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Oil giant Saudi Arabiais
emerging as a solar power

The kingdom is betting that sunshine can power new Al data centers and help boost oil exports

heworld’sultimate petro-
state is turning to solar
power.
Saudi Arabiaisbuilding
some of the world’s big-
gest solar farms, along with giant
arrays of batteries tostore their elec-
tricitytill afterdark. Therapid roll-
out is making the countryinto one of
the fastest-growing markets for
solar power from a near-standing
start,

The kingdom is betting that sun-
shine can transform its economy and
bolsteritscoffers. It needs electricity
for new tourism resorts, factories and
Al data centers. Green energy could
alsosqueeze more value from the fos-
sil fuels that made the kingdom rich.
Saudi Arabia burns oil to generate
clectricity; embracing alternatives
freesupbarrels forexport.

The spread of glass across the
desertisoneof thestarkest illustra-
tions yet of how the plummeting
cost of Chinese-made solar panels
and batteries is changing how the
worldgenerates power, even as the
U.S. takesaim at renewables.

“Today, solar is the cheapest, the
fastest, the simplest and the most
securesource ofenergy that you can
install,” said Marco Arcelli, chief
executiveof ACWA Power, thecom-
pany driving the Saudigrid overhaul.

Saudi Arabia aims to get half its
electricity from clean sources by
2030.ACWA, whose largest share-
holder is Saudi Arabia's sovereign-
wealth fund, is charged with deliver-
ing most of the new power needed to
hit the target—roughly 100 giga-
watts of capacity. That's a lot for a
country thatlast year had roughly 4
gigawatts ofinstalled solar, about as
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Saudi Arabia is building some of the world's biggest solar farms, along

electricity.

muchas South Dakota.

Ramping up clean energy was
part of Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman’s grand plan to diversify
the kingdom’s economy, announced
in 2016. For years, progress was
scant, even as the country began
megaprojectsincluding Neom, the
futuristic cityin the desert . A$200
billion  solar
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firm Rystad Energy. Natural-gas

power plantsare goingup, too.
Until recently, Nishant Kumar, an
analyst at Rystad, didn’t think the
kingdom could get close to the 50%
target. But new projectskeep popping
up. Henow thinkslow-carbon energy
could represent a third or more of
Saudi Arabia’spowermix by 2030, up
from2% last year.

project unveiled THEWALL STREET JOURNAL That would put

by Japan's Soft-
Bankin 2018 was
shelved within months.

That's now changing. A trio of
Saudicompanies, including ACWA,
said in July they would invest $8.3
billion in15 gigawatts of renewable-
energy projects, mostlysolaralong
with some wind. That’'son topof a
slightly largeramountalready under
construction,accordingto research

the kingdom in
the world’s top
five markets for new solar capacity
over that period, Rystad forecasts.
Finding enough electrical engi-
neers, project managers and other
workers has become a headache,
said Luc Koechlin, head of French
energy company EDF’s Middle East
power-solutionsbusiness.
“The growth isso fast, somassive,

with giant arrays of batteries to store
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thatstaffing our teams and following
this paceis noteasy,” Koechlin said.
EDF has stakes in several Saudi
power projects, mostly solar.

Saudi Arabia’s clean-energy ambi-
tions reach beyond the Gulf. ACWA
hasagrowing portfolioof power pro-

jectsacrossAfricaand Asia. The com-

panyisworkingon the world'sbiggest
facility touserenewables to make and
exporthydrogen.InJuly, itsaidit was
exploringtheideaof sendingelectric-
ityto Europeina consortiumwith pro-
vidersoftransmission technology and
Europeanenergy companies.

That plan, Arcellisaid, is “for the
nextdecade.”

The kingdom's strategy faces
challenges. Middle Eastern deserts
aren’t quite perfect for solar pan-
els—heat can sap theiroutput, ascan
dust. (Automatic sweeping devices

help keep equipment dust-free.) But
dependable sunshine outweighs
those drawbacks.

