It’s terrifying, it’s tough, but there’s no other
work here,” said the 27-year-old, who has two degrees
in computing and economics.

As he spoke, the coughing of miners with blackened
faces echoed through the tunnels illuminated by a few
lamps hanging from a ceiling dripping with water. The
men work with jackhammers, pickaxes and explosives
on 12-hour shifts day or night 15 days a month for a
monthly salary of less than 150 euros ($160). Before
starting their shifts, they have to travel an hour to the
mine in large Russian-made Kamaz trucks along a
badly rutted road. The hulks of Soviet-era machinery
can be seen in the pinkish dawn.

‘We were proud’ 
Tucked away in the mountains, the town of Suluktu

was founded in 1868 and is one of the oldest coal
extraction hubs in Central Asia. From the “miner’s
bread” on sale in local bakeries to the local football
team called “Shakhtar” (Miner) — everything in the

town is a reminder of its main industry, including the
coal dust coating the ground. Suluktu “heated Central
Asia during Soviet times”, said its mayor, Maksat
Kadyrkulov. Like settlements across the former Soviet
Union, it suffered from deindustrialization after its col-
lapse, leading to a sharp drop in population and coal
output.

“There is no farmland here. We just dig coal and
there is no family without a miner,” Kadyrkulov said.
The mayor said he hoped Suluktu would recover its
“past glory” thanks to growing demand for coal. The
Soviet era is a constant presence in the town. On its
outskirts stands a monument depicting two miners
with a four-meter-high hammer and sickle.

‘Everything by hand’ 
Trucks filled with coal file past the statues on their

way to deliver their cargo to Uzbekistan and beyond
since access to nearby Tajikistan is now closed off
because of a flare-up of tensions along the border. A
mosaic nearby extols the glory of Soviet power, show-
ing a miner with a red star behind him. Before “we
were proud to be miners”, said 64-year-old Nimadjan
Abdulayevich, who spent 37 years in the mines, his
voice hoarse from throat cancer. While there have
been no fatal accidents in the mine where Umarov
works, the risk is constant.

“The mine is like a second front. You risk dying
there,” is a phrase that miners often repeat. Last year,
the metal bars holding up the vein where Umarov was
working collapsed, breaking his leg.

“Since then, the fear remains,” he said. His father
Dzhumbai, who now works on the surface as a welder,
was caught up in a similar accident. Mine director
Kanynbek Ismailov said he lacked the resources for
new equipment, even though the conditions in the mine
are among the best of the 40 or so in Suluktu. “We do
everything by hand. We do not have new equipment,”
Ismailov said. — AFP 

Egypt to charge 
tourists in dollars,
euros for train tickets
CAIRO: Tourists visiting Egypt will have to pay for
train tickets in foreign currencies from January,
according to the country’s transport minister.
During a televised phone-in to a popular talk show,
Kamel Al-Wazir said there has been an increase in
demand for train tickets among tourists in the past
few weeks, with more than 1,000 paying in a for-
eign currency for the trips.

Foreign currency procured by the transport min-
istry will be used to pay back loans taken out by the
ministry to purchase new trains for Egypt’s railway
authority, Al-Wazir said. The main aim of the new
decision is to reduce the financial burden on
Egypt’s central bank, which has seen its foreign
reserves dwindle to record lows this year amid ris-
ing demand for dollars used to clear shipments of
goods held up at the nation’s ports.

The minister said he was optimistic that it would
be a successful channel for collecting foreign cur-
rency. On Saturday, Al-Wazir joined the first trip
from Cairo to Alexandria made by the national rail-
way authority’s new luxury Talgo trains, which,
according to the transport ministry, are the best in
the country. Two of seven Talgo trains have arrived
in Egypt, the manufacturer said, adding that it
signed a contract with Egypt’s transport ministry
worth Ä280 million ($298 million), which includes
supplying the seven trains in addition to offering 15

years of maintenance services. The trains are the
fastest in Egypt’s fleet, with a maximum speed of
160kph. They are equipped with an advanced shock
absorption mechanism that will make the journey
more comfortable for passengers, Al-Wazir said.
Tickets for the new train, which only includes first
and second-class cars, will cost 200 Egyptian
pounds ($8) for first-class tickets and 150 ($6) for
second-class.

The ministry said it intends to overhaul the
country’s railways by 2024 so they are “entirely
brand new”. Egypt’s railways have been in severe
disrepair for years with fatal accidents being
quite common - including three this year. Al-
Wazir said the country’s railways have undergone
a number of updates in recent weeks, including
the installation of new electronically-controlled
boom gates in lieu of their human-operated pred-
ecessors, who have been the cause of a number of
accidents caused by cars crossing into the path
of passing trains. Egypt’s economy has been reel-
ing from the ongoing shortage of dollars needed
to operate its import-heavy economy. Following
the departure of more than $20 billion in foreign
currency from investors earlier this year, Egypt’s
banks and finance ministry have implemented a
number of restrictive policies aimed at keeping
dollars at home. The measures include limits on
how much foreign currency travelers can leave
the country with in addition to higher tolls on
ATM withdrawals of  foreign currency by
Egyptians abroad.

Earlier this month, the country’s finance minister
implemented a new measure requiring travelers to
disclose how much cash they are carrying when
entering the country. — Agencies

SULUKTU : Workers stack bags of coal at the Suluktu sorting base, some 1100 km from Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. Nestled in the
foothills of mountain ranges, the city of Suluktu, founded in 1868, is one of the oldest coal mining centers in Central Asia. — AFP

CAIRO: Egypt’s first luxury Talgo train has begun its service.


