It Was Never About Emissions
Carbon capture technologies are about to get the nuclear treatment
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“The era of global warming has ended; the era of global boiling has arrived.” – Antonio Guterres
Propagandists have long understood the power of words, context, and framing to achieve political objectives. If executed with disciplined regularity, subtle semantic shifts can shape public opinion such that what was once considered common knowledge can quickly become dangerous Oldspeak. Given the trillions of taxpayer funds being earmarked for the so-called green energy transition, the motivation to control the climate narrative is exceptionally high. We see this in the evolution of the term “global warming” to “climate change” to “climate crisis,” each new moniker bringing with it more scientific flexibility than the last. With some parts of the world experiencing an unusually warm summer—a phenomenon that can likely be explained by the formation of a cyclical El Niño-Southern Oscillation—the United Nations Secretary-General just birthed the egregious, alarmist term “global boiling.”
Hysterics aside, we have recently noticed a subtle but determined effort to execute another semantic shift that lays bare the raw and ugly core of the Malthusian climate agenda. For decades, we were told that carbon emissions from the burning of fossil fuels were dooming the planet and that we needed to slow and then eventually eliminate the amount of CO2 released into the atmosphere. Now, with industry on the cusp of validating carbon capture and sequestration (CCS) technologies at commercial scale—an advance that would theoretically allow humanity to benefit from the life-nourishing energy fossil fuels provide while minimizing global emissions of CO2—environmentalists are throwing everything they have at stopping such developments in their tracks. As part of this coordinated effort, the word “emissions” is being purposely de-emphasized in Newspeak, replaced instead with “burning.” Read how YouTube currently contextualizes all videos on its platform that mention climate:
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To discover that emissions emanating from the burning of fossil fuels is the real issue to be dealt with, one has to click through to “learn more,” something we presume precious few people do. Lest you think we are reading too much into this nuanced framing, consider how the environmental outrage machine has been dialed up to unprecedented levels ahead of the 28th Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP28), set to be held in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) this November. The President of COP28, Sultan Ahmed Al Jaber, also happens to be Group CEO of the Abu Dhabi National Oil Company.  With the conference approaching, Al Jaber made clear his intention to put CCS technology at the center of the COP28 agenda. The resulting daily Two Minutes Hate has been epic (emphasis added throughout):
“The United Arab Emirates’ approach to the Cop28 climate summit it will preside over in November is ‘very dangerous’ and a ‘direct threat to the survival of vulnerable nations,’ according to the UN’s former climate chief.
Christiana Figueres, who was pivotal to the delivery of the landmark Paris climate agreement in 2015, also said the country holding the presidency of the UN summit could not put forward its own position and had to be neutral…
Figueres was responding to a speech by Al Jaber in which he said: ‘We must be laser focused on phasing out fossil fuel emissions, while phasing up viable, affordable zero carbon alternatives.’
That was widely interpreted to mean using carbon capture and storage (CCS) technology to capture CO2 emissions, and not completely phasing out fossil fuels themselves. ‘The fact that ‘emissions’ is in that sentence is very worrisome,’ said Figueres, on the Outrage and Optimism podcast she co-hosts.”
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We have always been at war with burning. Got it.
Contrary to how the industry is generally portrayed, commodity producers are among the most technologically sophisticated organizations on the planet. Each day, tens of thousands of scientists and engineers do the dizzying array of hard work that makes life easy for the rest of us, which makes our collective disdain for their efforts rather inexplicable. If you challenge these professionals to solve a difficult problem—like removing CO2 from the combustion products of fossil fuels and finding ways to permanently store it underground—they are likely to crack it. The vigorous opposition flowing from the Malthusians must mean their efforts are pretty close to the finish line.
With the support of the Biden administration, the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 (IRA) includes generous incentives for the development and commercialization of CCS technologies, and the industry is mobilizing to proliferate innovative solutions on a scale that could meaningfully reduce our CO2 emissions. Let’s take a tour of some of the latest advances, and ponder what we can expect in the months and years ahead.
We begin with two stubborn challenges that had previously made widespread adoption of CCS difficult. First, without valued-added uses for purified CO2, there did not exist an economic incentive to capture it. Although there is a need for CO2 in certain food and cold chain applications, these markets are thin when measured against the sheer volume of power plant emissions, and they are already well served by current chemical processes. Absent government mandates and incentives, abating such emissions would be a pure expense to power plant operators. Second, even if an economic incentive were to be created, there did not exist a network of pipelines capable of moving CO2 from power plants to where it might be needed. This created a conundrum, as the benefits of scaling deployment and climbing the learning curve were effectively impossible to realize.
