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The transition towards carbon-neutral chemical production is challenging due to the fundamental reliance of
the chemical sector on petrochemical feedstocks. Electrolysis-based manufacturing, powered with
renewables, is a rapidly evolving technology that might be capable of drastically reducing CO, emissions from
the chemical sector. However, will it be possible to scale up electrolysis systems to the extent necessary to
entirely decarbonize all chemical plants? Applying a forward-looking scenario, this perspective estimates how
much electrical energy will be needed to power full-scale electrolysis-based chemical manufacturing by 2050.
A significant gap is identified between the currently planned renewable energy grid expansion and the energy
input necessary to electrify the chemical production: at minimum, the energy required for production of
hydrogen and electrolysis of CO, corresponds to 24—54% of all renewable power that is planned to be avail-
Received 7th June 2022, able. To cover this gap, strategies enabling a drastic reduction of the energy input to electrolysis are being dis-
Accepted 12th November 2022 cussed from the perspectives of both a single electrolysis system and an integrated electro-plant. Several
DOI: 10.1039/d2ya00134a scale-up oriented research priorities are formulated to underpin the timely development and commercial
availability of described technologies, as well as to explore synergies and support further growth of the
rsc.li/energy-advances renewable energy sector, essential to realize described paradigm shift in chemical manufacturing.
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Introduction

Transition to carbon neutrality requires drastic changes to
happen in an unprecedently short period of time." Decarboni-
zation of chemical manufacturing is crucial for achieving Net
Zero 2050, as this sector is responsible for over 15% of all
industrial CO, emissions.” It is particularly challenging to
decarbonize the chemical industry due to its fundamental
reliance on the inputs of petrochemical feedstocks, used in
two dominant ways. First, petrochemical resources (e.g., natural
gas) are used as fuels for combustion, which is necessary to
produce thermal energy to drive the chemical transformations.
Secondly, feedstocks such as crude oil are being used as
starting materials for the production of bulk chemicals, and
the petrochemical-derived carbon becomes embodied in the
structures of the final products. If bulk chemicals are used to
produce fuels, this carbon load will soon result in CO, emis-
sions;> the same holds true for products with short life-cycles
such as plastics which are incinerated instead of being buried
in the landfills. While these emissions do not necessarily
happen within the physical boundary of the plant, they are a
direct consequence of manufacturing strategies deployed at the
production site (Fig. 1a).

To deeply decarbonize the chemical sector, we need to find a
sustainable replacement for petrochemical resources, which at
the same time delivers energy (through its chemical bonds), as
well as carbon and hydrogen necessary to build complex pro-
ducts. In this context, emerging electrolysis technology is parti-
cularly promising, as it uses electrical energy to drive chemical
transformations; this energy can be sourced in a renewable
manner. It also uses dilute, though naturally abundant materials
such as CO, and water as feedstocks to produce chemicals (e.g.
ethylene); hence it is capable of being a sustainable replacement
of petrochemical inputs to chemical manufacturing” (Fig. 1b). In
contrast to biomass-based methods used to produce chemicals,
electrolysis does not require to sacrifice arable land, which is
particularly scarce in some regions.’

Given this great promise and the significant R&D interest in
electrolysis,® this perspective scrutinizes the potential of this
technology to operate on scales necessary for the decarboniza-
tion of the chemical industry, focusing on the necessary energy
inputs for producing hydrogen and powering CO, electrolysis.
The analysis presented in this paper highlights the extremely
high, and so far likely underestimated, requirement for renew-
able power to drive scaled-up electrolysis. In response to this
challenge, diverse strategies allowing for up to two orders of
magnitude reduction of the required renewable power input are
briefly introduced. The authors discuss as well how to max-
imize the reduction of CO, emissions across the entire
chemical sector, operate electrolysis in synergy with renewable
energy production, and identify the features of electrolysis
technology which need to be developed to facilitate further
growth of the renewables sector. To the best of the authors’
knowledge, this is the first contribution that not only discusses
the challenges related to the scale-up of electrolysis systems,
but also highlights specific methods and pathways to address
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these challenges, providing the community with a concise
research guide.

