Saving Up the Sun
Storing Solar Energy to Fuel the Future
By Philip Straub
TSRC Communications Intern
People’s increasing need for power in an over-tapped environment has made alternative energy a hot topic of scientific study. Each breakthrough brings us closer to realizing the dream of sustainable power. Now, scientists in this field have turned to the greatest power source the earth has ever known – the sun – as the ultimate solution to our energy crisis. 
By 2050, it is estimated we will need to double our global power output. This figure could triple by 2100. Wind, water, and nuclear power all come up short in producing this quantity of energy. While we are making advances in obtaining green energy from our closest star, the challenges of storing this power remain.
“The major problem with solar energy is what you do when the sun goes down or when it’s a cloudy day,” says Michael Wasielewski, director of the Argonne-Northwestern Energy Research Center and Northwestern University chemistry professor.
Wasielewski will give a Pinhead Town Talk entitled, “Fuels from Sunlight: Storing solar energy to meet global energy needs,” this Tuesday, July 27, from 6 to 7:15 p.m. in the Palm Theatre. His presentation is the fourth Pinhead Town Talk of this summer, and the second of a two-part program on solar fuels for the 21st century. Hosted by the Telluride Science Research Center, this event is free, but donations are encouraged. 
“With the increasing energy needs of the world, solar power is the only viable way to achieve sustainable energy," Wasielewski says. He and his colleagues have been researching various ways to store energy harnessed from sunlight. Currently, solar powered batteries and fuel cells are too costly for mass production. Researchers must come up with new alternative methods to store the sun’s power.
Hydrogen is one potential medium for storage. Scientists have been working for years to develop efficient and cost effective hydrogen fuel cells. However, Wasielewski is skeptical. “There is no infrastructure for hydrogen. All the systems we have in place now are dependent on fossil fuels.” Nearly all machines developed since the Industrial Age depend on combustion engines, whether directly (a car), or indirectly on the electricity produced in a coal burning power plant (a computer). Without an abundance of fossil fuels, these systems cease to operate. 
So why not use solar energy to produce our own fossil fuels? Wasielewski suggests we develop processes to capture carbon dioxide from our atmosphere and use it as a component in the artificial rendering of fossil fuel. This process releases no additional carbon dioxide into the atmosphere and does no further harm to the environment. And because the final product is the same gas and coal we have been burning since the industrial revolution, it will be unnecessary to convert our machinery to hydrogen-based systems. The net release of carbon dioxide would be zero. 
Wasielewski’s Pinhead Town Talk doubles as this year’s Stephen Berry Lecture, an annual Telluride Science Research Center event celebrating the organization’s founder. The event will take place this Tuesday, July 27, from 6 to 7:15 p.m. in the Palm Theatre. Admission is free; donations are encouraged. It is underwritten by TSRC in collaboration with Pinhead Institute. 
For more information visit http://www.telluridescience.org/pinhead/2010 or contact Nana Naisbitt, TSRC Executive Director, at 970-708-0004.
