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Using the sea to grow biofuel

ONE of the crazier ideas for dealing with global warming is to sprinkle the oceans with iron filings. One reason the sea (unlike the land) is not covered with plants is that it lacks crucial nutrients—iron, in particular. Add iron, the theory goes, and you will promote the growth of algae. These will absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and then conveniently sink when they die. Thus, over the course of a few decades, the concentration of the gas in the atmosphere will return to pre-industrial levels. Presto! Problem solved.

The law of unintended consequences argues against doing any such thing, of course. But an experiment carried out a decade ago in the Southern Ocean suggests that the underlying idea is sound—and at a conference in Oxford this week, John Munford, an independent British researcher, suggested that a more modest version of the “fertilise the oceans” project might indeed help to stop climate change.

Mr Munford's proposal is to harvest the algae, rather than allowing them to die and sink. He notes that many species of algae pack a far denser punch energy-wise than the plants now used as energy crops. In particular, they produce oils of the sort valued as biodiesel, and are attracting a lot of attention from scientists and entrepreneurs looking for fuels to replace mineral oils.

The existing projects, though, are looking at freshwater algae. These have to be nurtured in ponds that require attention and occupy land that could be used for other things. The sea, by contrast, is both free and self-maintaining.

Mr Munford reckons an area the size of the North Sea could yield enough biodiesel to replace the fossil fuels used in transport today. How you harvest the algae, most of which would be a millimetre or less across, is less clear. But if that could be done economically, biofuel aquaculture would be about as green as you could get.

