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Abstract:

 Since the second half of the 20th century, various devices have been developed in order to reduce the emissions of harmful substances at the exhaust pipe of combustion engines. In the automotive field, the most diffuse and best known device of this kind is the “three way” catalytic converter for engines using the Otto cycle designed to abate the emissions of carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides and unburnt hydrocarbons. These catalytic converters can function only by means of precious metals (mainly platinum, rhodium and palladium) which exist in a limited supply in economically exploitable ores. The recent increase in prices of all mineral commodities is already making these converters significantly expensive and it is not impossible that the progressive depletion of precious metals will make them too expensive for the market of private cars. The present paper examines how this potential scarcity could affect the technology of road transportation worldwide. We argue that the supply of precious metals for automotive converters is not at risk in the short term, but that in the future it will not be possible to continue using this technology as a result of increasing prices generated by progressive depletion. Mitigation methods such as reducing the amounts of precious metals in catalysts, or recycling them can help but cannot be considered as a definitive solution. We argue that precious metal scarcity is a critical factor that may determine the future development of road transportation in the world. As the problem is basically unsolvable in the long run, we must explore new technologies for road transportation and we conclude that it is likely that the clean engine of the future will be electric and powered by batteries.
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1. Introduction

Road transportation today is mostly based on vehicles powered by internal combustion engines. These engines need fuels which can be easily gasified and which can provide a large amount of energy per unit weight and volume. In practice, all the engines commonly available on the market use hydrocarbons as fuels. In particular, liquid hydrocarbons such as gasoline and diesel fuel are the most commonly used even though, in recent times, gas phase fuels such as methane and liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) have become popular due to their lower cost. The combustion of hydrocarbons in these engines creates a number of polluting substances, including unburnt hydrocarbons, particulate matter, and harmful chemicals such as carbon monoxide (CO) and nitrogen oxides (NOx). In engines operating with the Otto cycle and using gasoline as fuel, these chemicals are removed using catalytic converters at the exhaust. These devices can substantially reduce the amount of toxic substances emitted, but they are also expensive because of the need of using platinum group metals (PGM) as active catalytic substrates. On average, an automotive catalytic converter can store 1–3 × 10−3 kg of platinum and smaller amounts of rhodium and palladium. As a consequence, nowadays, automotive converters use more than half of the world’s mineral production of platinum [1]. That raises the question of whether there exist sufficient PGM mineral resources extractable at reasonable prices in order to satisfy the future demand.

This subject has been studied in previous papers and a popularized discussion of the platinum depletion problem was reported by Cohen in 2007 in “The New Scientist” [2]. Several academic papers discussing the issue of PGM supply were published during the past few years, such as by Glaister et al. [3] and Mudd et al. [4], while a paper specifically dedicated to the problem of PGM depletion in view of the needs of the automotive industry was published by Yang in 2009 [5]. In the present paper, we update the previous results and we discuss the issue in view of what appears to be a “production peak” for PGMs observed in recent years. We discuss how the depletion of PGM may affect the world’s road transportation system and we arrive to the conclusion that high costs of platinum group metals is a problem destined to get worse with time. That creates a critical problem for a large sector of the world’s road transportation system which cannot run without PGM-based catalysts, unless we were to return to unacceptable levels of pollution. This situation is a strong incentive for developing radically different alternatives, in particular battery powered vehicles which are inherently cleaner and appear to suffer from less important depletion problems.



2. Pollution Removal from Combustion Engines by Means of Catalytic Converters

Practically all internal combustion engines available on the market today use hydrocarbons as fuels. In principle, non-hydrocarbon fuels, such as pure hydrogen or hydrogen-nitrogen compounds (e.g., ammonia), could be also be used, but at present they find no market applications. The combustion of hydrocarbons in internal combustion engines generates mainly water (H2O) and carbon dioxide (CO2). Neither is considered a harmful substance even though CO2 is toxic for human beings at very high concentrations [6]. Both water and carbon dioxide are greenhouse gases, but only carbon dioxide creates global warming because, unlike water, it remains in the atmosphere for times of the order of tens of thousands of years [7]. Then, the untreated emissions of an internal combustion engine normally contain substances which are toxic for human beings even at low concentrations. The most important ones are: (1) unburnt hydrocarbons, especially if aromatic, (2) carbon monoxide (CO), (3) nitrogen oxides (NOx) and (4) particulate matter, typically in the form of carbon micro and nano-particles (much debate is ongoing about the harmful effect of these particles but it is generally agreed that they are a major health problem [8]). Additives to fuels may also create dangerous materials at the exhaust and, until not long ago, tetra-ethyl lead and ethyl bromide were common additives to gasoline, fortunately today forbidden by law in most (although not all) countries of the world [9].

