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Like a deer frozen in the headlights of an approaching car, world 
leaders are doing little to address the threat of climate change.

In the long term, we can address climate change by shifting from 
fossil fuels to renewable energies. However, at the moment, green 
technologies are not yet cost-effective alternatives to the cheap oil, 
gas and coal that fuel the global economy. Until that changes, we 
will need other solutions.

In the meantime, the Arctic icecap is melting. Most ominously, 
the permafrost is beginning to thaw, which could release vast 
amounts of methane, a greenhouse gas 20 times more potent than 
carbon dioxide. If that happens, nothing will prevent the climate 
train from careening out of our control.
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Canada’s scientists can help. For instance, professor David Keith, 
Canada Research Chair in Energy and Environment at the 
University of Calgary, is regarded as one of the world’s pre-
eminent researchers on carbon capture technology.

Recently, I visited another scientist, Dr. Klaus Lackner, chairman 
of the Earth and Environmental Engineering department at 
Columbia University in New York. He showed me a palm-sized 
mockup for an “artificial tree,” which mimics the photosynthesis 
of real trees by chemically sucking carbon dioxide out of the air. A 
single such tree-sized device left standing in the wind would 
remove one ton per day of carbon from the atmosphere, the 
equivalent of the greenhouse gases produced by 36 automobiles.

This carbon-capture technology is not a risky geo-engineering 
scheme, according to Lackner. It simply amounts to cleaning up 
after ourselves, and repairing the damage that we already have 
done. He envisions a day when forests of such artificial trees — 
they cost less than automobiles to manufacture, and can be placed 
anywhere on the face of the earth, since carbon dioxide is 
uniformly dispersed — will make a big dent in the climate 
problem.

This is hardly an unknown technology among Canadian 
politicians: “Carbon capture and storage has the potential to help 
us balance our need for energy with our duty to protect the 
environment,” Prime Minister Stephen Harper said in 2009, 



when he announced a $1.4-billion carbon-capture pilot just west 
of Edmonton.

Graciela Chichilnisky, one of the original architects of the Kyoto 
Protocol, and Peter Eisenberger, who founded the Earth Institute 
at Columbia, have developed another system that uses the excess 
heat produced by power plants to remove carbon dioxide from the 
air. Chichilnisky told me that she expects capturing and selling 
carbon dioxide for an array of industrial purposes will more than 
pay for itself in coming years. One use for the greenhouse gas is in 
enhanced oil recovery (EOR), a booming practice whereby the 
carbon dioxide is pumped into depleted oil wells to release 
untapped petroleum.

Carbon capture for commercial purposes could take more carbon 
dioxide out of the atmosphere than we currently are putting in, 
while producing a healthy profit, Chichilnisky says. But 
governments around the world will need to grease the wheels by 
mandating a carbon market, in which industries are required to 
pay to remediate the damage that their pollution creates.

Whether carbon capture is the answer, or whether it will be some 
other developing technology, remains to be seen. But a free-
market approach, whereby different systems could compete on a 
level playing field for carbon-remediation dollars, would quickly 
drive prices down and sort out which technology is the most cost-
effective.



U.S. President Barack Obama, Mr. Harper and other world 
leaders have an historic opportunity to push for a mandatory 
global carbon market to curb greenhouse gases. If they do so, 
environmental journalists like me will have some good news to 
report for a change.
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