Electrolysis types in chemical
manufacturing

Electrolysis technology is not completely unknown to chemical
manufacturing as it has been used since the 19th century for
production of chlorine and sodium hydroxide (chloralkali pro-
cess) and is widely deployed in the electrometallurgy of, e.g.,
aluminium and lithium.””® However, electrolysis-based methods
did not successfully penetrate other manufactures.'”"" Electro-
lysis technologies, which are currently investigated in the context
of carbon neutrality, focus mostly on hydrogen production and
CO, electroconversion to hydrocarbons. Hydrogen electro-
production is a relatively mature and scalable approach, avail-
able at a Technology Readiness Level (TRL) of 9 (operational
system) in alkaline-type'? or rapidly developing Polymer Electro-
lyte Membrane (PEM) electrolyzers.’*™*° Hydrogen generated by
electrocatalytic methods can replace natural gas used as the
thermal energy vector and can eliminate the emissions arising
from combustion of petrochemical sources, as long as the
electricity used for electrolysis is generated from renewable
resources. Importantly, the use of hydrogen as an alternative
fuel is reported to require only minor retrofits to the existing
furnaces, especially if hydrogen will be blended with some
amount of natural gas. This holds promise for reducing the
carbon footprint of chemical manufactures with a limited retro-
fit cost and shut-down time.?° Furthermore, renewably sourced
hydrogen can be subsequently used as a co-feedstock in the
catalytic production of hydrocarbons from CO,, with methanol
synthesis being a well-understood and scalable example of such
an approach.”’

Instead of deploying a two-step synthesis, renewably sourced
hydrocarbons can be produced in a single step by a direct
electrolysis of CO, to carbon monoxide, ethylene, methane,
ethanol or propanol.**>° This technology allows for a simpli-
fied deployment of modular units that can yield bulk chemicals.
Among different CO, electrolysis products, carbon monoxide/
syngas®® can be obtained from commercially available units
(TRL 9) which use high-temperature solid oxide cells;>” there are
also several start-ups working towards the scale up of CO, to syngas
in low-temperature stacks.”®*® Production of ethylene,>>***°
methane®’ and liquid fuels has been reported only on a
laboratory-scale so far, with significant interest in scale-up.®
From a commercial perspective, ethylene is a particularly
promising electrolysis product due its high price in certain
markets (Asia, European Union).>” It has been demonstrated
that there exist a large number of applications where ethylene
production by electrolysis could yield a remarkable economic
benefit,**** assuming electricity prices below $0.045 per kWh
and performance metrics currently demonstrated in laboratory
environments. In addition to that, there is an increasing
demand for green ethylene as a starting material for synthesis
of polymers, further used to manufacture carbon neutral
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Fig.1 CO, emissions from the chemical sector and pathways to their mitigation by electrolysis technologies: (a) scheme of a typical chemical
manufacturing plant, where petrochemical feedstocks are used to supply energy and starting materials, and (b) concept of a decarbonized manufacturing
by means of electrolysis; hydrogen from water electrolysis is supplied as an energy vector, and feedstocks for chemical conversion processes are
obtained by electrolysis of CO,. To reduce life-cycle CO, emissions, all electrolyzers need to be powered by low-carbon electricity. Performance
benchmarks?2%"~*! are cited here for the most investigated, scalable low-temperature electrolysis systems, based on gas diffusion electrode assemblies
for CO, electrolysis and PEM electrolyzers for hydrogen production. (c) Overview of current plans for adoption of hydrogen production by water
electrolysis across the European Union. Blue bars (left) depict the percentage of the EU natural gas demand that will be replaced with green hydrogen,
while orange bars (right) show the share of EU renewable energy that will be consumed to produce the hydrogen. Based on the current growth of the
renewables sector, it will not be feasible to scale up electrolysis to entirely replace e.g. natural gas inputs, as this would consume all renewable energy
planned to be available. Data sources.*8-50
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products (e.g. apparel, fashion accessories), gaining popularity
among climate-aware customers.**"*®

