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(571 ABSTRACT

The present invention is an improvement in the water-
gas shift reaction in which an aqueous solution of am-
monia or an ammonia yielding compound serves as a
catalyst to increase the rate of, as well as shift the equi-
librium toward, the production of hydrogen. The am-
monia yielding compounds are preferably ammonium
hydroxide or the weak acid salts of ammonia. Water for
the reaction may be supplied by the solvent for the
catalyst so that a separate source of steam is not re-
quired.

13 Claims, 4 Drawing Figures
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AMMONIA-BASED CATALYST FOR WATER-GAS
SHIFT REACTION

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention involves the water-gas shift
reaction, which utilizes the reaction of carbon monox-
ide and water in the presence of an ammonia based
catalyst to yield carbon dioxide and hydrogen, accord-
ing to the equation:

CO+H20=C02+H3

The water-gas shift reaction by which carbon dioxide
and hydrogen are produced is well known in the chemi-
cal art. The primary use made of this reaction is in
industrial applications to change the ratio of hydrogen
to carbon monoxide in a given gas stream so that more
efficient chemical synthesis can be achieved down-
stream. The original gas stream, which can come from
a number of sources, will often have a hydrogen to
carbon monoxide ratio other than that required in a
given process, such as the 3 to 1 ratio required for meth-
ane synthesis or the 2 to 1 ratio required for methanol
and Fischer-Tropsch synthesis. By processing the gas
stream to change the ratio of its components, using the
water-gas shift reaction, one can maximize the effi-
ciency of the desired end process or synthesis.

As a secondary factor, production of pure hydrogen
is a minor use, although a growing one, of the water-gas
shift reaction. With increasing emphasis on energy self-
sufficiency and the rising costs of energy, hydrogen gas
is increasing in importance as a fuel source. It is impor-
tant that the economics of the water-gas shift reaction
be optimized by obtaining maximum hydrogen gas
yields and production rates. Reaction temperature and
choice of reaction catalysts are significant factors in the
cost of producing hydrogen gas through the water-gas
shift reaction.

Currently, two types of catalyst are widely em-
ployed: an iron oxide-chromium oxide catalyst system
which is used at temperatures of 320°-450° C. and a zinc
oxide-copper oxide catalyst which is used at tempera-
tures of 175°-300° C. The latter system is easily poi-
soned by sulfur containing compounds. Various other
catalysts have also been suggested.

Casale, U.S. Pat. No. 1,843,540, shows a reactor sys-
tem using metals, metal oxides or metal salts in solution
or in suspension as a catalyst for accelerating the water-
gas shift reaction. The Casale disclosure is directed to
the process being carried out at a temperature below the
critical temperature of water and not less than 180° C.
and at a pressure greater than the vapor pressure of
water at the reaction temperature.

The catalysts currently used for the water-gas reac-
tion are predominantly in a supported form in a fixed
bed. A dissolved or aqueous catalyst would exhibit
certain advantages in terms of reaction vessel design
and handling of catalysts. An inexpensive, dissolved
catalyst used to control the water-gas shift reaction
within a range of temperatures and pressures would
permit economical control of the ratio of hydrogen to
carbon monoxide in a gaseous stream.

The present invention relates to a process by which
an incoming gas stream containing carbon monoxide is
reacted to give an outgoing gas stream enriched in hy-
drogen by employing the water-gas shift reaction. This
reaction is carried out in the presence of an aqueous
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solution containing a catalytically effective amount of
ammonia or compounds which will yield ammonia
under the reaction conditions. The process is carried
out at a temperature from 200° C. to the critical point of
the catalyst containing solution. Pressure on the system
must be sufficient to maintain the solution containing
the catalytic amount of ammonia in the liquid phase.

The catalyst may be ammonia itself which can be
admitted either with the entering gas stream or as a
separate stream. It may also be ammonium hydroxide or
an ammonium salt of a weak acid, such as ammonium
carbonate or bicarbonate. Most typically, the ammo-
nium salts will be those of weak acids having a pK of 2
or greater, preferably 5 or greater. The ammonia con-
centration in the catalyst solution, which is only
broadly critical, should be at least 0.05 molar. The cata-
lyst concentration will have some effect on the conver-
sion efficiency of the incoming gas.

It is thus an object of the present invention to provide
a process for shifting an incoming gas stream containing
carbon monoxide to an outgoing gas stream enriched in
hydrogen using a solution catalyst.

