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U.S.

Former Energy Secretary Chu Joins Board
of Canadian Start-Up
By MATTHEW L. WALD DEC. 17, 2013

WASHINGTON — A Canadian company with a radically different approach to
capturing carbon pollution from power plants has won an influential endorsement
from Steven Chu, a Nobel Prize-winning physicist and a former secretary of energy,
who is joining the company’s board.

The company, Inventys Thermal Technologies, based in Vancouver, British
Columbia, will announce Dr. Chu’s appointment on Wednesday. Inventys has been
working in a crucial area that has been mostly neglected: capturing carbon dioxide
from natural gas.

The carbon dioxide is valuable in oil fields, and Inventys’ technology could also
help limit climate change. Natural gas releases only about half as much carbon
dioxide as coal per unit of electricity produced. But even that amount is triple what
would be required to meet President Obama’s goal of cutting carbon output by 80
percent by midcentury.

Dr. Chu said in a telephone interview that the chemical process for carbon
capture that has been most widely tested, called amine chemistry, was so expensive
that “we need better ideas.”
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Inventys instead uses a ceramic material on a drum that rotates inside
smokestacks. Carbon dioxide sticks to the ceramic’s surface, but only weakly, in a
process that André Boulet, one of the inventors of the technology and chief executive
of Inventys, said resembles static cling.

That is an advantage. Dr. Chu said, because “you want it to be more loosely bound”
so the carbon dioxide can be more easily separated from the ceramic material.

As the drum rotates, the surface is exposed to steam, which washes off the
carbon dioxide. A test rig in Vancouver, at a boiler running on natural gas, is
capturing carbon for about $15 a ton, Mr. Boulet said. That is less than a quarter of
the cost of the amine system.

In contrast, amines — a class of chemicals related to ammonia — are sprayed
into gas coming out of coal furnaces. The amines bind strongly to the carbon dioxide,
but separating it from the amines requires a lot of energy and can consume 30
percent of a power plant’s output. The Inventys backers say its technology will use 5
to 10 percent.

Inventys says it has kept costs low by borrowing the drum’s design from a
technology already used in power plants for heat transfer.

In either an amine system or a ceramic system, there is an additional cost for
compressing the carbon dioxide so that it can be shipped by pipeline or moved
underground for storage. That adds $15 or $20 a ton. Recent demonstrations of
amine technology put the total costs of carbon dioxide and compression at $80 to
$100 a ton, a price that Inventys hopes to substantially cut.

“If you can get it to be in the scale of $40 or $50 a ton, that’s O.K.,” Dr. Chu
said. “That’s not going to send electricity prices through the roof.”

The complete process is called carbon capture and storage, known as C.C.S. But
if the carbon can be captured at sufficiently low cost, it is not waste; it can be sold at
a profit to oil drillers, who use it to force oil out of the ground. As the price of oil has
risen, so has the market price of carbon dioxide.
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Inventys has designed its system with profit in mind. The amine system can
remove 90 percent of carbon from smoke, but Inventys captures a smaller fraction,
70 to 85 percent, choosing a level that produces the lowest cost per ton.

The Inventys technology has been demonstrated so far only on a small scale,
which makes independent experts cautious.

“If what they’re saying is true and their calculations are right, it has some
promise,” said Victor K. Der, the North American operations manager of the Global
CCS Institute, a nonprofit group. But, he added, “everything looks good on paper.”

Dr. Chu, who served as energy secretary during Mr. Obama’s first term, has
often said that controlling greenhouse gases would require breakthroughs in
technology, not just new rules and taxes. He said he accepted a seat on the Inventys
board because he thought its technology had a good chance of succeeding.

“If I thought there was no chance of it working, my compensation in stock
options wouldn’t be worth anything,” he said.

Since leaving office in April, he has joined just one other board of directors. He
would not identify the company, but said it was in biofuels.

A version of this article appears in print on December 18, 2013, on Page A16 of the New York edition with
the headline: Former Energy Secretary Joins Canadian Firm.
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