Managing a power grid is also
more complicated, with a greater
share of renewables that can’t be
switched on and off to match
demand—a problem the giant bat-
tery farms are designed to address.
And the world doesn’t yet make
enoughcable to build the powerline
to Europe, Arcellisaid.

The power-grid overhaulisabout
squeezing value from fossil fuels, not
shunning them.

Saudi Arabia burns oil togenerate
roughlyathird ofits electricity. That
means it foregoes roughly $20 bil-
lion worth of oil exports a year at
current prices, according to Oliver
Connor, an analyst at Citi

“It’s hideously inefficient,” Con-
norsaid.

Solarpower isalow-costalterna-
tive. ACWAand othersrecentlysold
itfor below 1.3 centsa kilowatt-hour
(enough toruna microwave for an
hour), about a third of prices in
Spain, the lowest in Europe,

Aside from blazingsunshine, the
low prices reflect government-
backed capital and low-cost labor,
Connorsaid.

Lower oil pricesarestrengthening
the casetoend so-called crudeburn.

Saudi Arabiais strugglingto fund
megaprojects that could cost tril-
lions of dollars. The International
Monetary Fund estimates that
Riyadhneeds oil prices above $90a
barrel to balance the books; today’s
prices are well below $70.

The appeal of renewable energy
has also increased thanks to the
relentless decline in the cost of solar
panels and batteries that mostly
come from China.

That's a bright spot for costly

developments such asa plan to build
50 luxury hotels across more than
10,000 square miles of Red Sea
islands and coast. The five hotels
open so farare powered by asolar-
and-battery system installed by
ACWA, aspokesman for the tourism
project said.

The US. has been trying to shut
out Chinese solar panels and batter-
ies. For countries willing to buy,
these low-cost exports can cut the
price of low-carbon power.

“Ifa country like Saudi Arabia is
finally starting to take its renewable-
energy strategy seriously, it shows
thatsolar panels and all that are so
cheapit's starting to make a differ-
ence,”said Ana Missirliuof Climate
Action Tracker. The group, which
assesses countries’ emissions poli-
cies, is critical of the kingdom’s
commitment to fossil fuels.

China haslongneeded Saudicrude;
now the energy trade goes two ways.
Saudi Arabia has, though, started
requiring the use of some domesti-
cally produced kit, part of a push to
attract investment and create jobs.

Among the companies betting
that Saudi Arabia now means busi-
ness in green energy is Game-
Change Solar,a U.S.manufacturerof
devices that ensure solar panels
point toward the sun.

Chief Executive Andrew Worden
said the kingdom's renewables plans
sounded like a stretch when he
heard about them nearly a decade
ago. But lately, it hasbecomea cru-
cial market. Last April, Game-
Change started work on afactory in
Dammam with a Chinese partner.
Now it's doubling its size to meet
demand.

“All of a sudden it became this
huge thing,” Worden said.
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The hidden price of
India’s ethanol rush

SHREY MADAAN

his month, the Supreme

Courtdismissed a petition

that argued Indian

consumers should be given
a choice between regular petrol
and 20 per cent ethanol-blended
petral (E20). The government
claimed the move benefits sugarcane
farmers. But what about the millions
of drivers whose cars and
two-wheelers cannot handle it?
Once again, consumers are left out
of the equation.

Realistically E20 may be good
in the long run, but India rushed
ahead without giving motorists the
freedom to choose. For anyone
driving a vehicle made before April
2023, filling up with E20 is not just
inconvenient; it could damage
engines, reduce mileage, and increase
maintenance costs. Imaginea middle
class family still paving off a scooter
bought in 2020, suddenly being
told their fuel could corrode the
engine. That is not an upgrade, it
is an unfair burden.

The bigger problem is that India
seems to have a habit of introducing

reforms that look farmer-or
climate-friendly on paper but come
at the expense of consumer choice.
Take the recent push for electric
vehicles. Charging infrastructure
is still patchy, vet subsidies and
regulations nudge buvers toward
EVseven when reliable alternatives
are scarce. Or look at renewable
energy; consumers face higher
power tariffs while being told it is
for the “greater good.” The E20
rollout fits this pattern - policy
first, consumer later.