Renewable power required for
large-scale electrolysis

Taking into consideration how the chemical industry operates,
both hydrogen and CO, electrolysis products will be necessary
on large scales to provide carbon-neutral energy sources and
feedstock materials. With significant progress in the develop-
ment of all electrolysis processes described above, it is timely
to question if we are planning for a sufficient expansion of
renewable electricity grids to power these processes on the
scales necessary by 2050. Deploying a simple assessment and
assuming that all natural gas input to chemical manufactures*
shall be replaced with hydrogen, we quantified the required
hydrogen input (as it has different energy density than natural
gas), and consequently the necessary electrical energy to gen-
erate this amount of hydrogen (based on the forward-looking
electrolyzer efficiency of 85%). We compared the resulting
energy requirement (~5 x 10'° J per year) to the most ambi-
tious scenarios of renewables capacity expansion. Full-scale
hydrogen production would consume, at a minimum, 22-44%
of the total electricity generated from renewable resources
projected to be available by 2050 by the International Energy
Agency (“NZE scenario”)*’ and the International Renewable
Energy Agency (IRENA; “Remap case”).** Recently, IRENA
published an update highlighting the need for even faster
expansion of renewables,”> up to ~2.6 x 10*° J per year of
renewably-sourced electricity generated in 2050. In the light of
the most forward looking analysis published so far, the electrical
energy requirement for hydrogen production would account for
~20% of total electricity generation from renewables, and 110% of
electricity consumption allocated to all manufacturing industries.

A similar analysis was deployed to assess the power required
for electrocatalytic production of ethylene, on the scale neces-
sary to replace all petrochemically-derived ethylene used as a
starting material for chemical synthesis (185 Mt per year®®).
With a hypothetical electrolyzer efficiency of 85%, ~1 x 10 ]
per year of electrical energy would be needed, being 4-10% of
the planned electricity generation from renewable sources in
2050 (based on reports cited above** ™), and 22% of electricity
consumption in industry.*> Importantly, this assessment is
done based on current ethylene (and natural gas) consumption;
with growing population and needs across the food, health and
personal care sectors, the demand for raw materials will also
increase. We also did not include the energy requirement
towards CO, capture and product separations, which are cru-
cial to the CO,-based value chain*’ and must be driven using
renewably sourced energy to ensure carbon neutrality across
the entire life-cycle of chemicals and fuels.

In total, a minimum power consumption for production of
hydrogen and electrolysis of CO, would be >24-54% of all
renewably sourced electricity that is planned to be available,
leaving less than 46-76% capacity to power electrified
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transportation, commercial/public services, residential build-
ings, food production, data centres and other manufacturing
sectors beyond bulk chemical production. Therefore, even the
most ambitious plans on renewable power generation (at the
global level) might be not sufficient to allow for deep decarbo-
nization of the chemical industry by means of electrolysis and
will consequently be a rate-limiting factor in decarbonization
efforts.

