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Introduction

(as carbonaceous material) by plants, and over the past

billions of years some of this plant material has been
converted by geological processes to coal and oil. These fos-
sil fuels and the current carbonaceous biological materials
represent energy reserves, and this energy is in the form of
chemical potential.

Unlocking this chemical potential as best as we can means
using and transforming energy efficiently. Hence, if we do
not develop processes to effectively unlock this chemical
potential, we produce more carbon dioxide for a given
amount of product (whether it be fuel, electricity or chemi-
cals). If we do not use this chemical potential when the
transformations are taking place it is lost forever. Effectively
utilizing this chemical potential and limiting carbon dioxide
and other greenhouse gas emissions presents significant chal-
lenges and opportunities for chemical engineers. In this arti-
cle we will discuss a systems approach to increasing process
efficiency, reducing energy usage and limiting greenhouse
gas emissions. Recent theoretical tools are discussed that
allow one to look at the chemical plant as a whole, and,
thus, identify more efficient ways to run chemical processes.

The available strategies for reduction in carbon footprints
were discussed by Sheppard and Socolow.' They looked at
carbon capture and sequestration but made the point that
there were other issues that needed to be addressed. In par-
ticular, process efficiency and carbon dioxide emission
reduction were mentioned, which are largely the domain of
chemical engineering.

S ome of the sunlight reaching earth is stored chemically
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Careful design and operation of chemical plants can lead
to reductions in waste generation, work consumption and
carbon dioxide emissions. If the generation of pollutants can
be minimized at the source one reduces the need for extra
materials and extra equipment used in subsequent purifica-
tion steps. In many cases, progress is hindered by a lack of a
quantitative description of what is the highest efficiency,
least amount of energy (heat and work), or lowest amount of
carbon dioxide that can be achieved for a particular process.
Without being able to answer such simple questions it is
hard to make good decisions.”

A chemical plant is a complex system made up of many
units each of which have their own operating conditions
and constraints. Chemical engineering has traditionally
looked at the plant as a collection of these units.>* The
way these are put together into a flow sheet is usually via
experienced designers who, since the advent of the com-
puter, use simulation packages to try to optimize the oper-
ating conditions. There have been attempts to automate
flow sheet design by defining superstructures that include
many units with complex interconnections. Mathematical
programming is then used to solve for the optimum flow
sheet.>®” These are very large and complex problems, and
one is often not sure the program has converged to the
best solution or that the original superstructure was rich
enough. Thus, the question that often remains is, was there
a better flow sheet? Is there one that can use less energy
or work and emit less carbon dioxide? In order to be able
to come up with an optimum flow sheet new tools are
needed to be able to synthesize and compare different flow
sheets. One may ask how this state of affairs came about
and how are we to remedy it?

Another approach involves utilizing physical and thermo-
dynamic principles to set targets prior to synthesizing a flow
sheet. Pinch analysis in one of the most well known means
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of setting targets.® It is based primarily on the first law of
thermodynamics. Initially pinch analysis was applied to the
synthesis of heat exchanger networks for fixed processes
(processes with an existing mass and energy balance).
Based on the mass and energy balance, targets for the min-
imum energy consumption can be determined ahead of the
detailed design of the heat exchanger network. In recent
years, the use of pinch analysis has become much more
extensive.” It has been applied to utility targeting, low
refrigeration system design, distillation column profiles,
cogeneration systems and total site integration, emission
targeting and batch process integration.'!" Another impor-
tant development was the synthesis of mass exchange net-
works (MEN).'> The purpose of these mass exchange net-
works is to transfer certain species from a set of rich
streams to a set of lean streams. Mass exchangers are units,
which employ mass separating agents in a countercurrent
fashion to effect a transfer of wastes from a waste stream
to the mass separating agent (for example, absorbers, strip-
pers, ion-exchange units). The MEN concept has been
extended to solve a much broader range of problems,
including pollution prevention and water and wastewater
minimization. ™

