Carbon Capture Hopes Dashed by High Costs
by Pilita Clark
September 30, 2013 – The environmental dilemma confronting the global coal industry could not have been more starkly evident than it was one day last month, when 2 things happened at once on either side of the Atlantic.
On September 20, the US Environmental Protection Agency published rules to cut CO2 emissions from new power stations that would effectively make it impossible to build more coal-fired plants unless they were fitted with carbon capturing technology.
In Norway, the government announced it was abandoning years of effort to build a commercially viable carbon capturing system at a power plant project in Mongstad that the country’s leaders once described as Norway’s “moon landing”.  The problem, said Ola Borten Moe, minister of petroleum and energy, was the “challenging” project’s high costs.
This was another setback in a global attempt to tackle climate change by capturing carbon emissions before they are released into the atmosphere, and storing them deep underground.  Carbon capture technology has long been proved to work technically.  But finding a financially viable way of applying it to one of the coal-fired power plants responsible for a large share of carbon emissions has proved an enormous stumbling block.  Not only is the capturing and storing infrastructure expensive to build, it also needs some of the electricity a power station generates, making projects both more expensive and less efficient.
At the same time, carbon capture developers have faced resistance from critics who claim carbon storage facilities pose environmental risks.
According to the Bloomberg New Energy Finance research company, governments around the world have committed at least $25 billion over the past 5 years to carbon capture systems, though $8 billion has since been clawed back.
Yet there is little sign of a commercial scale coal-fired power plant using it anywhere.  One of the first is expected to be a project in rural Mississippi, estimated to be costing $4.7 billion.  It is due to begin operating next year but, in what has become a familiar tale, it has had to overcome legal challenges and cost overruns heading towards $1 billion.
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