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We’re Going to Need a Plan B

By Steve Huntoon

Let me give it to you
straight:

#1 - climate change is
a global threat;

#2 - humanity isn't
going to cut carbon
emissions enough to
contain it.

Most people agree on
#1 so let's focus on #2.
There are many reasons for #2, first and fore-
most it’s the ultimate “free rider,” aka “tragedy
of the commons,” aka “negative externality”
problem. It boils down to this: Each nation
incurring costs to reduce its carbon emissions
gets some small percentage of the overall
benefit to humanity from doing so. So each
nation’s cost to its citizens and to its economy
is relatively high, and its share of benefit is
relatively low.

Given we haven't solved this problem

within nations, like our states where 60% of
emissions come from states without climate
goals,! it's naive to think we can solve this
problem among nations. For all the happy
talk at international conferences like COP26,
nations are going to continue to pursue their
national interests.
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Global Reality Check

Asia now represents 74% of world coal elec-
tric generation, and it's increasing there with
no end in sight.? Asia is planning 600 new
coal plants.®

And consider the developing world where
people face personal existential crises

every day — do we ask them to forgo fossil
fuels that have been, and remain, critical to
emerging from poverty?* Developing nations
face many crises, not just climate change, as
Daniel Yergin and others point out.”

There are strategic resource limitations as
well. Current production of strategic minerals
for batteries to back up intermittent resourc-
es, and to electrify transportation, is a pit-
tance of what is needed, and these minerals
tend to be located in problematic nations.¢

And we haven't untangled the importance
of fossil fuels in agriculture (fertilizer), and in
plastics, among other essentials of modern
life.” Did | mention the insane closure of
nuclear plants?®

And lest we forget, aggressive carbon emis-
sion goals by a given nation are a chimera

if the consequence is the departure of
energy-intensive industries to less-committed
nations.”

What is the biggest sobering item from the
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latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) report released April 4? My
nomination is: “The report says that to avoid
more than 1.5 degrees C of warming, global
emissions must peak before 2025 and then
fall by 43% before 2030, compared with
2019 levels” 1°

Not happening.

On the Home Front

The American people aren’t going to stand for
big electricity cost increases, degradation of
electric reliability or NIMBY siting issues. We
already are seeing pushback on electric rate
increases in California.** We were reminded
by Texas last year that the populace will not
tolerate outages. And we have huge NIMBY
siting issues, not just for large transmission
projects,*? but also for large wind and solar
projects.*®

Not to mention our “own goals,” like the solar
panel antidumping investigation." And the
new NEPA rules,' exacerbating the existing
ones,' which will sabotage many more re-
newable projects than fossil fuel projects.*’

Lord, help us. Because we can't help our-
selves.

The Coffee

So where are we? We need to wake up and
smell the coffee: Plan A ain’t happening.

We need a Plan B: Solar geoengineering. This
is adding particles, like calcium carbonate
(think white sands of Hawaii), to the strato-
sphere that would reflect more sunlight and
thus reduce global warming. It wouldn’t take
much extra reflection, as the IPCC stated in
last month'’s report: “Simple calculations and
climate modelling studies show that about
2% extra solar irradiance reflected away from
Earth ... would suffice to offset global mean
warming from a doubling of the CO, con-
centration.” ® Doubling is much less than the
actual increase in CO, concentration from the
pre-industrial period to now.*

Bottom line according to the IPCC? “Mod-
elling studies suggest that it is conceptually
possible to achieve multiple climate policy
goals by optimally designed SRM [geoengi-
neering] strategies.” %°

Last year a blue-ribbon committee of the
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering
and Medicine recommended that the U.S.
spend about $100 million to $200 million
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researching this over the next five years.?!

If you look at only one of the footnoted
materials for this column, please make it this
National Academies report.

The reaction in some quarters has been out-
rage. The most organized opposition is from
those who oppose even research, making
three main arguments: (1) the risks are poorly
understood and can never be fully known; (2)
Plan B would delay/discourage Plan A (“moral
hazard”); and (3) the “global governance
system” is unfit to develop and implement the
necessary agreements for deployment.??