The removal of carbon dioxide from the exhaust gases of a mobile engine is normally considered impossible, although it can be contemplated in the case of large, stationary engines. However, most of the toxic substances emitted can be strongly reduced in concentration by a combination of suitable operating parameters and catalytic chemical filters at the exhaust. At present, there exist two main approaches in this field. For diesel engines, the “lean” mixture of fuel and air reduces the problem of carbon monoxide and hydrocarbons, so that the main problem is to eliminate particulate matter and nitrogen oxides. The abatement of these pollutants is normally obtained by means of selective catalytic reactions (SCR), that is by a combination of an oxidation catalyst based on cerium oxide (to remove particulate) and by reaction with ammonia to remove nitrogen oxides. Ammonia, in turn, is generated by the injection of urea into the exhaust gas. Exhaust gas recirculation can also be used to reduce NOx production when starting a cold engine.

For gasoline engines, instead, the problem of particulate matter is less important and the exhaust filter must address the problem of eliminating three different harmful gases: CO, NOx and unburnt hydrocarbons. This is accomplished by means of “three way” catalysts based on noble metals (Pt, Pd and Rh, collectively referred to as “PGM” or “platinum group metals”. Of these three metals, rhodium catalyzes reduction while palladium catalyzes oxidation; platinum, is active for both. The task of the catalyst is complex because it must perform several tasks at the same time: oxidize CO and unburnt hydrocarbons, while reducing NOx. In order to optimize the yield of these reactions, the exhaust gas must contain a specific fraction of oxygen. The correct gas composition is obtained by controlling the air/fuel mix by means of oxygen sensors at the exhaust. In general, when in good conditions and operated properly, the converter can remove up to about 90% of the three gases; as described, for instance, by Kummer [10].

Considerable efforts have been dedicated to developing non-PGM materials that can catalyze these three reactions, but the task has turned out to be very difficult and a practical solution has not been found [11,12]. A catalyst which does not use PGMs called “Noxicat™” has been recently developed, but it is designed mainly for the abatement of NOx in diesel engines. Other solutions based on oxides such as perovskites [13] and boehmites [14] as catalysts have been proposed but they seem to be far from industrial applications. In the end, the electronic structure of the platinum group metals is unique and it generates chemical properties that are not matched by any other element of the periodic table nor by compounds which can remain stable for a long time in the conditions of high temperature of automotive catalytic converters. Therefore, although it is not possible to exclude an unexpected breakthrough, the present situation raises a serious problem of future availability of PGMs in sufficient amounts, as it will be discussed in the next section.



3. Platinum Group Metals Abundance and Production

PGMs are rare in the Earth’s crust, with typical average abundances of the order of a few parts per billion (ppb) at most. Of the three PGMs used in automotive catalysts, the most abundant is palladium (average 15 ppb), followed by platinum with 5 ppb and rhodium with about 1 ppb (data from [15]). PGMs are often found in sulphide minerals [16] and are also known to be siderophilic (iron-loving). The latter property accounts for their scarcity on the Earth’s crust, since they were efficiently extracted by the metallic Fe-Ni phases in the Earth’s core during planetary accretion. PGMs may occur in native form associated with gold, iron, copper and chromium and, due to their high weight and chemical inertness, can also be found in placer deposits. The production of PGMs is concentrated in a few mines: the main ones are the Bushveld igneous complex (South Africa), the sulphide deposits of Norilsk in Russia, placer deposits in the Ural mountains (Russia), the Sudbury mine (Ontario, Canada), the Hartley mine (Zimbabwe), the Still-water complex (Montana, USA), Northern Territory (Australia) and the Zechstein copper deposit in Poland. South Africa produces about 85% of the total world PGM production has 82% of the world’s resources [17].

