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Myths vs. Realities Factsheet 
 
 

MYTHS REALITIES 

1) Fuel cells are not 
available commercially 

Tens of thousands of fuel cell units, including 
over 11,000 stationary units, are already 
bringing efficiency, carbon saving and fuel 
diversity benefits. . In a number of niche 
applications - for example, fork-lift trucks - fuel 
cell powered units are becoming the option of 
choice. Stationary fuel cells, suitable for both 
residential and commercial buildings, are 
presently generating over 90MW of electricity 
globally in CHP and CCHP applications  

2) Fuel cells have to be 
fuelled by hydrogen 

Fuel cells can be installed to operate on today’s 
fuels, such as natural gas, as well as a wide 
range of other fuels such as biogas, bioethanol 
and future renewable fuels. Commonly available 
fuels, such as natural gas, are facilitating the 
roll-out of stationary systems and enabling them 
to compete with conventional technologies. 
Linking fuel cell CHP installations to Anaerobic 
Digestion Biogas (ADG) via the gas grid (in an 
analogous way to renewable electricity 
purchased on the electricity grid) would allow 
accelerated deployment of both technologies, 
assuming that the existing ADG-derived 
electricity feed-in tariff was available to such 
combinations. Where hydrogen is the preferred 
fuel, for example in transport, infrastructure is 
developing to meet new demand.  

3) Fossil fuel derived 
hydrogen is inefficient 
and provides no benefit 
to the environment 

Hydrogen from renewable sources can be 
produced today and has no carbon footprint; 
however, like renewable electricity, it is more 
expensive than the fossil fuel equivalent. The 
decarbonisation of electricity through pre-
combustion carbon capture and storage will 
result in large amount of carbon-free hydrogen 
at a lower cost than CCS electricity. In addition, 
because of the greater efficiencies of fuel cells, 
when compared to conventional gas turbines or 
internal combustion engines, fuel cell power 
provides significant CO2 emissions savings, even 
when powered with fossil fuel directly. 
Compared to grid electricity and gas, a fuel cell 
will reduce the CO2 emissions by 40% for the 
same amount of electricity produced. The 
current use of fossil fuels provides a practical 
interim step on route to the low carbon future. 
When biogas is available, fuel cells produce at 
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least 20% more green electricity than any other 
generating medium. 

4) Hydrogen is not safe   Hydrogen is no more or less hazardous than 
other high energy content fuels, such as petrol 
and methane. For more than half a century, it 
has been produced, stored, and used safely 
following well established practices in a variety 
of industrial applications. A particular advantage 
of hydrogen is that, because of its low molecular 
weight, it tends to dissipate rapidly through the 
air in the event of an accident. 

5) Electrolysis is costly and 
inefficient  

Electrolyers are efficient at both retaining the 
original energy they absorbed and converting it 
into high value, widely applicable fuel. Today’s 
larger electrolysers typically show a stack 
efficiency of around 75% to 84% (HHV) for 
modest output pressures of 10–30 bar1. The key 
to affordable and reliable energy supplies in 
2050 is likely to be a route by which low cost 
renewable energy, generated at the whim of sun 
and wind, can be stored and used as and when 
required. This frequently demands storage, or 
time shifting of loads, over periods of several 
days or even weeks.  Such a need can be met 
by hydrogen produced by electrolysis. Even if 
the process consumes (perhaps) 15% of primary 
energy, system and stand-by losses are much 
less than an electricity infrastructure of vastly 
greater size, cost and complexity, making 
hydrogen the preferred vector. 

6) Fuel cells are very 
expensive 

Some types of fuel cells contain costly materials 
such as membranes and platinum catalysts, and 
these contribute significantly to today's cost. 
Research on reducing platinum content and 
other material costs is already well advanced 
and costs continue to fall. Today's fuel cell costs 
also reflect low production volumes and further 
significant reductions will be achieved through 
mass production. The cost of production for fuel 
cells has reduced, on average, by 25% per 
annum for about the last ten years. Looking 
ahead, the costs of fuel cell systems for vehicles 
are expected to decrease by 90% by 20202.    

7) Fuel cells have a short 
lifetime  

Like conventional energy generators, fuel cell 
lifetimes vary according to specific technology, 
fuel type and operating conditions. All types of 
fuel cells increase their stack lives with each 
iteration. This notwithstanding, stationary fuel 

                                                 
1 Roy, Watson, Infield, Comparison of electrical energy efficiency of atmospheric and high-pressure electrolysers,  
International Journal of Hydrogen Energy 2006 
 
2 A portfolio of power-trains for Europe: a fact-based analysis. The role of Battery Electric Vehicles, Plug-in Hybrids 
and Fuel Cell Vehicles. McKinsey & Co, 2010  
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cells with a warranted 10 year lifespan are 
commercially available today and automotive 
fuel cells are demonstrating lifetimes equal to 
those of conventional engines. For comparison, 
the lifetime of normal batteries is between 2 and 
5 years and no reciprocating engine will last for 
more than 5 years with its original componentry.  

8) There is not enough 
platinum to deploy fuel 
cells    

Platinum, unlike many other metals, is almost 
always recycled. As a result, most of the 
platinum ever mined is still available and 
primary mined platinum is only a small part of 
total resource. For example, it has been used in 
catalytic converters in internal combustion 
engines for many years. Platinum extraction 
from used fuel cell stacks is likely to be more 
efficient  than from autocatalysts and, therefore, 
recovery rates from fuel cells will be >95%. A 
study conducted for the Department for 
Transport3 supports this and states that under 
any of the analysed fuel cell deployment 
scenarios, availability of platinum should not be 
a constraint to the introduction of fuel cell cars 
on a wide scale.  

9) Fuel cells require new 
re-fuelling  infrastructure 

As mentioned under (2), many stationary fuel 
cell systems can be fuelled using a variety of 
existing fuels, thus contributing to energy 
security and facilitating roll-out. Deployment of 
almost any new technology for transport 
applications requires new refuelling 
infrastructure. Development of infrastructure for 
hydrogen fuelled vehicles may be far more cost 
effective than that needed for electric vehicles. 
The high energy density and rapid refuelling 
times for hydrogen vehicles mean that 
approximately 9,000 hydrogen refuelling 
stations would be needed across the whole of 
the UK. This is modest compared to electric 
vehicle charging point networks;, almost three 
times as many charging points for electric 
vehicles are being planned in London alone. 
Over 150 hydrogen refuelling stations have 
already been built worldwide.  

10) Fuel cells cars are not a 
viable replacement for 
conventional vehicles 

Fuel cells represent the only technology that can 
today achieve significant carbon emission 
reductions without compromising range and 
quality of driving. Fuel cell electric vehicles offer 
longer driving range and are faster refuelling 
than battery electric vehicles. Major OEMs plan 
to launch of tens of thousands of fuel cell electric 
vehicles in 2015.    

 

                                                 
3  http://www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/roads/environment/research/cqvcf/platinumandhydrogenforfuelce3838 