How the individual units and subsections of a chemical
plant and their operating conditions interact is not so well
understood. If we are to try to identify these interactions
and the consequences for improved operation of the plant,
in particular energy and work utilization and carbon dioxide
emissions, new tools that can look at the plant as a whole
have to be developed. Instead of looking at the plant with a
microscope and focus on optimizing equipment we need to
use a telescope and focus on the chemical plant as a system.
Thus, before deciding whether we can transform a plant that
is say 60% carbon efficient to 65% efficient we should be
able to answer the question, can we make it 100% carbon
efficient or even 120% carbon efficient, i.e., actually con-
sume carbon dioxide in the process. This article looks at
some of these developments and how they can and should
be used to increase process efficiency and thus reduce car-
bon dioxide emissions.'>'®!7!819 In the first instance one
would like to understand, for a process, what is the best that
one is able to achieve (for instance, minimum energy or
work flows or carbon dioxide emissions) for a particular
chemical plant? We call this the target for the process. If
we are in a position to calculate these targets we will be in
a position to compare different flow sheets on a consistent
basis.

We will illustrate what can be done via a case study. Let
us assume we are to make methanol from methane and see
how we may go about synthesizing such a process and see
how the decisions we make either consciously or by default
affect the carbon dioxide emissions. We choose this as a
case study because it is fairly simple in principle, but rich
enough to show many of the benefits of computing targets.
Clearly if we are to calculate targets for a new process we
want to do this with the minimum of information and not
spend too long doing this. For an established process we
would also like to be able to assess what has caused our car-
bon dioxide or other emissions to be higher than the target,
and, thus, try to assess what actions, if any, we can take to
reduce them.
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Tools

The tools that can be used to evaluate a process are essen-

tially four."”** These are as follows:
1. The process mass balance.

2. The process energy balance.

3. The process work balance. This is based on entropy
and Gibbs energy.

4. The thermodynamics of the reactions in the system
through the method of Solvay clusters.

The information needed to use these tools are the molecu-
lar masses, enthalpies and Gibbs energies of formation and
the heat capacities of the substances involved. For most
common substances these data is usually available in data-
bases. Even though mass and energy balances are commonly
used in designing chemical processes, the way they can be
used to do process synthesis is somewhat different from the
traditional approach. The question is not what is the mass
balance for the plant? Rather we ask what we would like the
mass balance to be. This will become clearer in the case
study.

Although the first law of thermodynamics (or energy
balance) can provide one with a target for the minimum
energy requirement (in terms of heat and work), it has its
limitations in that it does not allow one to differentiate
between different forms of energy, and does not allow
one to determine if the energy is being used efficiently.
The use of the second law of thermodynamics, in conjunc-
tion with the first law is more useful for analyzing chemi-
cal processes. It has been successfully applied in analyzing
and improving existing flow sheets.”'****?* Unfortunately,
its use in the synthesis and design of processes has not
been extensive.

If we consider a chemical plant operating in an ambient
environment where all the mass and energy flows are
accounted for, we can consider this to be our universe. If
the plant is to operate at all, the second law of thermody-
namics insists that the entropy change must be greater than
or equal to zero, where zero refers to a reversible process
and is the limit of operation. This can be shown to be equiv-
alent to the Gibbs energy for the process being less than or
equal to the work added to the process.”> If we add more
work than is necessary and do not recover it we degrade
this work and waste energy, and the usual consequence of
this is we emit more carbon dioxide than is necessary. This
is because in order to make up for this unutilized (lost)
work, we needed to have burnt some fuel. Thus, the second
law provides us with a feasible target, to try to achieve,
in order to increase efficiency and reduce carbon dioxide
emissions.

Now it is extremely unlikely that any particular process
will initially be close to reversible. Furthermore, even revers-
ible processes may need work to be added or removed from
the process, and one will almost certainly also have to either
add or remove heat from the process. It, therefore, makes
sense to first ask if we can either supply or remove the
required work with this heat. Remember that the work con-
tent or quality of the heat depends on its temperature, thus,
in order to assess the work content of a stream we need to
know its temperature. Or looking at this in reverse we may
ask what must the temperature of the stream be in order to
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Table 1. Process Mass, Enthalpies, Gibbs Energies and
Carnot Temperatures for Processes 1 and 2

AH]’H’OCESS AGPI’OCCSS Tcarnol
Process Mass Balance (kJ/mol) (kJ/mol) (K)
1. CHyp)+Hx0q) — 122.03 121.58 80811
CH;0H;, 4 Hyg
2. CHygy + 12 Osg) — —163.81 —115.55 1012

CH;0H;,

match the heat and work requirements of the process, and,
thus, without adding extra work, make it reversible. Putting
in or removing heat at a temperature other than ambient is
analogous to using a heat engine to supply or remove the
work we require to run the system reversibly. This tells us
that we can view a chemical plant as a heat engine.'”