According to the United States Geological Survey [18], the total reserves of platinum group metals (PGMs) amount to 66 million tonnes, to be compared to a total combined use of platinum and palladium in 2011 of 400,000 metric tons. Hence, the ratio of reserves to production (R/P, with production assumed to be constant and equal to the present value), is of about 130 years. This result may appear comforting but the question here is not for how long we can produce PGMs in the unlikely hypothesis of constant future production, but how and if it will be possible to keep a sufficiently large production at costs compatible with the needs of road vehicles—i.e., at costs which would not destroy the demand for these elements.

This question is related to a well known effect in economics, that of “diminishing returns”. As less and less concentrated ores are exploited, the energy needed for extraction increases. As a consequence, production costs increase and, ultimately, market prices must increase since, obviously, nobody can produce at a loss for a long time. This effect had been described for the first time for mineral resources by William Stanley Jevons in his “The Coal Question” of 1866 [19]. Today, it is known that in many cases, the mineral industry is forced to access resources from lower and lower grade ores, as it has been shown, for instance, for the case of copper in a recent paper by Mudd and Weng [20]. This effect is surely a factor in the observed increasing prices of most mineral resources worldwide (see, e.g., Valero [21]). However, the increasing prices of all mineral commodities are also directly related to the increased prices of fossil fuels which provide most of the energy needed for extraction. As shown by Hall et al. [22], the progressive depletion of fossil fuels causes a reduction of the energy return on energy invested (EROI) which in turn generates a rise in prices as the result of the decreasing economic returns on extraction. In the case of platinum group metals, all these factors are at play and Mudd [4] clearly shows that the industry is progressively forced to exploit lower grade, more expensive PGE metal ores.

In Figure 1, we can observe how the production of both platinum and palladium appear to have peaked in 2006, maintaining a plateau at lower levels afterward. “Peaking” is a phenomenon which appears to be of general validity in mineral extraction and occurs as a result of growing extractive costs. However, it is not easy to predict when a certain mineral resource will peak. The standard method to analyze peaking trends is often termed the “Hubbert method” (so called because of the name of the author who first mentioned the concept for the case of crude oil [23]). It is based on an estimate of the amount of resources which are defined as “extractable” and this estimation involves assumptions on the future economy in terms of demand and prices. On the basis of this method, Mudd et al. [4], have estimated that the actual “production peak” for PGMs should not occur before approximately 2050 if the present level of demand is maintained. However, we cannot exclude that a weak economy would depress demand and make the 2006 peak as the ultimate production peak for these metals. In any case, the plateauing of the past few years clearly indicates the strain placed on the industry by a combination of high costs of extraction and high costs of energy. The result is the observed increase in the prices of PGMs. For instance, platinum prices have increased of a factor of about 5 from 1992 to 2012 [24] reaching today a level of about 1500 U.S. dollars per ounce, that is more than 50 dollars per gram. The historical maximum has been in 2008, when platinum reached levels of about 80 dollars per gram (see Figure 1). The other PGMs, palladium and rhodium, have shown similar increases in relative terms.

Figure 1. (A) Pd (red) and Pt (black) monthly average price in U.S. dollars per troy oz and (B) world production in thousands of tons. Data sources [25,26].
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At these levels, the cost of the active metals in a three way catalytic converter can be 200–300 dollars. If the rising trend continues, the cost of the converter may become a major fraction of the cost of small car. We also need to take into account that catalytic converters are not the only technological applications which need PGMs. Fine chemical catalysts, anticancer drugs, as well as ORR (oxygen reduction reactions) are fields of great industrial relevance on which the use of PGMs is considered unavoidable [27].

What can be done to ease the high costs problems that derive from increasing PGM scarcity? As discussed in the previous section, developing non noble metal catalysts appears to be a very difficult option, hence—if we want to maintain the present technology of pollution abatement in combustion engines—we can at least mitigate the problem by (1) reducing the amount of catalyst in the converters and (2) recycling platinum group elements more efficiently.

