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It’s untested 
at scale. It’s 
expensive. 
And it’s 
dodging the 
real issue
Mike  
Berners-Lee

C
arbon capture and 
storage (CCS) may sound 
simple and promising 
enough. It involves 
the capture of carbon 

dioxide (CO2) at its source—such as 
an industrial plant—before it can 
enter the atmosphere, storing it deep 
underground in geological formations 
such as oil wells.

Supporters argue that CCS is 
essential for reaching net zero, 
alongside reducing emissions, 
because of globally rising energy 
demands and the difficulties of fully 
decarbonising some industries. The 
former UK prime minister Tony Blair 
is one strong advocate: an April 2025 
report from the Tony Blair Institute for 
Global Change said that CCS should 
be “at the centre of the battle” to 
reduce carbon emissions.

Critics, however, point to problems 
with the technology, not least that 
it has yet to be proved at scale. It 
is also, they say, energy intensive, 
expensive, and inefficient, while 
failing to tackle pollutants other than 
carbon and their impact on health 
(box). Worse, they claim that it serves 
as a distraction from other, more 
impactful, solutions to the climate 
crisis—as well as a deliberate and 
industry sponsored smokescreen for 
the continued, and even expanded, 
extraction and burning of fossil fuels.

“The bottom line is that carbon 
capture just increases CO2,” says Mark 
Jacobson, professor of 
civil and environmental 
engineering at Stanford 
University, California. 
“It increases air 
pollution. It increases 
fossil fuel mining, 
fossil fuel 
infrastructure, 
pipelines, and 
it results in 

more oil being drilled. In the end, all it 
does is keep the fossil fuel industry in 
business . . . so it’s basically a scam.” 

“Distraction and sabotage”“Distraction and sabotage”

There are three major reasons why 
carbon capture is contentious, says 
Mike Berners-Lee, professor in practice 
at Lancaster University’s Lancaster 
Environment Centre. “It’s untested at 
scale,” he says. “It’s expensive. And 
it’s dodging the real issue”—namely, 
that we need to use less energy, 
increase non-fossil fuel (especially 
renewable) energy, and reduce the 
extraction and use of fossil fuels.

If carbon capture is a distraction, it 
continues to be a big one. November 
2025 saw the proposal for Australia’s 
largest CCS facility, which would 
be one of the biggest in the world. 
The current UK government has 
committed tens of billions of pounds 
to the technology. Alex Lee, policy 
campaigner at Friends of the Earth 
Scotland, says that more than £50bn 
in subsidies has been earmarked by 
the government to support carbon 
capture. The total cost, says Lee, 
could exceed £400bn by 2050, “to be 
paid for by the British public.”

Berners-Lee adds that CCS is part of 
a longtime “distraction and sabotage 
campaign” by people with vested 
interests in the continued use of fossil 
fuels. In 2022 a BMJ investigation 
found that oil and gas companies 
had poured money into the climate 
change research centres of elite US 
universities funding research on CCS.

In 2023 the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, comprising 
the world’s leading climate scientists, 
delivered a “final warning” on the 
climate crisis in a landmark report. 
However, an article in the Guardian 
said that the report’s final section—a 
“summary for policymakers”—was 

scrutinised by governments and was 
allegedly changed under pressure 
from a large Saudi Arabian delegation 
to include references to CCS.

In the foreword to the April 2025 
report from the Tony Blair Institute 
for Global Change, Blair wrote, “The 
disdain for this technology in favour 
of the purist solution of stopping 
fossil fuel production is totally 
misguided.” Since leaving office as 
UK prime minister Blair has lobbied 
on behalf of fossil fuel companies, 
and the Institute has worked with 
fossil fuel companies and petrostates, 
including advising Azerbaijan and 
agreeing a multimillion pound deal 
with the Saudi government.

In November 2025, as COP30 
took place in Brazil, Imperial College 
London described as “positive news” 
a report on the total amount of 
underground CO2 storage. 

“This will be a key strategy—
alongside vital efforts to cut 
emissions—for decarbonising hard-
to-abate industries and cutting the 
total CO2 in the atmosphere,” said 
Samuel Krevor of Imperial College’s 
Department of Earth Science and 
Engineering. Krevor’s senior research 
fellowship is partly funded by Shell.

Berners-Lee says, “The fossil fuel 
industry is extremely cynical, it’s 
extremely well funded, it knows 
exactly how to do its lobbying and 
its misinformation, and it has been 
astonishingly effective for a very 
long time and continues to be. The 
politicians are being levered, and 
the public’s not being properly 
informed.”

But does it work?But does it work?

“The central message from our report 
is that CCS works, demonstrating a 
proven capability and accelerating 
momentum for geologic storage of 
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Carbon capture: the “scam” governments 
are relying on to reach net zero
Supporters, including the former prime minister, Tony Blair, say we can’t decarbonise without  
carbon capture. Others argue that it’s a deliberate smokescreen for the fossil fuel industry to  
continue business as usual. Jennifer Richardson reports
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CO2,” said Krevor in a press release. 
“We have found that industrial scale 
carbon management is already a 
reality and can safely sequester CO2 
deep underground.”

