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Key point

• Technologies to produce, store and distribute hydrogen should be further developed, based on
 investment in R&D and consistent energy policy to strengthen price competitiveness and achieve
 commercialization.

There was concern...

The tragic terrorist event of 11 September 2001 propelled the United States to pursue a hydrogen economy as a 
means to reduce its dependence on oil and oil imports and achieve national energy security. 

What was done?

The US president at that time announced a US$1.2 billion Hydrogen Fuel Initiative in 2003 to steadily shift the 
nation’s transportation fuel use from petroleum to clean hydrogen – considered to be a long-term solution for 
energy needs in the country.1 

As a long-term vision, the initiative follows four phases: 1) progress in technology, policies and market, 2) transi-
tion to the market place, 3) expansion of markets and infrastructure, and 4) realization of the hydrogen vision.2  
The term “hydrogen economy” was first put forward in 1970.3 

Currently, the United States is focusing on developing technologies by investing in technology R&D.4 The United 
States, Canada, Denmark, Germany and Japan are leading the hydrogen fuel cell technology with nationwide 
fuelling networks.5 

Figure 1: Overview of the transition to the hydrogen economy in the United States

 

Source: US Department of Energy, A National Vision of America’s Transition to a Hydrogen Economy – To 2030 and Beyond (Washington, D.C., 

2002)

Success factors

Hydrogen has potential to majorly mitigate climate change because it emits no greenhouse gas when com-
busted as fuel. As a non-polluting source of energy, hydrogen leaves no carbon footprint and releases more 
energy per gram than any other fuel. In addition, there is no threat of oil spills or oil well fires, which devastate the 
marine nature. As a constituent of water, hydrogen is renewable and is all around.

Considerations for replicating

Hydrogen is considered as one of the least efficient and most expensive substitutes for conventional energy 
sources, such as fossil fuel. The price issue is a major hurdle.6 Current technologies to produce, store and distribute 
hydrogen fuel need to be further developed to ensure price competitiveness. 

To realize a hydrogen economy, governments should invest in R&D to develop the technology, considering 
there are few drawbacks to hydrogen becoming commercially viable. In addition to finding cheaper ways to 
produce hydrogen, the infrastructure should be ready to support convenient access to hydrogen fuels. Public-
private partnerships are crucial in a sense to develop a new vehicle infrastructure and distributed generation 
systems.7 Additionally, safety concerns can be overcome through safety controls that engender public accept-
ability in hydrogen use as a future energy source.

1  Tomorrow is Greener website “The Coming Hydrogen Economy” (12 October 2010). Available from www.tomorrowisgreener.com/the-
coming-hydrogen-economy (accessed 23 September 2011).
2  United States of America, A National Vision of America’s Transition to a Hydrogen Economy: To 2030 and Beyond (Washington, D.C., 
Department of Energy, 2002). Available from www.hydrogen.energy.gov/pdfs/vision_doc.pdf (accessed 25 September 2011).
3  During a speech at General Motors Technical Center, John Bockris first publicly used the term “hydrogen economy”.
4  US Department of Energy “Department of Energy Awards Nearly $7 Million to Advance Fuel Cell and Hydrogen Storage Systems 
Research”, Press release, 9 August 2011. Available from www.doe.gov/articles/department-energy-awards-nearly-7-
million-advance-fuel-cell-and-hydrogen-storage-systems (accessed 23 September 2011).
5  Inhabitat, “Germany to Create National Hydrogen Fuel Network by 2015”, The Guardian, 15 September 2009. Available from 
www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2009/sep/15/germany-hydrogen-fuel-network (accessed 23 September 2011).
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