Reducing the amount of PGMs in catalytic converters—and in particular of the expensive platinum—is possible, but there are limits to this approach. Often, it is possible to attain such a reduction by increasing the surface/volume ratio of the catalytic particles, that is making them smaller. However, below some dimensions, the particles become unstable, may move and coalesce with other particles with an overall loss of catalytic activity, or simply, they can be removed from the substrates and be carried away by the exhaust. It is also possible to vary the ratio of the different metals in the catalyst, for instance partly replacing platinum with palladium, which has a market price about one third lower. This is a route presently explored by catalyst manufacturers but, of course, it doesn’t solve the problem at its roots.

Regarding recycling, there exist established procedures to recover platinum and the other noble metals from automotive converters with good efficiency [28]. The concentration of platinum in converters may be as high as 2 g/t in the ceramic catalyst brick, of the same order of magnitude as the gold content in primary ores (on average < 10 g/t). However, the end of life recycling rates of platinum from catalytic converters reach a global average of only 50%–60% [29].

This relatively low amount recycled is the result of two factors: one is the loss of noble metals during the life cycle of the catalyst, the other is that not all catalytic converters are actually recycled because cars may end their life in remote areas where there are no recycling facilities, or be lost in conditions where the catalyst cannot be conveniently recovered. While the recovery rate of old converters can surely be improved, we face a fundamental problem when considering the PGM loss at the exhaust. In an early study [30] the loss (or “attrition”) of noble metals during operation has been estimated as 6% over 80,000 km of operation of the car. These metals are potentially dangerous pollutants and have generated serious concerns regarding their effects on the environment [31] and on human health [32,33]. Apart from this, these metals are dispersed in the environment at very low concentrations and are lost forever for all practical purposes. For this reason, recycling alone cannot solve the PGM depletion problem.



4. Consequences of PGM Scarcity: Moving to Electric Transportation

Given the inherent limitations of the previously discussed solutions for the limited availability of PGMs, it appears clear that the scarcity of platinum group metals is a critical factor in the future of road transportation. What alternatives can be conceived to solve the problem? As a first possibility, we may think of fuels not based on hydrocarbons: pure hydrogen (H2) and compounds of hydrogen and nitrogen (such as ammonia, NH3) can power internal combustion engines and the exhaust is not expected to contain unburnt hydrocarbons, particulate, or carbon monoxide. It may still contain nitrogen oxides, but these can be abated with catalysts which do not contain PGMs. The problem with this approach, however, is that these fuels cannot simply substitute presently used hydrocarbon fuels: shifting to hydrogen or ammonia would require completely different facilities for fuel distribution and transportation. Moreover, in the end, these fuels are still anchored to the inefficient internal combustion engine which is a major disadvantage in a period of high energy costs as the one in which we are living.

A more drastic and effective idea to solve the PGM problem would be move to a completely different category of engines: electric motors. These motors are lighter, more durable, more efficient and emitting no pollutants. Electric vehicles are already well known and diffused all over the world, although they remain, still today, a minority component of the transportation system. Their diffusion has been limited so far by a series of factors, including the poor performance in terms of power stored per unit weight of the current generation of batteries based on lead. The weight and the volume of batteries strongly limits the range of electric vehicles, except for the case of electric trains or other vehicles powered by aerial wires. As this limited range is considered to be a critical defect of road based electric vehicle, much research has been performed on ways to power electric motors by means of on-board power sources which could provide a significantly higher energy density than lead batteries. A much discussed possibility in this field is to use fuel cells operated using hydrogen as fuel. Fuel cells are efficient converters of the chemical energy stored in hydrogen, able to transform it directly into electrical energy. Because of this factor, fuel cell powered road vehicles can attain an acceptable range by avoiding the need of an inefficient thermal engine. Unfortunately, this approach raises an even worse platinum depletion problem than that encountered with exhaust catalysts. Low temperature fuel cells, usually using proton exchange membranes as electrolyte, need about 1–3 × 10−3 kg of platinum per kW of engine power as catalyst at the electrodes. Replacing the present world fleet of road vehicles with this kind of technology would simply not be possible with the limited platinum reserves available [34]. The industry is making a considerable effort in order to reduce the amount of platinum used in fuel cells, but it does not appear possible to eliminate it completely.