By looking at the overall process we may come up with a
scheme where the reactions we propose are not thermo-
dynamically feasible or do not give us the product we
require in the correct proportions. The method of Solvay
clusters can be used to solve this problem. This will also
help us to decide and understand why certain processes can-
not be done in a single step but must be broken down into
multiple steps. This again involves the idea of a heat engine.
This point should again become clearer from the case study.

The main reason for doing a case study is that it is easier
to illustrate the ideas and the methodology than to stipulate
a set of guidelines to use these methods.

Case Study

Let us suppose we have a natural gas feed that we will ap-
proximate as methane and we wish to make methanol from
it. We suppose we will use as our source of oxygen either
air or water. In the former case it is only the oxygen that
enters the process mass balance although if we do not
remove the nitrogen it will act as a diluent. The process
mass balances are given in Table 1. There are other possible
mass balances including linear combinations of the two in
Table 1, but we will not consider them here as we assume
we only have access to oxygen and water as feed materials.
We note these are the mass balances for the entire process,
and do not necessarily represent individual reactions occur-
ring in the process.

Let us consider a simple process where both the feed to
the process and the products from the process are at ambient
conditions (both pressure and temperature). In this case our
energy balance for the plant is

AI—Iprocess =0+W (D

where AHqcess i the enthalpy change of the process from
feed to products, Q is the actual heat added to the process, and
W is the work added to the process.

The work balance (or G balance) becomes

AGprocess -W S 0 (2)

where AGocess is the Gibbs energy change of the process
from feed to products.
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The first thing we note is that Process 1 (see Table 1)
needs a lot of heat to be added to it as it is an endothermic
process. In order to add this heat we might need to burn
some of our methane. This would need to be taken into
account in our overall mass balance as it would effectively
be producing carbon dioxide. In order to perform a proper
analysis of the plant it is imperative to take into account the
carbon dioxide emissions of the utilities such as electricity,
even if they are imported, and, therefore, do not at first sight
appear to be an integral part of the plant. The point is that
for instance the electricity would not have been made if we
did not need it, and, therefore, its emissions are part of our
responsibility.

Furthermore as it stands Process 1 is also not a feasible
mass balance for the plant as it has a AGpocess With a posi-
tive value. One would need to add very large amounts of
work to make it possible as it stands. Let us not discard Pro-
cess 1 as we could envisage it to be part of a more complex
process.

Because we have spare hydrogen in Process 1 we could
envisage burning it to produce the energy we need

Hz(g)+1/202(g> = HZO(]) (3)

This supplies 285.84 kJ/mol of heat, which is more than
enough for the energy requirements for the process as evi-
denced by the value of AHcess (see Table 1). Furthermore,
this provides 237.13 kJ/mol of work as compared to the
121.58 kJ/mol required for Process 1. We further note that
we now have water as the product of the process given by
Eq. 3 and we need water as a feed for Process 1, thus, we
can recycle the water and if we do this we get the process
shown in Figure la. What we have done is to achieve the
overall mass balance of Process 2 (see Table 1) without try-
ing to oxidize the methane directly. This now has the mass
balance of Process 2, and, thus, is overall exothermic and so
no external heat needs to be added and it also has a feasible
(negative) AGprocesss We do, however, note that Process 2
produces a lot of excess heat and work and we would like to
be able to use these.

One can use linear programming'® to show that in princi-
ple one can produce a plant that makes hydrocarbons (repre-
sented as —CH,—), as well as methanol in a plant that pro-
duces zero carbon dioxide emissions and is feasible
(AGprocess = 0) and produces 38 kJ/(mol of methane feed) of
exothermic heat. Such a plant is shown in Figure 1b, and the
overall mass balance is given in Eq. 4

CH, + 0.483H,0 + 0.483C + 0.2580,
= CH3OH + 0.483(—CH,—) (4)

It is an exciting prospect to realize that by combining
plants one can potentially make significant savings in carbon
dioxide emissions. Of course how one designs such a plant
in detail is not yet clear, but what this gives is a target
against which to evaluate a more detailed design.