We sought to understand this challenge also on a regional
scale and used European Union green hydrogen production
plans as a case study. Based on the agreed national plans for the
adoption water electrolysis by 2030,** we estimated how much
of the total natural gas demand in the EU*® will be replaced
with the hydrogen obtained by electrolysis. Subsequently, we
compared it with how much of the total EU renewable energy
produced’®® will be consumed by electrolysis (again, assuming
the best case scenario of high electrolyzer efficiency, Fig. 1c). In
total, only 4% of the EU natural gas demand will be replaced
with hydrogen obtained from electrolysis by 2030, at an expense
of the consumption of 3.2% of the available renewable energy,
with France, Germany and Italy being the main contributors to
the EU electrolysis capacities. Looking at a regional level, it
becomes even more apparent that at the current rate of the
growth of the renewables sector it will not be possible to fully
scale electrolysis technologies as production of hydrogen would
consume almost all available renewable electricity. Hence, we
need to plan the expansion of the renewable electricity produc-
tion much more boldly or (and) drastic reductions in terms of
the energy input to the electrolysis units. This perspective
proposes multiple emerging research areas which can yield
scalable technologies that respond to this challenge and allow
for production of chemicals and fuels with a minimized input of
renewable power. Given the scale of the problem, we focused on
technologies that have potential for drastic reduction of the
energy input (min. an order of magnitude) as these bold
improvements are necessary to pursue full-scale decarbonization
of the chemical manufacturing with a limited renewable power
budget.

Pathways to energy input reduction:
hydrogen

Drastic reduction of the energy input to hydrogen production
requires looking beyond the currently deployed chemistry. One
of the ways to reduce this input is to study other reactions than
water splitting, which is thermodynamically bound to min.
1.23 V energy input at standard temperature and pressure.
The energy-intensive anodic oxygen evolution reaction can be
replaced with electro-oxidation, which instead of pure water
uses liquid biomass derivatives, alcohols or amines®" (Fig. 2a).
As a result, the thermodynamic cell voltage requirement can be
drastically reduced®®”® (e.g. to 0.3 V). This drastic reduction of
energy requirement for hydrogen production can be a para-
digm shift in the large scale deployment of electrocatalytic
systems and at the same time allows generation of value-
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Fig. 2 Conceptual representation of exemplary strategies allowing for a drastic reduction of energy input to electrolysis processes, exemplified for
hydrogen production by means of: (a) combination with anodic oxidation, (b) co-production of hydrogen on the anode side, (c) incorporation of

enzymes, and (d) inclusion of solar radiation energy inputs.

added chemicals on the anode side (instead of the oxygen
stream, or CO, which would be the case if the biomass feed-
stock was completely oxidized).

Consequently, it is important to understand how to sustain-
ably source large quantities of the molecules which could be a
convenient anodic feedstock. Coupling hydrogen production
with industrial wastewater treatment is promising in this
regard. This concept was proposed by Qiu et al.>* for the case
of the pulping industry, which yields a wide range of carbo-
hydrate alkaline degradation products (CHADs), and such a
simulated waste stream was demonstrated to be a functional
feed for hydrogen production. Sustainably sourced alcohols are
also a feasible anodic input;® this pathway can be particularly
promising if ethanol could be sourced from waste streams from
biomanufacturing, as these industries are likely to scale up in
the upcoming decades. Wang et al>® further explored this
concept by proposing anodic oxidation reactions that also yield
hydrogen products; hence, the overall energy requirement is
decreased not only by a more thermodynamically favourable
anodic transformation, but also because of the increased
hydrogen output from the same unit (Fig. 2b). The limitations
in the scaling of the approach that involves the use of alter-
native feedstocks on the anode side are described in the
“Limitations of the study” section.

272 | Energy Adv, 2023, 2, 268-279

An interesting example of manipulating the anode-side
environment was reported by Dotan et al.>’ Their proposed
hydrogen production technology - electrochemically-thermally
activated chemical cycle (E-TAC) - separates electrolysis into two
steps. First, water is reduced on the cathode side to hydrogen, and
simultaneously water participates in the reaction of oxidizing the
anode (from Ni(OH), to NiOOH). Subsequently, the anode is placed
in hot water to allow for its reduction and the release of oxygen.
This arrangement allows production of hydrogen at 1.44-1.6 V
and deployment of reactors without membrane separators, as the
risk of creating an explosive mixture of oxygen and hydrogen is
mitigated by producing these gases in separate steps. Though an
order of magnitude reduction of energy requirement for electrolysis
cannot be achieved with this approach, it does provide excellent
advantages in terms of scalability and the technology is currently
commercially available (H2Pro>®), with a 600 MW production
facility being currently commissioned in Israel. The decoupling
scheme could in principle be deployed across other systems
discussed in this perspective.