So, a better idea to provide power for road vehicles may be based on the new generation of lightweight batteries for automotive use. In the past, several new electrochemical systems were proposed and tested, such as nickel-cadmium, or nickel-metal hydride. However, at present the main effort in this field is directed toward batteries based on lithium compounds, which provide the best available values of energy density. The range of a road vehicle powered by lithium batteries is still lower than that obtained by traditional thermal engines, but it is often perceived acceptable by customers. The problem with lithium is that it may also suffer from depletion problems and this fact has generated a lively debate on the subject [35,36,37,38,39].

On this point, we remark that there are three main types of lithium sources: brines, minerals (e.g., pegmatites), and seawater. Brines formed by evaporation are commonly found in salt flats, such as those located in South America, China, and Tibet. Among these salt flats, the Salar de Atacama in Chile is at present the world’s largest currently exploited lithium deposit, producing almost 40% of world lithium. At the current production rate (37,000 t per year), the known lithium reserves (13 million tonnes) [18] would last for more than 300 years. If we could exploit all the land-based estimated resources then we would have about a millennium’s supply, even without considering the other possible land sources. About seawater, lithium is one of the few minerals whose concentration is sufficiently high that extraction from the sea is an economically conceivable task [40], even though it is not industrially performed today.

However, just as it was discussed for PGMs, simply listing theoretically available resources is not a good way to understand how depletion will affect extraction costs and, hence, market prices. A detailed comparison of the relative depletion trends for PGMs and lithium is outside the scope of the present paper. However, we wish to remark that: (1) Unlike platinum and other PGMs, lithium production, so far, has shown no production peaks. (2) Lithium prices have increased during the past few years, following the general trend of mineral commodities, however—unlike the case of PGMs—the pure cost of lithium is still a negligible fraction of the total cost of an electric car. (3) Lithium recycling does not suffer of the dispersion problem that strongly limits the fraction of the PGMs which can be recycled from a catalytic converter. At present, lithium prices are still so low that recycling is not normally performed, but in the future that will be certainly possible. (4) Most of the negative views of lithium future availability, e.g., those expressed by Tahil [34] are the result of the assumption of a continued growth in the number of road vehicles for the foreseeable future. This assumption looks unrealistic in the present situation of economic constraints. The world sales of cars are still weakly increasing [41] but have stalled and are going down in many countries. This situation appears to be leading to a stasis and perhaps a contraction in the number of road vehicles that society will be able to afford in the future and that will surely ease the depletion problem with lithium, especially considering that, unlike the case of PGM, a very high recycling rate is possible with lithium batteries.

As a final note, we need to consider also that a radical shift to electric vehicles would also generate the problem of obtaining sufficient electric energy. This subject is beyond the scope of the present paper, but it is a very general problem that involves the transition from a fossil fuel based economy to a renewable (or nuclear) based one. In general terms, the transition is ongoing [42,43] and it is involving a shift from chemical energy obtained from fossil carbon to electric power directly obtained from non-carbon fueled sources. This transition is obviously favoring applications which can directly use this electric power, such as electric vehicles.

So, at least for those applications which do not demand long range transportation, the substitution of internal combustion engines with battery powered electric motors would greatly reduce pollution and lengthen the life span of the presently available mineral resources of platinum group metals which could therefore be saved for other purposes in catalysis as well as in other fields of the chemical industry.



5. Conclusions

The peaking observed in the production curve for platinum group metals indicates that the mining industry is already under heavy strain in maintaining a sufficient supply of PGMs at costs compatible with those of road transportation vehicles. This is a critical problem for the whole world’s transportation system and it is not too early to start developing new technologies for road transportation which do not involve the use of extremely rare and precious materials where, even in the short term, supply disruption and price spikes could threaten the whole system. In the long run, we argue that the only definitive solution for the PGM depletion problem will be to replace vehicles powered by fossil hydrocarbons by battery powered electric vehicles.
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