The Biden administration announced over $6 billion in grants for industrial decarbonization projects across sectors like cement, glass, metals, and chemicals. This funding from the Inflation Reduction Act and Bipartisan Infrastructure Law aims to support early-stage or first-of-a-kind projects to reduce emissions from heavy industry, which produces around a third of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions. 

Rebecca Dell of ClimateWorks explained that while the industrial sector is a major emissions source, it has been relatively neglected in climate policy and investment compared to power and transportation. Only around $10 billion of the $400 billion in the Inflation Reduction Act directly targets industrial decarbonization. Part of the reason is that until recently, climate targets like 80% emissions reductions by 2050 allowed heavy industry to avoid fundamental changes. The more ambitious goal of net-zero emissions has driven greater focus on decarbonizing this difficult sector.

The new $6 billion+ program funds commercial-scale demonstrations of clean industrial technologies, with grants covering up to 50% of project costs. There were $60 billion worth of applications, indicating significant interest despite incumbent industries being relatively disengaged so far. 33 projects across over 20 states were selected, with 80% located in disadvantaged communities impacted by fossil fuels.

In the steel sector, a major winner is a fossil-free iron manufacturing facility proposed by Swedish company SSAB in Mississippi, using green hydrogen instead of coal/natural gas. Another is a project by Cleveland-Cliffs in Ohio to replace a traditional blast furnace with a hydrogen-ready shaft furnace for direct reduced iron production.

These projects aim to eliminate most emissions from the iron and steelmaking process. Traditionally, reducing iron oxide (rust) to metallic iron requires extremely high heat from coal and a carbon source like coal/coke to chemically strip away the oxygen, producing CO2 as a byproduct. Using clean hydrogen avoids CO2 emissions by bonding the oxygen to hydrogen instead of carbon.

Other highlighted projects include clean cement manufacturing using inert anodes instead of carbon anodes that release CO2, and low-emissions glass production using electric melters and oxy-fuel firing instead of fossil fuels.

The funding represents a major investment in demonstrating innovative decarbonization technologies for heavy industry at commercial scale. While a big step, speakers noted much more policy action will likely be needed to fully decarbonize these sectors, alongside continued technology innovation. But this program could help establish U.S. leadership in next-generation clean industrial technologies.