Another possibility for reduction of the electrical energy
input is related to the inclusion of enzymes and the develop-
ment of combined electrochemistry-enzyme systems (Fig. 2c).
Enzymes have been extensively studied for their excellent
catalytic properties and as a sustainable replacement for

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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catalysts that would need to be otherwise mined, like e.g. noble
metals.”® In the field of hydrogen production, numerous
enzyme-—electroreduction systems were investigated for their
potential to deliver improvement in energy efficiency.®™%*
Hardt et al.®® reported an example of such enzymatic systems
(hydrogenase embedded in a hydrogel), allowing production of
hydrogen with only 12 mV overpotential.

Furthermore, system energy requirements can be reduced by
inclusion of additional energy sources beyond the externally
sourced electricity. This approach includes the use of bacteria,
which could produce electricity used to drive the electrochemical
reaction (like in microbial electrolysis cells); however, bacteria
emit CO, that will need to be captured and stored.®* Alterna-
tively, bacteria could be deployed for a direct hydrogen production,
which could be further intensified by combination with electro-
catalytic methods. Vasiliadou et al.®® described such an approach,
which combines the capacity of purple phototrophic bacteria to
produce hydrogen with electrochemical reaction on a working
electrode of graphite.

Another pathway to reduce external inputs of electricity to
electrocatalytic systems uses energy from sunlight by means of
photocatalytic systems, which has been demonstrated on a
scale of up to 100 m”> of the electrode surface®® (Fig. 2d).
However, these devices at present are much less productive in
terms of hydrogen output per surface area as compared to
solely electrical-energy powered electrolyzers (e.g. PEM); hence
extremely large reactors will be required to deliver the same
hydrogen throughout. Resulting high investment costs, along
with extended requirements for space and materials necessary
to build electrodes, highlight the need to focus on increasing
the productivity and to seek for widely available, or easily
recyclable electrode materials.®”

Pathways to energy input reduction:
CO, electrolysis

All pathways towards the reduction of energy input described
above are applicable not only to hydrogen production, but also
to CO, electrolysis.®® Na et al. scrutinized the possibility of
replacement of water feed on the anode side with different
organic waste streams leading to co-production of useful che-
micals on the anode side, and, most importantly, to a drastic
reduction in the energy input. Their analysis discusses the
opportunities to produce 13 different chemicals on the cathode
side and 20 on the anode side. Remarkably, combination of
CO, electrolysis to ethylene on the cathode side with glycerol
oxidation to formic acid on the anode side leads to reduction of
the full cell voltage from 1.15 V to 0.06 V°° (under hypothetical
100% efficiency). This two-orders of magnitude reduction in
energy requirement opens the pathway to electrolysis deploy-
ment at unprecedented levels.

Inclusion of enzymes,”® bacteria,”* and additional energy
sources’> has also been proposed for CO, electrolysis applica-
tion. Interestingly, there are also insights into combination of
some or all of these functionalities into one device, inspired by

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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the photosynthesis process. Possibilities of enzymatic electro-
reduction were studied to deliver carbon monoxide, formic acid
and methanol;”® promising findings in terms of energy input
reduction and excellent selectivity and stability were reported
for carbon monoxide production by carbon monoxide dehydro-
genase from Moorella thermoacetica.”* The energy barrier could
be further reduced by including the direct energy input from
solar radiation in photo-bio-electrocatalytic devices.”