Let’s take these up. Regarding objection #1,
the uncertainty of the risks, that’s of course a
reason to do research. This just in, we humans
have been meddling with Earth for about
150,000 years without understanding the
risks, much less fully understanding the risks.
And could the risks of geoengineering be
bigger than climate catastrophe?

Regarding objection #2, the moral hazard
argument, this is akin to opposing adaptations
to climate change (e.g., seawalls) because
their sheer existence reduces the urgency

of cutting carbon emissions. Or opposing
seat belts because people drive faster. Or
opposing COVID vaccine research because it
would discourage mask wearing. And, again,
we need to recognize that nations’ individual
decisions are not going to be determined by
whether geoengineering might or might not
work.

Regarding objection #3, the alleged unfitness
of the “global governance system” to de-
ploy geoengineering, this begs the question
doesn’t it? If nations can't get it together for

*https:/www.economist.com/unite
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geoengineering at a cost of $250 billion to
$2.5 trillion through 2100 (depending on the
scenario chosen),?® how on Earth could these
same nations get it together to transform
virtually everything at a ballpark cost of $275
trillion through 2050724

Those who support research on geoengineer-
ing acknowledge that maybe we're just buy-
ing needed time for technology, mitigation
and adaptation to catch up.> Or maybe it's

a permanent offset to carbon emissions that
can be managed effectively. Nobody knows.

Instead, some environmentalists went into
overdrive to stop — not just geoengineering
itself — but any research into it.

What About a Plan C?

There is no realistic Plan C. As The Atlantic
just said: We have two impossible paths to
avoid the worst of climate change.?®

The Atlantic identifies two impossible paths:
(1) a collapse in global energy usage, and

(2) massive carbon removal from the atmo-
sphere. Regarding energy usage reduction, it
gives an example with vehicles where instead
of world-wide vehicles increasing from 1.3
billion now to 2.2 billion by 2050, they would
actually decline to 0.85 billion by 2050. Not
a chance.

As for carbon removal from the atmosphere,
the cost is huge, 6X to 20X the social cost

of carbon, comparing the technology’s cost
estimate range of $300 to $600/metric ton,?’
with the Biden Administration’s social cost

of carbon of $51/metric ton.”? The IPCC
estimates in one scenario that 6 billion tons
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would need to be removed from the atmo-
sphere every year to 2050 to meet the 1.5
degree goal,® so that translates into $67.5
trillion. If the newly announced Frontier
initiative were successful in reducing the cost
to $100/ton,* it would still take $15 trillion.
Nations could pass the hat for that $67.5
trillion, or $15 trillion, but the track record for
raising even relatively tiny sums is pathetic.®?

What about new nuclear? Lazard says

new nuclear has a capital cost midpoint of
$10.3MM/MW and a levelized energy cost of
$167/MWh 32 more than 3X the social cost
of carbon. Vogtle in Georgia is a slow-motion
train wreck | wrote about five years ago.®®

But perhaps smaller, “modular” nuclear? To
take an example, TerraPower says its first Na-
trium 345-MW reactor will cost $4 billion —
with taxpayers on the hook for half of that.®*
By the way, $100 billion has been spent over
six decades on this “advanced” sodium-cooled
nuclear technology, to generate roughly O
MWHh (sodium does not play well with water
or air).*> And the project is now in limbo be-
cause the only existing source for the specific
nuclear fuel is Russia.®

Hope Is Not a Plan

Is it better to bury our heads in the sand in-
stead of getting some answers? To condemn
humanity to a global threat by ruling out even
research on a Plan B?

“We all have to take a chance. Especially
if one is all you have!” Capt. James T. Kirk,
Tomorrow Is Yesterday, 1967.

Let's give geoengineering a chance. B
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Staying on top of the trends and policy changes in the wholesale energy mafket is a mighty challenge. That's whi you subscribe to
RTO Insider. Offering unlimited access to comprehensive coverage, timeély unbiased reporting and information delivered directly from

reporters inside the room at almost all RTO/ISO meetings, RTO Insider makes staying informed and preparéed effortless.
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