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Comment on “Fate of Rising CO2 Droplets in
Seawater”

In a recent manuscript published in Environmental Science
and Technology(1), Zhang warns about a possible Lake Nyos
effect from CO2 injection in the ocean. This analogy is not
new and has been discussed earlier. Based on material that
had been published and available prior to submission of
Zhang’s manuscript, the recent IPCC special report on Carbon
Dioxide Capture and Storage [2, released December 2005]
concluded: “Thus, there is no known mechanism that could
produce an unstable volume of water containing 2 million
tCO2 at depth shallower than 500 m, and thus no mechanism
known by which ocean storage could produce a disaster like
that at Lake Nyos”.

The IPCC report and some other material referenced
herein were published after Zhang’s article appeared in ES&T,
and were therefore unavailable to him during preparation of
the manuscript. But, his study does not introduce any new
mechanism that could put large amounts of CO2 in a buoyant
state, and hence brings no new information that could alter
the IPCC conclusion. In fact, his study only considers single
droplets. In a real injection there would be a cloud of droplets
that forms a buoyant plume, with completely different dy-
namics, that Zhang’s simulations do not consider. The plume
water would become denser, due to increased CO2 concen-
tration, and tend to sink out reducing the net vertical velocity
of the droplets. In the confined freshwater Lake Nyos the
water masses were saturated with CO2. Even in the core of
a droplet plume the seawater would be far from saturated
(3-12, to mention some). Furthermore, the ocean would
continue to dilute the concentration and ultimately the in-
jected CO2 would be transported by the oceanic currents as
a passive tracer (13).

Zhang introduces a model for calculating the dissolution
of CO2 from the droplets, and validates it using a single-
droplet model that he compares with the experiments by
Brewer et al (14). However, it seems like his study contains
several inaccuracies. The terminal velocity and the rate of
dissolution from droplets are highly connected, but Zhang
only considers the latter when comparing model and
experimental data. One would expect droplets, under the
assumptions described by Zhang, to rise 50% faster than
observed. In fact, a constant drag coefficient equal to one,
as used in the rough model by Brewer et al., gives a better
fit on terminal velocity than the drag coefficient used by
Zhang, at least in the initial phase of the droplet ascent (15).
Some of this inaccuracy might be counteracted by another:
the use of potential density as opposed to in situ density.

Zhang also comments upon the dissolution from a lake
of liquid CO2 on the sea floor. Elsewhere, this has been
modeled by combining a capillary permeation model of the
hydrate layer with various representations of turbulence in
the ocean above (16, 17, see also relevant measurements by
Rehder et al. in 18). Zhang’s expression does not account for
the applied external shear stress and local turbulence that
is expected to alter the dissolution rate.

We recognize the need for further research on the behavior
of CO2 in oceanic waters. The single droplet experiments by
Brewer et al. are the only in situ experiments yet performed.

Hence, so far all studies have had to rely on tank experiments
(8, 10, 11), one single droplet in situ experiment, and
theoretical considerations (19). While we welcome new model
approaches for single droplets, we suggest that the primary
need is for more in situ experiments, including, particularly,
studies of biological impact of elevated CO2 levels (20). And
most importantly, we maintain that there are well under-
stood physical processes included in published model
studies which demonstrate that there is no reason to expect
CO2-driven eruptions from CO2 droplet releases in the open
ocean.
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