Eliminating several sources of
emissions with the same energy input

Another approach to support the deployment of electrolysis is
to focus on mitigating several sources of CO, emissions with
one electrocatalytic device, increasing the amount of avoided
CO, emissions per unit of energy input to the processes. This
could be achieved by a direct, one-step CO, electrolysis to
complex molecules, with these being the final output of the
chemical manufacture (e.g. ethylene glycol). As a result, the
electrolysis enables bypassing the entire chemical plant, avoiding
CO, emissions from the use of petrochemical resources as energy
vectors and production feedstocks. Hence, there is no need to
separately invest energy to produce hydrogen and sustainably-
sourced hydrocarbon feedstocks; instead, a single power input,
along with CO, and water, will suffice for the operation of the
entire electro-plant. So far, this approach has been explored for
laboratory scale production of ethylene oxide, propylene oxide”®
and ethylene glycol.”” More research is necessary to extend this
portfolio, and, importantly, these insights should be incorporated
in devices applicable for large-scale electrolysis (gas diffusion
electrode assembly) instead of H-cell type electrolyzers preferred
for the convenience of laboratory studies.”® Ideally, the develop-
ment of electrocatalytic routes towards more complex chemicals
should be combined with any approach that reduces energy
requirements: use of enzymes or alternative anode-side reactions.

Synergistic support for renewables
expansion

Direct production of complex chemicals from CO, can also
support further investment in new renewable electricity projects
by providing a strategy to address the current limitations
towards the expansion of renewables: the high cost of power
transmission and battery storage.”® First, being able to produce
chemical products directly next to the power plant eliminates the
energy transmission cost; however, targeted products should
either be used locally, or be easily and safely transported.
Secondly, the ability to operate electrochemical processes in an
intermittent manner can also remove the need for costly and
material-intense battery storage, as the produced electricity
can be directly consumed on site only when it is generated.
Low-temperature electrolysis, itself, is perfectly suited to operate
only upon the availability of renewable energy, with start-up and
shut-down times in the range of seconds to minutes. However, to
deploy this concept, it is necessary also to run intermittently
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further transformations of the electrolysis product. This is
particularly challenging to achieve if one envisions e.g. further
conversion of hydrogen or syngas by means of high-temperature
catalytic methods which are associated with extended start-up
and shut-down times. Thus, the ability to directly produce
complex chemicals solves this problem, as no further chemical
transformations are necessary. The availability of such modular
electro-plants could foster the investment in new renewable
energy projects, well beyond what is currently planned to be
executed by 2050.

Emerging research priorities

Notably, all of the approaches described here have been verified
only on the laboratory scale, and their further development
needs to happen in a very short period of time. Therefore, it is
timely to review the research goals and formulate strategies that
will support an accelerated scale-up.

First, despite the fact that the most mature electrolysis
technologies (water splitting and CO, electrolysis with water
feed on the anode side) are much more energy intensive than
the alternatives discussed in this perspective, we should not
refrain from scaling up these higher TRL options and deploying
for commercial production of bulk chemicals. It has been
demonstrated that if well connected to the existing value chain,
these technologies can be economically viable with current
renewable electricity prices, even with no CO, taxation in
place.*® Use of the electrolysis on a large scale will yield unique
knowledge and experience, necessary to develop other systems.
Most importantly, scaling up these technologies now means
that by the time that alternative electrolysis approaches will
gain better understanding, large electrolyzers will be already

commissioned and integrated within chemical plants.
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Therefore, at that point in the future, it will be simpler and
faster to retrofit existing ‘“classical” electrodes by the more
energy efficient next generation of materials, or to deploy
alternative anodic feeds and energy co-sources (Fig. 3). This
parallel electrolysis scale-up, along with the expansion of the
renewable electricity, could allow meeting the goal of carbon
neutral production by 2050.