Getting back to our original processes we may ask the
question, by adding heat at some temperature is it possible
to match the heat and work requirements of the system. One
can show that Eq. 5 can be derived for this situation'’
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(a) Process 2
CH, ! CH,OH
- | Process1 .
4
H 20 work " lat Hz
Combustion
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0.517 H;0 Combustion 0517 H,
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-CH,- production
0.483C - 0.483 {CH,-
e e e B i)
i Heat remawed 38 klfmol

Figure 1. (@) A process not using direct oxidation of the
methane to methanol that achieves the same over-
all mass balance, and (b) plant structure target for
maximum feasible combined production of metha-
nol and hydrocarbons with no carbon dioxide pro-
duction, using process described in Figure 1a as a
starting point.

T
AGprocess (TO) + TOSgenera[ed = AGprocess(TO) (1 - ?0> (5)

For a reversible process Sgencrated 18 zero and so we have a
relationship between AH | ocess and AGprocess With our only
free variable being 7. The temperature at which this relation-
ship holds is called the Carnot temperature. For Processes 1
and 2 the Carnot temperatures are shown in Table 1. Clearly
the Carnot temperature for Process 1 is not feasible, while
that for Process 2 is quite high but in principle possible.

What we have not done up to now is to evaluate the feasi-
bility of the process in terms of the actual reactions that
might take place. In order for a reaction to take place to a
reasonable extent we would need the equilibrium to be
favorable. Thus, we need the Gibbs energy of reaction, AGg
< € where € is some small positive number. We can then
use this fact to try to assess what reactions are thermody-
namically possible. What the method of Solvay clusters does
is break the reaction species up into collections of species
that all satisfy the same atom balances and plot AG for each
Solvay cluster vs. temperature for each of these clusters.”® If
these lines cross then we have a temperature range to one
side where the reaction is possible and a temperature range
to the other side where it is not. If they do not cross then
one of the clusters is not thermodynamically favored to form
from the other.
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We can easily understand this by drawing the diagrams
for the reactions for the two previous processes (see Figure
2). For Process 2 the results are shown in Figure 2b. The
line labeled CH4 + 1,0, represents the AG of these compo-
nents as a function of temperature. Similarly the line labeled
CH;OH represents the value of AG for this component. Both
CH,4 + 150, and CH;0H are Solvay clusters as they contain
all the same atoms as do all the other clusters (CO +2H,
and 34CHy + 1/4(CO, + 2H,0)) shown on the diagram.
From the diagram it is clear that going from methane and
oxygen to methanol has a negative AGy as the curve for
CH, + 150, is always above that for CH;OH. There, is,
therefore, the possibility of making methanol directly from
methane and oxygen, but a catalyst that can do this with
high selectivity has not yet been found. An examination of
the CH, + 140, and 3/4CH,4 + 1/4(CO, + 2H,0) clusters on
the diagram shows that if we start with methane and oxygen
and allow some of the methane to go to carbon dioxide and
water, this is even more favorable (than going directly to
methanol), namely has an even lower AGg. However, we
can see that at a high enough temperature (above about
630°C—see point A on Figure 2b) the CO +2H, cluster
becomes favored over the 3/4CH; + 1/4(CO, + 2H,0) clus-
ter. If the CO +2H, cluster is now taken to a low enough
temperature (below about 140°C—see point B on Figure
2b), and using a catalyst that would not favor carbon dioxide
and water production one can make methanol. This would
be a two step process where we start with CH4 and O, and

(a) °
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£ 100 CH{OH + H,

=

= -150

E 200 _CQ+ 3H:

w g

8 250 /‘
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Figure 2. Plot of AG vs. temperature for the Solvay clusters
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first produce CO and H, (syngas) at high-temperature, and
then produce CH3O0H at low-temperature.

We can repeat the analysis for Process 1 and the results
are shown in Figure 2a. Here it is not in principle possible
to do the reaction in one step as AGg is positive, but the
two step process is very similar to that for Process 2. Here,
the two-step process involves starting with CH4 and H,O
and producing CO and H, at high-temperature and then pro-
ducing CH;0H and H, at low-temperature.

We may ask why is it that the two-step process in the latter
case is now feasible. This is because if we examine it closely
we see that we have a high-temperature endothermic process
followed by a low-temperature exothermic process. We can
deduce this from the slopes of the lines for the Solvay clusters
as these slopes are given by the Gibbs-Helmholtz equation
whose sign is determined by the enthalpy of reaction, AHp.
Putting in heat at a high-temperature, and removing it, a low-
temperature is nothing more than happens in a heat engine. In
this case, instead of the work being removed as shaft work it
goes into supplying the work that the process needs to make it
feasible. This work is not put in as shaft work and so does not
appear directly in the G balance, however, the heats that sup-
ply this virtual work do appear in the energy balances. This
idea of a chemical plant being viewed as heat engine is a very
powerful one and will be explored further.