Contrast this with how other
countries manage fuel transitions.
In the United States, E10 fuel (10
per cent ethanol) has been the
standard for years, but E15 and
higher blends are optional, not
mandatory. Fuel stations clearly
label pumps, and motorists can
decide what goes into their tank.
Brazil, the poster child of ethanol
policy, provides both pure petrol
and ethanol blends, leaving the
final decision to consumers. That's
the crucial difference, the choice.

India skipped that step. No parallel
supply of E10. No labeling at pumps.
No consumer education campaign.

Just a blanket rollout of E20. The
message is clear, the state decides,
and motorists must comply. That
is not how policy in a growing
democracy should work.

Supporters of the move argue
that higher ethanol use supports
sugarcane farmers and reduces oil
imports. True. But the costs are
being shifted onto ordinary people.
If the government wants to help
farmers, there are better tools, direct
income support, productivity
subsidies, or even targeted blending
mandates for government fleets.
Passing the bill to consumers who
bought vehicles in good faith is
simply unfair.

There is also a bigger risk. If
consumers lose trust in green policies
because they feel forced and costly,
India risks breeding resentment
toward future environmental reforms.
People are more likely to embrace
ethanol, EVs, or renewables if they
see them as better choices, not
mandatory sacrifices. Choice is not
the enemy of progress; it is the
foundation of lasting change.

India has a chance to fix this. At
the very least, fuel stations should

stock both E10 and E20, with clear
labeling so consumers can decide.
Automakers should be given a
transition window where both fuels
are available. And a proper awareness
campaign is overdue to help motorists
understand what works for their
vehicles.

Better policy would treat consumers
as partners in progress, not passive

subjects of experimentation. E20
might be a logical step for India’s
energy future, but unless it comes
with real choice, it risks being
remembered not as a milestone,
butas yet another case where Indian
consumers were left holding the
bill.

-r is Indian Policy Associate, Consumer
Choice Center.)
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World oil supplies to rise
after OPEC+ hike: IEA

London: World oil supply will
rise more rapidly than
expected this year as OPEC+
members increase output
further and supply from
outside the group grows, the
International Energy Agency
said on Thursday, and implied
that a surplus could grow in
2026. Supply will rise by 2.7
million barrels per day (bpd) in
2025, up from the 2.5 million
bpd previously forecast, the
|EA said in a monthly report,
and by a further 2.1 million bpd
next year. Meanwhile, crude oil
retreated slightly on worries
over softening US demand and
broad oversupply risks. Brent
crude futures were down 11
cents at $67.38 a barrel by
0618 GMT, and US WTI! crude

futures lost 13 cents to $63.54.
REUTERS
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Russian oil output rises in
August, OPEC data show

Moscow: Russian oil production
increased in August to 9.173
million barrels per day, up
50,000 bpd from July, OPEC
monthly data showed on
Thursday. That was still less
than Russia’s August quota of
9.344 million bpd. The OPEC
figure was in contrast with the
International Energy Agency’s
assessment, which showed that
Russian oil output declined last
month by 30,000 bpd to 9.3
million bpd. reuters
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DESPITE FACING PRESSURE FROM US...

India’s Russian Crude Imports Rise to
€2.9 B in Aug, Close to China's €3.1B

New Delhisays it's being singled out while others continue Russian energy imports

Sanjeev Choudhary

New Delhi: India imported €
2.9billion of crude oil from Rus-
sia in August, nearly matching
China’s €3.1 billion, according
tothe Helsinki-based Centre for
Research on Energy and Clean
Air. India’s crude imports in-
creased from € 2.7 billion in Ju-
ly, while China’s fell from € 4.1
billion.