Equally important, we need a coordinated development of
the described technologies. Building up a common under-
standing of the experimental procedures for electrolysis char-
acterization will help to quantify the status of the development
of each electrolysis variant. To this end, standards and
protocols that detail the testing environment (e.g. reactor archi-
tecture, conditioning, operating conditions such as current
density and feed composition) are required. While protocols
for standardized testing of commercial water electrolyzers have
been proposed recently by the Joint Research Centre of the EU*'
and the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in the US,*>
further discussion is necessary to understand how to make these
protocols deployable for the assessment of less mature technol-
ogies, available on a laboratory scale. There is also an ongoing
discussion in the CO, electrolysis field regarding how to ensure a
precise product quantification through the test rig design,®?
how to test catalysts under the conditions relevant for industrial
application,”® and how much the performance of the catalyst can
be hindered by the use of suboptimal testing environments.®*
These examples highlight the importance of standardization in
the electrolysis field, and it will be crucial to define the structure
of a protocol covering all these aspects in one testing procedure.
Deploying such a protocol for every new material will conse-
quently facilitate transparent comparison between electrolysis
variants and understanding of related limitations. So far, rigor-
ous protocols have been proposed in the CO, electrolysis
field only for techno-economic analysis,®> and their availability

2050

Reduced
electrolysis
costs & further
industrial
deployment

Development of novel electrolysis methods with reduced energy bias

Standardization

Laboratory & extended Scale-up
demo stability ~5 kW
~10,000 hrs

Replacement
of existing
electrodes by
novel
materials

Large-scale
carbon neutral
chemical
manufacturing

Fig. 3 Proposed phases for the scale-up of electrolysis systems: in parallel, we need to scale and commission the most mature systems based on water
electrolysis and perform further research on energy-efficient alternatives described in this perspective. This will allow in the future for adopting already
deployed electrolyzers once better alternatives are developed and save time as opposed to a classical, consecutive scale-up approach. Proposed targets
related to the stability and scale-up were inspired by the reports for commercially available, small-scale hydrogen electrolyzers,®° and techno-economic
analysis for hydrogen production published by the National Renewable Energy Laboratory.**
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is likely to support the acquisition of funding for further
development.

We also need to anticipate scale-up challenges already
within the early laboratory tests and focus the research on
solving the critical problems towards the development of func-
tional systems. As such, we should test the operation of devices
with industrial streams, which might include some minor,
particularly challenging impurities. Running early-development
tests with e.g. waste water feeds for hydrogen production or CO,
from industrial source points for CO, electrolysis would help to
verify potential catalyst poisoning effects. While sourcing CO,
from an industrial emitter is feasible to be done by using bottled
gas, direct use of waste water is more restricted in research
facilities. Therefore, developing test units that could be distrib-
uted to e.g. waste water treatment plants for testing with ‘real”
streams should become part of an early development procedure.
Detailed insights into the durability of electrodes as well as
sourcing and recycling of materials for their construction will be
also pivotal to achieving ambitious scale-up goals. So far, the
stability of electrodes has usually been verified on the time scale
of hours to days, what needs to be increased by a factor of 100-
1000 to open commercially viable applications. Frequently,
stability studies are hindered by the lack of the infrastructure
suited for long-term testing, which will allow for a safe, unsu-
pervised execution of experiments involving production gases
such as hydrogen and carbon monoxide. Thus, the development
of well-sealed, thoroughly monitored and automatized set-
ups for electrolysis tests could support scrutinizing electrodes’
durability, which is particularly challenging in the CO,
electroreduction field.

While developing new electrolysis systems, it is also crucial to
balance the academic pursuit towards excellence with a practical,
hands-on approach. Though an idealistic 100% faradaic efficiency
(FE) towards a single product of electroreduction is an exciting
research goal, it might be more insightful to appreciate what is
the minimum FE necessary for a commercially attractive process
and prioritize the work towards functional though less selective
processes.