Things began to change in the 1970s when utility was found for CO2 in enhanced oil recovery (EOR) applications. For each ton of CO2 injected, oil producers could extract several incremental barrels of oil, assigning a tangible value to the stuff. Following injection, “the CO2 can remain underground in the reservoir, and is thereby prevented from entering the atmosphere.” Interestingly, the US is blessed with large natural deposits of pure CO2, and the industry began specifically drilling for it to do just that—a cheaper option than retrofitting power plants for capture. Nonetheless, a valuable and sizeable market for CO2 was born, and companies like Denbury Inc. began building out pipeline networks to connect natural CO2 deposits to the oil fields that needed it.
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Against this backdrop—and as a sign of where the industry is undoubtedly headed—Exxon Mobil’s recently announced intent to acquire Denbury makes perfect strategic sense:
“Exxon Mobil Corp (XOM.N) on Thursday agreed to buy Denbury Inc (DEN.N) for $4.9 billion to accelerate its energy transition business with an established carbon dioxide (CO2) sequestration operation. The acquisition, which sent both companies' shares lower, gives Exxon ready-made CO2 transportation and highlights its bets on making carbon capture a profitable business. U.S. tax credits for reducing planet-warming gases have set off a race to build carbon capture sites...
Plano, Texas-based Denbury is an oil and gas producer that owns and operates a 1,300 mile CO2 pipeline network in the U.S., including pipelines that span the Gulf Coast's petrochemical industry heartland, where Exxon has sought to build a carbon hub. Jefferies analyst Sam Burwell estimated Exxon was paying $1.9 billion for Denbury's carbon capture infrastructure and $3 billion for its oil production.”
This left unresolved the question of how to induce power producers to capture CO2 from their flue gas. Enter the Inflation Reduction Act. As flawed as the IRA might be, it does include significant support for CCS, boosting “45Q federal tax credits for carbon that is captured and stored from $50 per tonne to $85 and roughly doubling the credit for carbon that is captured and used in oil fields or other industrial processes to $60 per tonne.” This regulatory push is catalyzing several retrofit projects, although the first few plants will likely need to be near existing CO2 pipeline infrastructure to be economically viable.
One company likely to benefit greatly from these developments is NET Power, which recently became publicly traded after completing a merger with a special purpose acquisition company headed up by the Rice family. In a piece we published in June called “Rice-A-$RONI,” we interviewed incoming CEO Danny Rice to learn about the opportunity NET Power represented. The company’s oxy-combustion process technology, which produces a pure stream of CO2 as part of its inherent design, alleviates the need for expensive and energetically intense carbon capture workflows. This should allow the company to build new natural gas power plants above areas identified as especially amenable to CO2 storage, capturing the full $85 per tonne credit. Rice emphasized these points during the company’s first quarterly earnings call last week:
“This oxy-combustion process produces three things, a whole lot of energy, carbon dioxide, and water. At this stage in the process, the carbon dioxide is in a dense phase, commonly known as supercritical state. Supercritical CO2 is a superior working fluid to spin the turbines blades to generate nearly 300 megawatts of clean electricity per hour and transmit it to the grid. With the power generated, we take the CO2 water mixture and reduce the temperature and pressure in order to remove the water, leaving us with a pure stream of CO2, nearly 900,000 tonnes per year, that is ready to be sequestered, no post-processing required. We believe this process to be the most cost-effective way to capture CO2 from gas power generation.”
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The NET Power Cycle | NET Power
Beyond capturing carbon from power plants, the industry is also developing so-called “negative carbon” technologies that remove CO2 from the air itself. While this seems like a giant waste of energy to us, researchers have made significant progress in developing the underlying science to make it possible. In a theoretical world where energy is free, having such processes fully dialed in could make sense, we suppose. Regardless of our views on the matter, there must be a tsunami of government money coming for direct air capture developers, because none other than Mr. Aw-Shucks himself is getting involved:
“Warren Buffett-backed Occidental Petroleum Corp. agreed to buy Canadian startup Carbon Engineering Ltd. for $1.1 billion as the oil producer expands its position as a leader in removing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.
Occidental will pay in cash and expects the deal to close before the end of the year, pending regulatory approvals, the Houston-based company said Tuesday. The US oil producer has partnered with Carbon Engineering for the last four years, using its technology for its West Texas-based Stratos project, set to be the world’s largest direct air capture plant by 2025.”
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We close by noting (and lamenting) two ironies made plain by these developments. First, a full renaissance with nuclear power would make much of the hubbub around carbon capture moot. If we built enough nuclear capacity, we could even power direct air capture on the side, moving currently out-of-reach Net Zero goals into the domain of plausibility. Second, Malthusians will violently oppose CCS precisely because it will enable the development of emissions-free fossil fuels. In their opposition, they will rely on tactics that have been honed over the decades and used to stymie the nuclear power industry to great effect. For all the excitement brewing in the CCS space, we suspect few entrepreneurs working to make all this happen are even remotely prepared for the coming assault.
It was never about emissions, you see. It was always about fewer humans.
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Climate change refers to long-term shifts in temperatures and weather patterns, mainly

caused by human activities, especially the burning of fossil fuels.
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