A further object is to provide a process for the water-
gas shift reaction using ammonia and ammonia yielding
compounds as catalysts.

Another object is to provide a process for the water-
gas shift reaction using inexpensive and readily avail-
able catalysts.

A particular object is to provide, for an industrial
process that employs the water gas shift reaction, a
catalyst that is obtained as an inexpensive coproduct of
the process.

These and many other objects will become readily
apparent to those skilled in the art upon reading the
following detailed description taken in conjunction
with the drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE D‘RAWINGS

In the drawings:

FIG. 1 is a schematic of a water-gas shift reactor
using an ammonia catalyst system;

FIG. 2 is a graph showing reduction of carbon mon-
oxide in the vapor phase vs. time at a reaction tempera-
ture of 300° C. for three different ammonia-based cata-
lyst systems;

FIG. 3 is a similar graph showing reduction in carbon
monoxide in the vapor phase vs. time at various reaction
temperatures when no catalyst is employed; and

FIG. 4 is a similar graph showing reduction in carbon
monoxide in the vapor phase vs. time at a reaction tem-
perature of 300° C. for recycled ammonnium carbonate
solution catalyst systems.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The present invention relates to an improvement in
the water-gas shift process. This is a basic industrial
chemical reaction in which carbon monoxide is reacted
with steam to produce carbon dioxide and hydrogen. A
catalyst is used to speed the reaction toward equilibrium
to obtain a desired ratio of hydrogen to carbon monox-
ide. Solid catalysts, particularly the oxides of the diffi-
cultly reducible transition metals, are normally used on
solid carriers to shift the equilibrium toward hydrogen
production.

The present invention is a process using an aqueous
solution of ammonia or an ammonia yielding compound
for catalyzing the water-gas shift reaction. Ammonia
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has been found to be an effective and economical non-
coking, low-temperature catalyst for adjustment of hy-
drogen/carbon monoxide concentrations in an incom-
ing gas stream relatively higher in carbon monoxide.
The shifted gas may be used as a fuel gas or a synthesis
gas for carrying out various chemical reactions such as
the production of methanol or ammonia. For the pur-
poses of this invention a pressurized aqueous reactor 10,
as shown in FIG. 1, may be used wherein the gas reac-
tions can be carried out at relatively low temperatures,
between 200° C. and the critical point, and at pressures
at least as high as the vapor pressure of the catalyst
solution at the particular reaction temperature chosen.

The term ammonia yielding compound should be
interpreted to mean any compound which will yield
ammonia in an aqueous system under the particular
temperature and pressure chosen for the shift reaction.
Typical of such compounds are ammonia gas, ammo-
nium hydroxide, and the ammonium salts of weak acids,
including ammonium carbonates and bicarbonates. Mix-
tures of these materials should be considered to be
within the scope of the invention, as should mixtures of
any of the present catalytic materials with other water
soluble chemicals capable of catalyzing the water-gas
shift reaction. Particular salts which have been found to
be effective are ammonium carbonate and ammonium
hydroxide. Compounds which are the ammonium salts
of weak acids having a pK of 2 or greater have been
found to be effective in the process, although the opti-
mum salts are those of weak acids having a pK of 5 or
greater.

Concentration of ammonia in the catalytic solution is
only broadly critical. The ammonia concentration
should be at least 0.05 molar and, for optimum effi-
ciency, should be about 0.1 molar or greater.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram outlining a series of unit
processes which could be advantageously used with the
present invention to shift the composition of a gas
stream issuing from a coal gasification process. It will be
understood that this particular gas stream is exemplary

--and should not be considered as limiting of the inven-

tion. However, FIG. 1 shows a particularly advanta-
geous embodiment of the invention in that the catalyst
needed for the water-gas shift reaction is obtained con-
veniently and inexpensively as a coproduct of the coal
gasification process.

Typically, the gas from a coal gasifier will contain
sufficient ammonia after removal of tar fractions so that
no external source is needed to supply the ammonia
need for the catalyst solution. The gas stream 12 from a
coal gasifier is lead to a quench tower 14, e.g. a spray
tower, where most of the ammonia will be removed.
From this point the gas stream passes through a com-
pressor 16 which feeds the gas into a reaction tower 18
through a distributor plate 20.

