New York Landlords Try Carbon-Sucking Towers to Comply with Climate Law
by Patrick Sisson
Jan. 4, 2023 – The Grand Tier, a 30-story high-rise at Broadway and 64th Street in Manhattan, features trappings typical of posh digs on the Upper West Side.  They include Central Park views and a lobby ornamented in French tapestry, silver travertine and Italian ironwork.
The 20-year-old tower also boasts a singular feature.  In the basement, an array of pipes and compressors the size of 6 parking spaces scrubs exhaust from the building’s 2 natural gas boilers, separating CO2 from nitrogen and oxygen, liquefying it and storing it in metal tanks.
The city’s only residential carbon-capture rig, installed last year, reflects a city-wide environmental challenge.  Local Law 97, a pioneering climate mandate passed in 2019, aims to cut emissions from New York’s largest buildings 40% by 2030 and 80% by 2050.  Next year, the city will begin penalizing owners of inefficient commercial and residential property, with fines growing considerably in 2030.
New York’s density makes it an outlier among US cities.  The largest share of its greenhouse emissions comes from buildings, not cars or power plants.  The big bet behind the law, which inspired similar legislation in Boston and Washington, DC, is that New York’s wealth and entrepreneurial energy will turn the city into a national proving ground for climate tech.
“In New York City, 17 million tons of CO2 is emitted from boilers and heaters annually,” says Brian Asparro, chief operating officer of CarbonQuest.  The startup worked on the Grand Tier system with owner Glenwood Management.  “Why shouldn’t every boiler system have technology like this?”
Asparro says the carbon-scrubbing equipment represents 20% of the capital investment to fully electrify building systems currently powered by fossil fuels, such as gas stoves and boilers.  They’re flexible enough to fit into just about any building, he says.  The equipment will help the Grand Tier avoid about $100,000 a year in LL97 fines starting in 2024, penalties that would quadruple in 2030.
The new law could trigger a $20 billion market in retrofits in the city over the next decade, as property owners seek to slash emissions in about 50,000 buildings, according to the Urban Green Council.  The bulk of those investments will go to “low-hanging energy efficiency work,” says Zachary Steinberg, senior vice president of policy at the Real Estate Board of New York City (Rebny).  The trade association represents big landlords.  The work includes adding LED light bulbs, triple-pane windows, and updated heating and cooling equipment, such as heat pumps.
But the city’s myriad building types and budgets will also demand unorthodox solutions.  “Everyone has done pretty sophisticated models of their building, to understand where the energy consumption and carbon emissions are coming from,” Steinberg says.  According to Rebny, 3,786 buildings will face LL97 fines in 2024, a figure that will grow to 13,544 in 2030.  “Whatever compliance looks like, we’re going to need a lot of tools,” he says.  “I can’t even imagine the back orders on heat pumps to electrify 10,000 buildings.”
Although LL97 doesn’t explicitly mention carbon capture, industry insiders say it has provisions that might make the technology count toward emissions reduction mandates.  To date, most carbon capture has focused on large-scale plants, meant to vacuum the gas from flue emissions at power plants or from the atmosphere itself.  But these use so much energy that the effort blunts any gains from removing carbon.  CarbonQuest says its system is more efficient, because it operates on a smaller scale at the source.  [And it works on far higher concentrations of CO2, which cuts its energy use and cost dramatically.]
Glenwood, which is planning to expand the carbon-capture pilot to 5 additional locations, has been tackling emissions on multiple fronts: swapping out electric motors, installing steam system traps; and updating boilers, roofs and insulation.  Ultimately, full building electrification—backed by a grid powered with renewable energy—is the solution, says Joshua Landon, Glenwood’s vice president of management.  But he’s looking for technology that can come online quicker.  The situation, he says, is akin to a firetruck approaching a blaze with less than a full tank of water; would you turn it away?  “This CarbonQuest system cuts 25% of emissions,” Landon says.  “We’ve made a lot of big investments that don’t give us 25%.”
In downtown Brooklyn, Alloy Development is taking a different approach at 100 Flatbush, a tower with 441 mixed-income residences and 30,000 square feet of retail.  The building will be fully electrified, powered by community solar panels and batteries to store their intermittent output.  “The way we get to a better future is to electrify everything and make the grid renewable,” says AJ Pires, Alloy’s president.
The project will need 7 MegaWatts (MW) of solar generation, which would require perhaps 25 to 30 acres of panels—not easy to build in New York.  In a typical community solar project, there may be 100s of individual households promising to buy electricity from panels on nearby rooftops, facades and parking lot canopies.  Such installations can be tough to fund, but having a creditworthy property owner sign on should make it easier to raise money for them, according to Noah Ginsburg, director of Solar One, which is partnering with Alloy on the 100 Flatbush community solar project.  “The economics work,” he says.  “And we’re seeing a lot of new energy storage projects coming into the mix.”
A 2011 study found building-mounted solar could only meet about half the city’s daytime peak consumption and 14% of total annual electricity demand.  But the city aims to add 1,000 MW of solar generating capacity by 2030, and renewables on rooftops are key to a “fast, low-cost, high-value grid decarbonization strategy,” the study found.  Updates to the regulations announced in October clarified that solar and battery storage investments can count toward LL97 requirements.
Even as deadlines for compliance approach, questions about LL97 remain.  It’s unclear, for instance, whether the law will embrace Renewable Energy Credits, which owners can buy as an alternative to building upgrades.  It’s possible that a market for trading credits will emerge, giving large property owners a way to offset fines by investing in solar and battery storage in others’ buildings, says Robyn Beavers, chief executive officer of Blueprint Power, a firm that helps companies decarbonize.  “That would capture the attention of and motivate real estate investors,” she says.
Rebny, which has been critical of aspects of the law, argues that there must be greater financial support for businesses seeking to decarbonize.  The group is backing a proposed state bill to provide property tax exemptions for such spending.  “Reducing carbon emissions is a public good,” says Rebny’s Steinberg.  “But we believe this law has lots of sticks and no carrots.  And we need carrots.”
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