To further understand what is the minimum selectivity or
conversion of an electrolysis process that will yield a commer-
cially attractive application, we need to question how electro-
lysis will operate as a part of the established value chain.
Especially while thinking of electrolysis coupled with anodic
oxidation, a connection to specific waste stream will be
required, and electrolysis will deliver at least two different
products. It is crucial to consider the availability of these waste
streams, which varies locally, and will change with any trans-
formation of the chemical industry, as well the possibilities of
the use of anodic products. Therefore, it is reasoned to work
towards a wide portfolio of reactions that can be deployed to
produce hydrogen, and will allow to uptake various, locally
available waste sources and to deliver anodic side by-products
which will be easily separable and useful in the given environ-
ment. Overall, from the perspective of large-scale electrolysis
adoption, it might be more impactful to have access to less
optimized, but a wide range of electrochemical reactions

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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functional for e.g. hydrogen production, rather than having
sole access to thoroughly optimized water electrolyzers, which
will in any case require vast energy input.

Readiness for the industrial integration of electrolyzers
requires also more research in the area of separation technol-
ogies. Products which are accumulated in the catholyte (e.g
ethanol obtained from CO, electrolysis) or different products of
the anodic oxidation are typically highly dilute, as their high
accumulation would otherwise change the properties of the
catholyte/anolyte. The separations of these products might
have high energy footprints if performed by means of classical
approaches such as distillation.*” Therefore, there is a need to
investigate technologies less frequently adopted in the industry,
such as membrane separations, separation using ionic liquids,
or separation using new energy forces (for details, see e.g. the
database of intensified technologies®®), in order to unveil new
pathways to energy-efficient separations.

Last, we need to support the exchange of ideas and learnings
between the hydrogen production and CO, electrolysis fields.
There are fundamental similarities between these two systems;
however, the research frequently happens separately. The
deployment of unified testing protocols and standards might
also help to intensify this collaboration. It is important to
appreciate that, ultimately, we will likely need a portfolio of
water and CO, electrolysis options, rather than rely on one well
developed technology. The unavailability of these diverse and
scalable options that can suit production needs at a particular
manufacture increases the long-term risk of not meeting the
carbon neutrality goal.

Limitations of the study

The present analysis focuses only on the necessary power
inputs to electrolyzers and does not consider other energy
needs across the life cycle, such as the cost of CO, capture
and transport, inevitable for the electrolysis reactors that
operate with concentrated CO, streams.®” The large-scale
deployment of this technology would thus require a capacity
to pre-concentrate biogenic CO,, which, though abundant, has
a much lower concentration than industrial source points
(with an exception of some fermentation-based processes®®).
Consequently, the total energy requirement of future electro-
manufactures will be even higher, which further emphasises
the need to focus on the energy efficiency aspects. We antici-
pate that though significant improvements have been reported
in terms of the cost and scalability of direct air/biogenic sources
capture,® ensuring the availability of concentrated CO, will be
another challenge that the electrolysis community needs to
address; a country-wide analysis of biogenic CO, sourcing,
related challenges and research priorities has been recently
published by Badgett et al.’® The analysis provides a basis for
future planning of chemical manufacturing mainly based on
CO, inputs from direct air capture and scrutinizes the connec-
tion of these systems to the value chain and renewable elec-
tricity sources.
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Responding to the growing renewable power needs will also
come at a significant capital cost, which is not quantified in our
analysis. The investment in the manufacturing of solar
panels (or wind mills), construction and maintenance of the
new infrastructure for power distribution will strongly influ-
ence the feasibility of deployment of large scale electro-
manufacturing envisioned here.

Pursuing some of the described strategies for the minimized
energy input to hydrogen production will also require re-inventing
the way we optimize production processes on scale. Instead of
working with a single set of feeds and products, electro-
manufactures envisioned here will need to flexibly take up waste
streams with varying availabilities, as well as to be able to adjust
their production strategies to the fluctuating market demand for
the anode side by-products. Thus, in parallel to increasing the
TRL of electrolysis technologies, we also need to develop new
process design methods that will respond to the increasing
complexity of the supply chain. Such methods need to be capable
of optimizing production routes through various feedstocks, in
terms of both the cost and the sustainability of the overall process.
The availability of such planning tools on regional or even larger
scales could substantially contribute to the use of electrolysis as a
tool for circular, decarbonized manufacturing.
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