What we now have is a process that instead of having just
a single temperature in which we add or take away heat has
two such temperatures. In principle we could look at proc-
esses with three or more temperatures, but the more of these
we have the more irreversibilities we are likely to have, and
so we should probably stay with those with the smallest pos-
sible number.

Practical application

We can see that the ideas that have been used can lead to
targets for a process. How do we use these? Clearly we
would like to compare real or proposed processes with these
targets, and then try to identify why these have not met the
targets, and then use this information to improve the process.

Now for Process 1 as used in Figure la, we have shown
the potential benefit of recycling the water. In fact there is
no need to do this to achieve this objective as putting in
fresh water and removing the same amount later achieves
the same objective. The sting in the tail is actually in the
words ‘“the same amount”. In a complex plant with a com-
plicated process it may not be that easy to identify all the
water streams and check that we have “‘the same amount”.

Let us examine the consequences of not having “the same
amount”. Suppose we remove more water than we have put
in. This has an immediate consequence for the overall pro-
cess mass balance in the following way. If we remove more
water than we put in we are removing more oxygen and
hydrogen. As carbon cannot build in the process we have to
remove it and the only way this can be done is by removing
carbon dioxide to give the following mass balance

CH,+(1/243/ar)0,= (1 —1/ar)CH3;0H +1/,rCO,+1H,0 (6)

We can see the unintended consequence of removing r
molecules of extra water is that we have needed to add 3/
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of extra oxygen to the process; we make !/ less methanol
and make !/r of unnecessary carbon dioxide. In a big and
complex plant it may not be easy to see this without making
a conscious effort to find this out. This not only affects the
mass balance but it will affect the energy and work balances
as well. The consequence of removing too much water is
that we have effectively burnt some of our methane to water
and carbon dioxide and turned a process that already was a
net heat and work producer into one that was even more so
and reduced the carbon efficiency from one to (1-1/r). If we
a want to improve the position we need to recycle both car-
bon dioxide and water. The problem is that they have to be
in the proportions in Eq. 6. This may not be as easy as it
seems, as one must remember that one has to include the
amount burnt in the utilities in the analysis, and the carbon
dioxide and the water for recycling may be recovered in dif-
ferent places. The consequences of not doing it correctly,
however, will be more carbon dioxide than is necessary
being emitted.

From this analysis we can see that in principle the meth-
ane to methanol process should not emit any carbon dioxide.
In fact it should be a potential work and heat source. The
fact that the literature gives a carbon efficiency of about
75%, and a thermal efficiency of 60% suggests there is large
room for improvement.”® By looking at the flow sheet with-
out understanding the targets it would be very difficult to re-
alize the need for these recycles.

In fact for the methane to methanol process, from a mass
balance point of view, one could in principle use a feed of
3/4 CHy + /4 (COy+ 2 H,0), thus, using up carbon dioxide.
In fact this could be a more efficient process overall as there
is a significant loss in AG in starting from CH; + 140,.
However, to complete the evaluation of this process we need
to also focus on the value of AH,occqs-

We note that for processes that do not work spontane-
ously, namely AGpocess > 0 we can in principle make them
work via adding work as shown by Eq. 2. Thus, for instance
a process that results in a decrease in the number of moles
of gas, can have work added to it by running at a higher
pressure. We can do a similar thing by running a recycle
process in which we are effectively adding the work of
separation.'®

Conclusions

As discussed at the beginning, what we believe is needed
is rather than examine the process through a microscope, it
needs to be looked at through a telescope. What this means
is one needs to adopt a systems approach. The consequence
of this is one is able to calculate targets for the process;
that is what is theoretically possible. By doing this it is
possible to compare different processes or flow sheets or
evaluate the process relative to what is done in practice.
One is now in a position to see what has been done that
leads to high emissions. This opens up opportunities to put
the process together in such a way that emissions can be
reduced, in particular carbon dioxide. It turns out that
many of the savings are likely to come not from improving
the individual pieces of equipment but improving their
interaction.
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