Yet critics say that it doesn’t—at 
least not yet, or at any scale that could 
make an impact. Berners-Lee points 
to Climeworks, a Swiss company 
whose two flagship carbon capture 
plants in Iceland have been touted as 
leading the field but can capture only 
40 000 tonnes of CO2 a year. “It’s tiny, 
it’s pitiful,” he says—this needs to be 
billions of tonnes a year worldwide. 
The Imperial College report found 
that global storage to date was 383 
million tonnes.

In May 2025 Climeworks 
announced plans to cut its workforce 
by more than 10%, which it said 
was unrelated to a story published a 
week earlier in which journalists in 
Iceland revealed that the two plants 
had captured far less carbon than 
their advertised capacity and not even 
enough to cover their own emissions. 
Climeworks has admitted that the 

net removal will be lower than the 
advertised capacity.

On top of the technology not 
capturing all the carbon at source—
Jacobson says that the proportion 
is 20-80%—the vast majority of 
CO2 captured worldwide is used for 
“enhanced oil recovery,” a process 
using the CO2 to make oil less dense 
so that more can be extracted. 
Between the CO2 released during this 
process and the extra oil burned, says 
Jacobson, “You end up with anywhere 
from 50% to 120% of the CO2 that was 
captured going right back to the air.” 
A report by the think tank Climate 
Analytics published in October 2025 
found that if Australia and key Asian 
countries fully deployed their planned 
and prospective CCS projects it could 
lead to an extra 25 billion tonnes of 
emissions being pumped into the air 
by 2050.

CCS also requires its own 
infrastructure. As Jacobson points 
out, “You need pipelines for it, so you 
have to build this elaborate pipeline 
system.” On top of that, CCS itself 

requires energy to run. “The gains 
are marginal because of the energy 
you use,” says Berners-Lee. Even 
using renewable energy to power the 
CCS technology doesn’t negate this 
argument: Jacobson says that it would 
be more efficient to replace a coal 
plant with renewable energy than it 
would to use renewable energy to run 
the CCS equipment. 

What if it could be scaled up?What if it could be scaled up?

A report published in Nature 
in October 2025 found that the 
maximum global temperature 
reduction that could be achieved by 
CCS is 0.7°C. However, supporters say 
that it could be part of the solution.

Stuart Haszeldine, professor of 
carbon capture and storage at the 
University of Edinburgh, tells The 
BMJ, “The UK’s doing absolutely the 
right thing to try to move away from 
fossil fuels and into these renewable 
and cleaner energies, and CCS is part 
of that transition.”

Blair has admitted that “at present, 
carbon capture is not commercially 
viable despite being technologically 
feasible”—but he believes that policy, 
finance, and innovation would 
change this.

Berners-Lee disagrees. “Even if 
we could scale it up, it’s the same 
as renewable energy: it wouldn’t 
do us any good unless we were also 
constraining the rate at which fossil 
fuel was coming out of the ground 
and being used directly for energy,” 
he explains. “We can argue about 
whether it would be possible to scale 
it up properly, so it’s taking billions 
of tonnes out of the ground—but that 
won’t do us any good unless we’re 
doing all the other things.

“The idea of focusing on CCS now, 
when we can’t even stop a rising rate 
of fossil fuel coming out of the ground 
for burning in the conventional way, is 
a complete misdirection of attention.”
Jennifer Richardson, investigations and senior 
features editor, The BMJ  
jrichardson@bmj.com
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The assertion that carbon capture and storage 
(CCS) doesn’t tackle health harming pollutants 
other than climate warming CO2 is another case 
against it—and here the argument gets circular. 
“Because carbon capture equipment requires a 
huge amount of energy, you actually need more 
fuel, and so you actually have more air pollution,” 
says Mark Jacobson, professor of civil and 
environmental engineering at Stanford University. 
“So that causes more illness and death.”

The technology in fact introduces further 
pollutants, in the form of amine based solvents, 
which much of today’s CCS technology relies on 
to absorb CO2 from industrial exhaust. During the 
carbon capture process, says Stuart Haszeldine, 
professor of carbon capture and storage at the 
University of Edinburgh, “there’s a certain number 

of what’s called nitrosamines, which are long 
molecules with nitrogen and ring compounds and 
which are potentially carcinogenic.”

In a UK Environment Agency assessment 
researchers confirmed that, without strict 
monitoring and emission controls, capture plants 
could generate localised air quality problems 
linked to these chemicals. As a result, UK 
regulators have demanded additional controls.

“There had to be a three year conversation about 
how to decrease . . . emission of nitrosamines,” 
Haszeldine explains. But he argues that “in real 
terms, there’s very little evidence or maybe even 
no evidence that the tiny amounts of emissions of 
these compounds would actually cause a cancer.” 
He also believes that carbon capture overall has “a 
very tangible positive impact on air quality.”

CAPTURE STRATEGY “FAILS TO TACKLE” POLLUTANTS BEYOND CARBON

One of the two carbon capture plants 
in Iceland built by Climeworks, a 
Swiss company 