The US has been pressuring
India to cut Russian oil purcha-
ses, arguing that they help fi-
nance Moscow’s war in Ukrai-
ne. Washington imposed a 25%
additional tariff onaslew of In-
dian exports to the US from Au-
gust 27 as a penalty for buying
Russian oil, while taking no
such measures against other
buyers. On Tuesday, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump urged the
European Union to impose ta-
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All About Oil

Washington slaps 25%

tariff on Indian exports

Trump urges EU India is the 2nd
to impose up to largest buyer of
100% tariffs on Russian fossil

China and India

riffs of up to 100% on Chinese
and Indian goods to push the
two countries to curb energy
trade with Russia, media re-
ports said. In August, China
wasthelargestimporterof Rus-
sian crude and coal, while Ttr-
kiye was the biggest buyer of
Russian oil products and gas.
India’s total fossilfuel imports
from Russia stood at €3.6 bil-

uels (€3.6B)

¥ Tirkiye, EU
& South Korea
also import

large volumes
of Russian

L lion,  behind
India'scrude  China's  €5.7
importsrose billion. Coal (€
from<2.7 510million)and
billioninJuly, refined  pro-
whileChina’'s  ducts(€282mil-
fellffrome 41 lion) made up
billion the rest of Indi-

a’s purchases.
China’s imports included € 553
million of oil products, € 55mil-

lion of coaland 676 million of
pipeline gas.

Tirkiye ranked third with 3
billion of Russian fossil fuel im-
ports, comprising 1.2 billion
of pipeline gas, 1billion of oil
products, € 596 million of crude
and €225 million of coal. The
European Union (EU) was fo-
urth with € 1.2 billion, led by €
773 million of LNG and pipeline
gas and € 379 million of crude.
South Korea was fifth, led by

413 million of coal, €118 mil-
lion of LNG and € 33 million of
oil products.

India has pushed back against
USpressure,arguingitisunfair
to single out the country while
China, the EU and others conti-
nue to buy large volumes of
Russian energy. The US has not
directly sanctioned Russian oil
but has imposed a price cap, al-
lowing imports below a set
threshold.
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Ethanol: Fuel’s Paradox

Petrol blended with 20% ethanol might save forex and reduce carbon footprint, but most cars and
bikes may suffer corrosion damage & low mileage, while the water table takes another hit

Anjana Menon

India’s vehicle owners are stranded.
In the hurry to achieve climate goals,
reduce dependence on fossil fuels, and
claim self-reliance, govt’s accelerated
push for ethanol-blended fuel - with-
out giving vehicle makers, service
providers, or consumers a longer period to transition
smoothly—feelslike a policy ambush.

If govt wants consumers to switch willingly to E-20
(20% ethanol in petrol), it must prove that all existing
vehicles are fully compatible with the higher blend,
that consumers will enjoy tangible cost savings, and
that there is a safety net for older vehicles that are not
compatible. Without such guarantees, the policy leaves
consumers running on empty.

Biofuels are an old idea. Brazil, the world’s largest
sugarcane producer, created the Proalcool policy,
pioneering the use of ethanol-blended fuels to overcome
the oil price shock of the 1970s, and reduce its fuel
import bill. For more than 50 years, it has steadily
improved sugarcane yields, setup processing units and
developed ethanol-fuel vehicles, giving consumers,
manufacturers, and service providers time to ease into
the switchover.

There are plenty of reasons why. Ethanol burns
faster than petrol, delivers about 34% less energy per
unit, and is corrosive because it absorbs water. Brazil's
flex-fuel vehicles (FFVs), re-engineered to run on
ethanol, are built to counter these drawbacks and
reassure buyers that their cars will last while
maintaining performance.

Elsewhere, too, govts have shown great prudence.
Countries that sell biofuel blends offer pure petrol and
lower blends to protect unadapted engines. In US,
which produces more than 50% of the world’s ethanol,
the standard is a modest 10% ethanol blend for which
most vehicles are tweaked. Even then, pure gasoline is
stillavailable for older cars at designated pumps.

India, which makes only 5% of the world’s ethanol,
has foisted a 20% blend on consumers. This may have
given govt bragging rights for being committed to its
net-zero goals, but it is causing widespread resentment
among many. It's scientifically established that
non-flex-fuel enginesrisk corrosion from biofuels—and
problems extend beyond poor mileage. Understandably,

consumers distrust govt studies that downplay these
risks.

