CNRL Hopes to Turn Emissions into Algae
by David Fraser, with Lauren Krugel and Tom Spears
May 11, 2013 – Canadian Natural Resources is partnering with the National Research Council on a $19-million, 3-year pilot project that would use CO2 emissions from the oil sands to help turn algae into commercial products.  Researchers say the facility - to be built at CNRL's Primrose site near Bonnyville - could create products such as fuel, fertilizer and livestock feed if successful.
"What we're trying to do is create that incentive for business to reduce greenhouse gases and make profit at the same time.  That's the nature of this pilot project," said Gary Goodyear, federal minister of state for science and technology.
Friday's funding announcement was the first for the research council since earlier this week stating it would become more focused on commercial science and less on applied science.  "Today's announcement is an excellent example of exactly the type of thing that the NRC's new direction will achieve," said Goodyear, who along with National Research Council president John McDougall was criticized this week for moving the country's 90-year-old research body into a more business-driven model.
"Industry gives you a discipline.  They really make sure that what you're doing is aimed toward something that is effective, that meets specs, that is done in a timely way," said McDougall, adding projects such as the algal bio-refinery require industry participation.  "You really understand where (research) needs to go in order for it to be successfully used,"
Pond Biofuel's technology essentially feeds CO2 emissions to algae.  Waste heat and water from Canadian Natural's operations will also be used to help the algae grow.  As it blooms, the algae develop fat - in other words, oil, said Joy Romero, vice-president of technology development at Canadian Natural.
That oil can be blended with heavy bitumen to make it flow more easily through pipelines, or sold to refiners, who can turn it into diesel or gasoline.  The material left behind once the oil has been stripped out can be used as a fertilizer, which CNRL could use in reclaiming oil-sands mines.
John Parr, Canadian Natural's vice-president of thermal projects, said the biomass is high in protein and carbohydrates, making it a "perfect" animal feed.  "Certainly Alberta is cattle country, so there would be a great market there for it I think as well," he said.  The NRC will cover half the project's $19 million cost, with Canadian Natural contributing $6.3 million and Toronto-based Pond Biofuels the remaining $3.2 million.
Canadian Natural president Steve Laut said the energy giant puts more emphasis on technology development than research, and needed government support to move the project forward.  "We needed the NRC to get that base technology to where we are today.  Pond Biofuels brings an important part of it and we're here to make the commercialization and the implementation of it go," Laut said.  The groups involved weren't prepared to offer estimates on the potential profits from products that might be created from the CO2.
"We'll see what products actually get developed and we'll know the answer," said Laut, who did offer up numbers on the potential environmental impacts.  "It can drop CO2 emissions 15% at our Horizon mining operation, 30% at our Primrose operation," he said.  It's expected the plant will start producing algae in nine to 10 months.  Laut said the algae technology will be shared with the Canadian Oil Sands Innovation Alliance, the group of 12 oil-sands companies that share environmentally friendly technologies without intellectual property concerns getting in the way.
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