Exxon’s Houston Carbon Capture Plan Just Got Massive Support from Congress
by Nicholas Kusnetz
Sep. 25, 2022 (abridged) – Imagine a clean energy future, and you might picture giant turbines twisting in the wind, or electric vehicles zipping quietly down the highway.  Fossil fuels become relics, or disappear altogether.
ExxonMobil has a different vision.  In this story of the future, oil refineries continue to distill crude.  Fossil fuel-burning power plants churn away, too.
Oil and gas aren’t the problem, Exxon chief executive Darren Woods has said.  The problem is their carbon pollution.  So last year, Exxon proposed a herculean industrial effort for the Houston area that would allow the region’s fossil fuel infrastructure to continue operating at full throttle for decades, while steadily lowering its climate emissions.
Using a technology called carbon capture and storage, Exxon said it could collect 50 million metric tons of CO2 annually from industrial smokestacks by 2030, and double that amount by 2040.  The company would then compress the gas and deliver it through 100s of miles of new pipelines to injection wells drilled beneath the Gulf of Mexico, where the climate-warming gas would remain locked away forever in porous rock.
Exxon is proposing to create an entirely new industry, built to capture carbon and re-inject it, all so that energy companies can keep on pumping and burning oil and gas.  The $100 billion mega-project would tie together dozens of facilities owned by 12 of the world’s biggest corporate polluters, including oil majors like Chevron, power generators like Calpine, and chemical giants like Dow.  It would also require substantial government financing, Exxon said.
Exxon and others have already made strides in securing this support.  Since the company released its proposal, Congress has given the Energy Department $20 billion to spend on carbon capture and clean hydrogen projects.  It authorized another $250 billion in loan guarantees for these and other emissions-cutting technologies.  Lawmakers also increased the value of a carbon-capture tax incentive such that, if Exxon and its partners meet their 2030 goals for Houston, they would stand to reap more than $4 billion every year from taxpayers, for up to 12 years.  The prospect of these multi-billion-dollar government handouts has riled many climate advocates.
“Paying them to do this is paying a ransom on the planet,” said Corey Williams, who until recently served as the research and policy director at Air Alliance Houston, an environmental advocacy group.  “We’re not penalizing them, we’re considering paying them,” he added.  “That to me couldn’t be more backwards.”
Many analysts and environmental advocates received Exxon’s announcement with skepticism.  Some critics see the company’s commitment to carbon capture as a form of greenwashing, a disingenuous gesture toward lowering emissions serving as cover for the real investments in oil and gas.  Exxon’s only publicly announced investment in carbon capture this year has been a $400 million expansion of an operation in Wyoming, compared with a projected $22.5 billion in total capital expenditures.  The company has also said it expects to sell even more oil and gas 5 years from now than it does today.
Even if the world’s current capacity for capturing carbon were increased by a factor of 10, it would equal only 1% of global CO2 emissions.  What’s more, over the last several decades, only a few dozen carbon capture operations have been built.  And collectively, they capture far less CO2 than what Exxon said it could achieve over just 8 years.  Nearly every attempt to build these types of projects has hit delays, failed to reach targets, or simply never been completed. 
The Houston region is home to one of the greatest concentrations of heavy polluters in the country.  But most of the emissions come from refineries and power plants, which are among the most expensive applications for carbon capture technology.  Every project needed for the Houston hub, as the proposal is known, would need to be unprecedented in nature and scale.
Exxon, Chevron, and others have proposed some of the 1st projects that could begin to make up the hub.  But they have yet to publicly commit anything beyond small initial investments, despite raking in what could be record profits this year: Exxon earned $17.9 billion from just April through June.
Williams and other community advocates also worry that the carbon capture projects, if built, would do little or nothing to limit the release of cancer-causing air pollutants like benzene and heavy metals that spew from the refineries and petrochemical plants into surrounding neighborhoods.  The people who live in these neighborhoods are predominantly Latino, and the air they breathe is some of the dirtiest in the nation.
The hub might not deliver the climate benefits Exxon claims, either.  The carbon capture equipment would require vast quantities of power.  Even if that electricity were generated by emissions-free sources, many advocates and experts argue it would be more effective to simply send that power into the grid and displace fossil fuels altogether, rather than run carbon capture operations.
Many of the Houston projects would involve converting natural gas into hydrogen, a clean-burning fuel, while capturing the associated CO2.  But research indicates that upstream methane leaks in natural gas systems, which remain widespread, can reduce or negate the climate benefits of using the fuel to make hydrogen.
In short, many experts say, Exxon’s vision is an extreme long-shot—some would say bad-faith—proposal for the largest-ever deployment of a technology that has failed to prove itself at scale, despite billions of dollars of public subsidies and private investments and decades of effort. 
Still, many policy experts have come to believe that some amount of carbon capture will be needed to meet climate targets, and the Biden administration has made the technology a key part of its climate policies.  So the Houston hub, perhaps the biggest and boldest plan to capture carbon from smokestacks, is drawing significant attention from major corporations and the federal government. 
The hub inched closer to reality last month, when Congress passed a major climate and tax bill that includes the substantial expansion of a federal carbon capture tax credit.  The change could push many of the proposals, including one announced this year by Exxon for its Baytown refinery, across the economic threshold of profitability.  Some academic modelers are now projecting a 13-fold increase in carbon capture by the end of the decade, because of this tax credit expansion.
Oil and gas executives reacted to the bill’s passage with “wild enthusiasm,” said Charles McConnell, energy officer and director at the University of Houston’s Center for Carbon Management and Energy Sustainability, who is serving as an academic adviser to Exxon and the other companies pursuing the hub.  “To say any more would probably be more than I care to share.”
This lucrative incentive comes on top of the billions of dollars that last year’s infrastructure bill sent to the Department of Energy to help build carbon capture projects and clean hydrogen hubs.  When that money begins flowing next year, a good portion is widely expected to land in Houston....
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