In a press release a month ago, the Ministry of
Petroleum and Natural Gassoughttoassuage concerns
by casually mentioning, “only in case of certain older
vehicles, some rubber parts and gaskets may require
replacement...for a vehicle owner, who believes that
his/her vehicle may require further tuning or parts
replacement, the entire network of authorised service
stations is available to respond to such requests.” It left
unaddressed who would pick up the costs of replace-
ment, which has left consumers venting on social
media, and vehicle makers worried about their

performance promise.

Automotive Research Association of India’s (ARAI)
findings do little to assuage mileage concerns as they
are based on “controlled” road conditions. In reality,
driving happens on clogged and potholed city roads,
muddy villageroads, and stop-start stretches that drive
up fuel consumption, making mileage a make-or-break
factor in vehicle choice. The promise of extra miles
goes a long way for vehicle manufacturers in India —
both inrural and urban markets.

Even buyers of luxury vehicles, who pony up more
on a vehicle than middle-class buyers do on home
ownership, ask about mileage before the conversation
shifts to ride quality and performance. In value-
conscious India, every kilometre of lost mileage is a
missed heartbeat. Worse, vehicles olderthan two years,
which is the majority on Indian roads, are at greater
risk of damage. Govt made it mandatory for all vehicle
makers to produce E-20 compliant vehicles only from
April 1, 2023. Consumers are worried that insurers
are unlikely to entertain damage claims for policy
adjustments, opening a new battlefront.

A govt think tank’s earlier claims that ethanol-
blended fuels would be cheaper to buy have also proved
hollow. By govt’s own admission, procuring ethanol
is now more expensive than refined petroleum - a
situation that will only worsen as our fuel needs grow.

Sugarcane, used to produce biofuel, is a water-
intensive crop. While it may boost farmer incomes, the
rush to produce the crop for ethanol may come at the
cost of India’s already depleting water tables. Maize,

2 the other crop used for ethanol, is only slightly less

water-intensive.

The odds are stacked against an aggressive E-20
rollout. If govt is serious about sustaining this pro-
gramme and protecting consumer rights, it must offer
attractive solutions, such as a one-time payment to
make engines flex-fuel compliant, or a substantial
rebate fortradingin older vehicles for scrappage. It also
needs to make lower-ethanol blends freely available at
petrol stations so consumers have a choice.

To be fair, any programme to reduce emissions in
India’s polluted cities and lower our oil import bill is
worth implementing. Still, if India wants to run on
ethanol, it must not run consumers into the ground.
For now, it would be prudent to go slow.

The writeris an author & entrepreneur
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Biofuel producers asked to increase ethanol
production with aim of exporting it globally

NEW DELHI: Union Min-
ister Pralhad Joshi on Thurs-
day asked biofuel producers to
increase ethanol production
with an eye to export it to global
markets.

Speaking at the India Sugar
and Bio-Energy Conference
2025 here, the Minister of
Consumer Affairs, Food and
Public Distribution & New
and Renewable Energy, high-
lighted India’s progress in eth-
anol blending, energy security
and rural prosperity.

The two-day conference
is being organised by Indian
Sugar and Bio-energy Manu-
facturers Association (ISMA).

The sugar mills body, he
said, is pivotal in driving sus-
tainable growth and advancing
[ndias circular bio-economy.

“With Sabka Saath, Sabka
Wikas, Sabka Prayas, we are

i
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Union Minister Pralhod Joshi

shaping a self-reliant and Viksit
Bharat by 2047, Joshi said.

In 2014, he said India’s eth-
anol blending in fuel was 1.5
per cent and today it is 20 per
cent, a 13-fold increase in last
11 years. The shift towards the
ethanol blended fuel has led
to energy security, significant
economic and environmental
benefits, he said. The senior
minister said that by reduc-
ing the dependence on the
imported crude oil, India has

saved foreign exchange worth
Rs 1.44 lakh crore.

