
 

Oil and gas companies are seen as climate
villains, but we may need their expertise to
make green hydrogen a reality

March 2 2023, by Murray Shearer
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Think about oil and gas companies and climate change and chances are
you'll think dark thoughts. It's true Exxon Mobil had remarkably detailed
knowledge of global warming in the 1970s. Some seeded doubt by
funding climate denier organizations and scientists and invented 
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greenwashing. The current energy crisis has handed them windfall
profits. In fact, BP hit profits of A$40 billion last year, while scaling
back its green ambitions.

But these companies are not just going to disappear. Even after we stop
burning oil in engines, we will need oil and gas as raw materials for
plastics, glues, solvents, industrial chemicals and fertilizers. Eventually,
we'll find greener alternatives. But that will take decades.

Are they the enemy? They've certainly done a lot to slow down the shift
to clean energy. But this will—and is—changing. Inside some of these
companies, people know change will have to come. The companies
which embrace their role as broader energy and chemical companies will
make the transition first.

We'll also need their expertise and ability to handle uncertainty, risk and
large projects to make green hydrogen and green chemicals a reality.

Oil and gas over coal?

If you've been following climate change discussion, you'll have noticed
plans to phase out coal crop up a lot more often than plans to phase out
oil and gas.

That's because—for now—we're much more reliant on these
hydrocarbons. Firmed solar and wind can now take up the slack as aging
coal plants retire. But we're still a way off being able to avoid burning oil
or gas for transport or in industrial processes.

That means these companies will be with us for decades yet. But over
time, they will think of themselves less as fossil fuel extractors and more
as energy and chemical conglomerates, where oil and gas is a smaller
part of what they do.
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You're right to be skeptical. But there are legitimate signs of change.

Shell just bought into a green hydrogen megaproject in Oman, for
instance, where it will be the lead operator. Late last year, BP bought a 
controlling stake in Australia's largest renewable project, the Asian
Renewable Energy Hub. If built in its entirety, this project would
generate the equivalent of a third of Australia's 2020 electricity
production.

Oil and gas majors are well placed to make green
hydrogen and green chemicals

Hydrogen is tricky. The lightest element can diffuse through many
materials and escape. That makes storage and transport difficult.

But oil and gas companies are experienced in handling hydrogen. That's
because it's widely used in oil refineries to scrub sulfur out of oil and to
help crack heavy oil into lighter grades. In fact, it's so useful that most of
the world's hydrogen is used in oil production. At present, hydrogen is
usually made by breaking up natural gas, which means it contributes to
global heating.

But if we can figure out how to cheaply extract hydrogen from seawater,
this green hydrogen could sub in for fossil gas. For this to happen, we'll
need oil and gas majors on board. The realities of green hydrogen would
be daunting for most companies. Pipelines to transport it. Ways of
storing it. Tankers to ship it across the sea. Heavy engineering projects
with a high capital expenditure.
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Oil and gas companies have had to pioneer a great deal of new
technology to keep the fuel coming, given how much oil and gas has
already been tapped, shipped and burned. Take fracking, which was
invented out of necessity. Or the ability to drill for oil underneath
kilometers of seawater in places like the North Sea.

To have a chance of getting to net zero by 2050, we'll need scale. If
green hydrogen or ammonia is to actually be useful, we need lots of it.

How could oil and gas companies reinvent
themselves?

Not all oil companies are the same. Some will keep drilling for oil as
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long as there is demand. And state-owned oil companies such as Saudi
Arabia's Aramco are the main source of their country's wealth. It's hard
to see them changing.

But some will move to grasp the future. Many people inside these
companies can see very clearly where the world is going—and the risk of
going extinct if they do not reinvent themselves. The first movers are
likely to benefit the most, if they use their advantages to help the
transition.

At present, oil and gas companies make money by drilling, processing
and selling oil and gas to burn in engines. But as the clean energy
transition gathers pace, there will be new opportunities.

If one major oil company figures out how to do green hydrogen at scale,
they could take advantage of their integrated corporate network, from
production to transport to service stations or other consumer points.
Others might move into synthetic aviation fuel, or specialize in swapping
LNG tankers for hydrogen vessels.

Even after you displace dirty fuels from transport and power sectors,
there are many areas left over, such as chemical manufacturing.

Without fertilizers, we would have much lower yields from our farms.
It's estimated the equivalent of half the world's population relies on food
made possible by synthetic fertilizers. These come from natural (fossil)
gas.

Similarly, paints, varnishes, glues and plastics currently need
hydrocarbons as a feedstock. To replace these means changing the whole
chain.

Oil and gas don't exist in a vacuum
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Just last week, the European Union hit the symbolic target of EU€100
(A$157) per ton of carbon.

As carbon prices rise, it makes fossil fuel projects less attractive—and
will make the economics of many marginal projects in renewables, green
chemicals and hydrogen work.

You and I and most people alive have benefited from the intense energy
stored in fossil fuels. They've underpinned the huge advances in our
economies and technologies for over a century. But now the costs are
plain. So let's use all the tools we have available—even those wielded by
climate villains like oil and gas companies.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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