We Now Know How to Save the Planet - for $17.6 Trillion
by Jeremy van Loon
Dec. 4, 2014 - Scientists know only 2 credible ways to prevent temperatures from rising to dangerous levels: stop burning fossil fuels or capture and bury the CO2 byproduct before it gets into the atmosphere.
The second idea, known in the trade as carbon capture and storage, or CCS, holds the allure of side-stepping the wrenching economic changes and political resistance associated with phasing out oil, natural gas, and coal.
One of the world’s most ambitious carbon capture sites opened in Saskatchewan in October, the first to commercially strip CO2 from an existing coal plant’s emissions.
The project at the half-century-old Boundary Dam station is designed to remove about 90% of carbon emissions, roughly equivalent to the output from 250,000 cars annually.  The CO2 is transported 66 kilometers (41 miles) to Cenovus Energy Inc.’s (CVE)’s oil fields, where it is buried underground to coax additional crude from the reservoirs.
It’s this vision of capturing carbon, and burying the remains, that excites political and business leaders around the world, because it would theoretically allow the energy economy to continue pretty much as is.  The problem is the costs have proved stubbornly high.
4 Initiatives
The Saskatchewan project, for instance, came with a price tag of C$1.4 billion ($1.23 billion), despite favorable geological conditions.  At that rate, fitting all the world’s power stations with carbon-capture technology would cost about $17.6 trillion.
How to proceed with carbon capture is one of the greatest challenges facing the nearly 200 countries gathered in Lima, to lay the foundation for a global climate treaty.  The International Energy Agency, a Paris-based policy adviser for developed nations, says CCS is essential to beating back climate change.  It’s one of 4 initiatives -- alongside renewable energy, efficiency programs and nuclear power -- required to hold greenhouse-gas emissions at bay between now and 2050, the agency said last year in a review of the technology.
CCS is being counted on to carry 14% of the burden, the equivalent of eliminating hundreds of the world’s coal plants.  Without it, those plants would have to go out of business, to keep temperature increases to levels scientists consider tolerable.
Proper Strategy
The success of carbon-capture technologies might be just as important for fossil fuel-extracting companies and nations, which would have to strand untapped assets, should stricter climate change policies curtail global conventional energy output.
Recognizing the technology’s importance, the groundbreaking agreement last month for China and the U.S. to curtail emissions includes a pledge to fund and develop a CCS project in China that can become a model for use worldwide.  BHP Billiton Ltd. (BLT), the world’s biggest mining company, said last week it’s weighing its own investments in developing the technology.
“We have to get answers on carbon capture and storage sooner rather than later, so we can make the right decisions about the proper strategy and the energy mix of the world,” BHP Chief Executive Officer Andrew Mackenzie said in an interview.
As the Saskatchewan project shows, finding those answers hasn’t been easy.  The economics only work at Boundary Dam in Saskatchewan for 2 reasons: a C$240 million government subsidy and a ready nearby customer for the carbon in Calgary-based Cenovus.
Massive Subsidies
“The concept is very valid,” said Cenovus CEO Brian Ferguson.  “But you need a lot of things to come together to make it work if you’re not getting massive subsidies.”
The most ambitious undertaking can be found in Kemper County, Mississippi, where, 4 years ago, Southern Co. began building the first large-scale plant in the U.S. using CCS.  Since then, cost estimates have more than tripled to $6.1 billion, putting the 582-MegaWatt lignite project, in jeopardy of becoming one of the most expensive power plants ever built.
John Kirton, a director of the G-8 and G-20 Research Groups at the University of Toronto, says CCS projects may never be affordable.  “If you don’t want to roll the dice on a technological fix, it’s not the best place to put your money,” Kirton said in a telephone interview.
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