He further said that in the
last decade, Indian sugar sector
has undergone a remarkable
transformation. At the heart
of this transformation is the
national policy on biofuels and
ethanol blended programme
with a strong focus on the pro-
maotion of biofuels, diversifica-
tion of the product basket of
sugar mills, thereby generat-
ing a new renewable source,
he said.

Joshi further said the gov-
ernment initiatives have not
only ensured the timely pay-
ments to the farmers, but also
created an additional source of
income for both mills and farm-
ers. In the last 11 years under
the leadership of Prime Minis-
ter Modi, sugarcane production
has increased by 40 per centand

sugar production has increased
by 58 per cent.

I11 2014, he said, India’s eth-
anol blending was 1.5 per cent
and today it is 20 per cent, a
13-fold increase in last 11 years.

The shift towards the eth-
anol blended fuel has led to
energy security, signiﬁcant eco-
nomic and environmental ben-
efits, Joshi said.

“Going ahead, I would
encourage the biofuel pro-
ducers to increase the etha-
nol production and enter the
global market to export the
ethanol. Industry should focus
on the sustainable innovation
and adopt new technologies
to increase the efficiency, pro-
duction and employment...,”
he said, while highlighting
measures taken by the gov-
ernment to increase ethanol
production. 1l
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Gadkari rejects criticism
over rollout of E20 fuel

Work on to achieve a
10% biodiesel goal
under fuel-blending
programme: Gadkari

Soumya Chatterjee and
Zia Haq

letters@hindustantimes.com

NEW DELHI: Union Road Trans-
port and Highways Minister
Nitin Gadkarion Thursday dis-
missed criticism over the roll-
out of 20% ethanol-blended pet-
rol (E20), alleging that this was
fuelled by vested interests and
amounted to a “paid campaign”
and separately said that work
was on to achieve a 10% biodie-
sel goal under the fuel-blending
programme.

“The campaigns on social
media against ethanol were to
target me politically,” Gadkari
claimed at a Society of Indian
Automobile Manufacturers
(SIAM) meeting in the capital.

India in July achieved the tar-
get of mixing 20% ethanol — an
alcohol compound extracted
from sugarcane molasses and
grains— with petrol sold at sta-
tions across the country. Many

3,
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Defending the policy, Gadkarisaid that ethanol isan import

substitute, cost-effective, pollution free and indigenous. PT

car-owners however had criti-
cised the move recently in social
media posts, claiming that
blended gasoline hurts impact
fuel economy and some engine
parts.

Defending the policy, Gadkari
maintained that ethanol is “(an)
import substitute, cost effective,
pollution free and indigenous.”
He argued that the country
spends 322 lakh crore annually
on fossil fuel imports. “If these

322 lakh crore go to the Indian
economy, then how much profit
will be made here?” he asked,
adding that the programme was
already yielding benefits for
farmers,

At a seprate event, Gadkari
said work on developing biodie-
sel, which will have a 10% mix of
isobutanol, was going on in full
swing,

Isobutanol, a liquid alcohol
used as a fuel additive, can be

commercially produced from a
variety of biomass feedstocks,
such as corn, wheat, sorghum,
barley, and sugar cane by using
a yeast biocatalyst.

“Our policy is to decrease the
import of fossil fuels. Going for-
ward, we will not only have 10%
biodiesel but we will also use
biomass for producing bitumen
used for road construction,”
Gadkari.

Union food minister Pralhad
Joshi, who also participated in
the conference of the Indian
Sugar and Bio-Energy Manufac-
turers Association (ISMA), said
the country had successfully
turned sugarcane, a traditional
crop, into a resource for clean
fuel.

“India is the third-largest
consumer and producer of etha-
nol. It has led to energy security
and environmental benefits,
and created new sources of rev-
enue, benefiting farmers,” the
food minister said. Mills in the
country had cleared 90% of
dues payable to farmers for
cane purchases.

The country had saved ¥1.44
lakh crore due to the ethanol
blending programme, Joshi
said.
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