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A Bad Bet on Carbon

By ROBERT BRYCE
Washington

ON Wednesday, John Kerry and Joseph Lieberman introduced their long-awaited Senate
energy bill, which includes incentives of $2 billion per year for carbon capture and
sequestration, the technology that removes carbon dioxide from the smokestack at power plants
and forces it into underground storage. This significant allocation would come on top of the
$2.4 billion for carbon capture projects that appeared in last year’s stimulus package.

That’s a lot of money for a technology whose adoption faces three potentially insurmountable
hurdles: it greatly reduces the output of power plants; pipeline capacity to move the newly
captured carbon dioxide is woefully insufficient; and the volume of waste material is staggering.
Lawmakers should stop perpetuating the hope that the technology can help make huge cuts in
the United States’ carbon dioxide emissions.

Let’s take the first problem. Capturing carbon dioxide from the flue gas of a coal-fired electric
generation plant is an energy-intensive process. Analysts estimate that capturing the carbon
dioxide cuts the output of a typical plant by as much as 28 percent.

Given that the global energy sector is already straining to meet booming demand for electricity,
it's hard to believe that the United States, or any other country that relies on coal-fired
generation, will agree to reduce the output of its coal-fired plants by almost a third in order to
attempt carbon capture and sequestration.

Here’s the second problem. The Pacific Northwest National Laboratory has estimated that up to
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23,000 miles of new pipeline will be needed to carry the captured carbon dioxide to the still-
undesignated underground sequestration sites. That doesn’t sound like much when you
consider that America’s gas pipeline system sprawls over some 2.3 million miles. But those
natural gas pipelines carry a valuable, marketable, useful commodity.

By contrast, carbon dioxide is a worthless waste product, so taxpayers would likely end up
shouldering most of the cost. Yes, some of that waste gas could be used for enhanced oil
recovery projects; flooding depleted oil reservoirs with carbon dioxide is a proven technology
that can increase production and extend the life of existing oilfields. But the process would be
useful in only a limited number of oilfields — probably less than 10 percent of the waste carbon
dioxide captured from coal-fired power plants could actually be injected into American oilfields.

The third, and most vexing, problem has to do with scale. In 2009, carbon dioxide emissions in
the United States totaled 5.4 billion tons. Let’s assume that policymakers want to use carbon
capture to get rid of half of those emissions — say, 3 billion tons per year. That works out to
about 8.2 million tons of carbon dioxide per day, which would have to be collected and
compressed to about 1,000 pounds per square inch (that compressed volume of carbon dioxide
would be roughly equivalent to the volume of daily global oil production).

In other words, we would need to find an underground location (or locations) able to swallow a
volume equal to the contents of 41 oil supertankers each day, 365 days a year.

There will also be considerable public resistance to carbon dioxide pipelines and sequestration
projects — local outcry has already stalled proposed carbon capture projects in Germany and
Denmark. The fact is, few landowners are eager to have pipelines built across their property.
And because of the possibility of deadly leaks, few people will to want to live near a pipeline or
an underground storage cavern. This leads to the obvious question: which members of the
House and Senate are going to volunteer their states to be dumping grounds for all that carbon
dioxide?

For some, carbon capture and sequestration will remain the Holy Grail of carbon-reduction
strategies. But before Congress throws yet more money at the procedure, lawmakers need to
take a closer look at the issues that hamstring nearly every new energy-related technology: cost
and scale.
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Robert Bryce, a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute, is the author, most recently, of “Power
Hungry: The Myths of ‘Green’ Energy and the Real Fuels of the Future.”
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