Liquid effluent from the quench tower may be used
as a source of ammonia for commercial sale. But, all or
part of the separated ammonia may be used in the prepa-
ration of a catalyst solution for use in the reactor 10.
The liquid effluent is passed through an ammonia sepa-
ration unit 22 wherein gaseous ammonia is separated
from the liquid effluent. Waste water from the unit 22 is
disposed of in an environmentally-acceptable manner or
recycled to the quench tower 14. The gaseous ammonia
is combined with clean water to prepare a catalyst solu-
tion in a liquid gas contactor 24. If insufficient ammonia
is present in the incoming gas stream, an additional
amount can be obtained from other sources and added
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during preparation of the catalyst solution. The catalyst
solution is applied through an appropriate high head
pump 26 to the shift reactor 10.

Gas coming into the reactor 10 bubbles upwardly
through the reaction vessel 18 and through the aqueous
solution of ammonia. As the gas rises, it reacts with the
water in the reaction vessel 18, the reaction being cata-
lyzed by the ammonia in the system. A shifted product
gas 28 is drawn from the top of the reaction vessel 18.
Some @mmonia gas leaves the reactor 10 in the product
gas 28 so that makeup catalyst solution must be added to
the reactor continuously or periodically. The product
gas 28 can be passed through another quench tower if
recovery of the entrained ammonia is desired.

The reaction vessel shown in the drawing is meant to
be exemplary of any of the well known gas/liquid con-
tacting systems common in accepted chemical engineer-
ing practices. Among these could be mentioned bubble
cap columns, packed columns, spray tower systems or
other appropriate configurations which result in effec-
tive contacting and heat transfer between catalyst solu-
tion and gas.

In general, experimental work to date has shown that
ammonia and ammonium yielding compounds have a
strong catalytic effect in the water-gas shift reaction
when used as an aqueous solution in a pressurized reac-
tor. The water-gas shift reaction using ammonia or
ammonium yielding compounds as catalysts is control-
lable and consistent. And, the conversion of carbon
monoxide appears to be independent of the makeup of
the initial gas charged to the reactor.

EXAMPLE 1

In order to study the effect of ammonia catalysts, an
experimental reactor system was used wherein the wa-
ter-gas shift reaction could be conducted at low temper-
atures (250° C.-450° C.) and high pressure (up to 5000
psig). The system comprised an autoclave from which
gas samples could be taken several times throughout the
period of an experiment, while the reaction temperature
and pressure were maintained. More specifically, the
test apparatus was a one-liter autoclave (Autoclave
Engineers, Eria, PA) equipped with a turbine agitator
(Dispersimax T™M impeller, 1} in. diameter, driven by a
Magnedrive TM drive mechanism) to contact the gas
and liquid in the vessel. The autoclave was operated
with standard electrical heating, cooling, and stirring
equipment. A liner was fitted into the autoclave to facil-
itate product recovery and reactor cleanup.

The multiple sampling system used a body wall port
for access to the top of the reactor for gas sampling. The
autoclave and sample removal system were operated
remotely after the reactor had been batch charged. A
sample bulb was connected to the reactor system by a
tubing union and isolated by an air-controlled, high
pressure needle valve. When the reactor reached the
proper conditions and a sample was required, the air-
controlled valve was opened and a gas sample flowed
from the port through the open valve into the sample
bulb, which was monitored via a pressure gauge. After
the sample was withdrawn, which required approxi-
mately one second, the valve was closed and the sample
bulb was sealed and disconnected at the tubing union.
The samples were typically withdrawn every fifteen
minutes during experiments which lasted forty-five to
sixty minutes at reaction temperature.

Since, periodically, a portion of the reaction mixture
was withdrawn from the autoclave, the perturbation of
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that withdrawal and its effect on later samples must be
considered. The effect of the sample removal was mea-
sured by replicating the experiments and sampling at
different times during the experiments. Such tests were
performed and the variances due to the sample removal
found to be indistinguishable from the variances due to
experimental error. The sample bulbs had an average
volume of 111 ml and after sampling contain a sample of
10 to 40 ml of condensate at up to 650 psig of gaseous
product pressure at ambient temperature. Typically,
five samples were drawn during an experiment and a
pressure drop within the reactor is noted. Mass balances
of 85 to 95 percent were typical.

A series of experiments were performed in the auto-
clave with aqueous ammonia catalysts and carbon mon-
oxide. 500 ml samples of three different catalyst solu-
tions were formed by combining water with 0.067 mole
of NH3 gas, .344 mole of NH4 OH and 0.161 mole of
(NH4)2COs respectively. In each run, one of the cata-
lyst solution samples was placed in the autoclave, and
the remaining volume was then filled with carbon mon-
oxide (about sixteen liters). The contents of the sealed
autoclave were heated to 300° C. with the pressure
being allowed to rise to about 1700 psi, which levels
were maintained throughout the run. When reaction
temperature and pressure were reached, the turbine
agitator was started to facilitate gas-liquid contact.

As shown in FIG. 2, the volume percent of carbon
monoxide was reduced from 100% by conversion to
carbon dioxide by the water-gas shift reaction and dilu-
tion with the hydrogen product gas. Significant
amounts of the carbon monoxide had reacted in the time
it took for the reactor to be heated to the reaction tem-
perature of 300° C. The time at which the reactants first
reached 300° C. is indicated as O time in FIG. 2.

As shown in FIG. 2, there was some effect on conver-
sion efficiency due to the particular type and concentra-
tion of ammonia yielding compound in the sytem. The
improvement in efficiency present in this system is
shown dramatically by comparison with the results
described in Example 2.

EXAMPLE 2

A set of data, shown in FIG. 3, was generated from
experiments similar to those described above except
that no ammonia catalyst was present and that several
different temperatures were used. The 300° C. curve
indicates a much slower rate of conversion of carbon
monoxide via the water-gas shift reaction when operat-
ing in the absence of the catalyst in comparison to the
data for catalyzed reactions which appears in FIG. 2.
FIG. 3 also shows that the apparent temperature effect
on the kinetics of the reaction is significant, based on the
relative rates of change in gas composition.

EXAMPLE 3
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In addition to being inexpensive and readily available, -

ammonia catalysts are advantageous because they do
not become poisoned or lose activity over time. This is
demonstrated by FIG. 4 which shows the results from
two types of recycle tests using an ammonium carbon-
ate catalyst solution under the conditions described in
Example 1.

In a first test, the catalyst solution was removed from
the autoclave for analysis following an initial run and
was then returned to the autoclave for a second run.
Due to losses in handling and analysis, the second run
had slightly less catalyst than the first which explains
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some of the reduction in catalytic activity. A sample of
the catalyst solution following the first test yielded only
a trace of solid material after drying in an oven at 115°
C.

A second test with ammonium carbonate gave nearly
as good results, but this time the catalyst solution was
not removed from the autoclave between runs. Follow-
ing the second run, a sample of catalyst solution was
again evaporated to dryness, but this time the solution
was kept at room temperature under a stream of nitro-
gen. Again, only a minute amount of solid was recov-
ered and the infrared spectrum of the material pointed
to a formate compound with possible carbonate con-
tamination. The inability to recover ammonium carbon-
ate is understandable since it decomposes at 58° C. ac-
cording to the literature.

It will be understood by those skilled in the art that
many chemical and process equivalents not disclosed in
the preceding description will be within the scope of the
invention. For example, another advantageous indus-
trial embodiment of this invention is a synthesis of am-
monia wherein hydrogen feed gas is prepared from
reformed natural gas which must pass through a water-
gas shift step. A portion of the product gas NH3, is used
to form a catalyst solution to replace the costly metal
catalysts currently used for the shift reaction. The in-
vention should thus be considered to be limited only by
the following claims. ’

We claim:

1. A process for shifting an incoming gas stream con-
taining carbon monoxide to an outgoing gas stream
enriched in hydrogen using the water-gas shift reaction
which comprises carrying out the reaction in the pres-
ence of an aqueous solution containing a catalytically
effective amount of a catalyst that consists essentially of
a material selected from the group consisting of ammo-
nia, ammonia yielding compounds, and mixtures
thereof. ’

2. The process of claim 1 in which the reaction is
carried out at a temperature of at least 200° C.

3. The process of claim 2 in which the reaction is
carried out at a temperature between 200° C. and the
critical point of the aqueous solution.

4. The process of claim 1 in which the ammonia yield-
ing compounds are selected from the group consisting
of ammonium hydroxide, ammonium salts of weak
acids, and mixtures thereof.

5. The process of claim 4 in which the ammonium
salts are selected from ammonium carbonate and ammo-
nium bicarbonate. .

6. The process of claim 4 in which the ammonium
salts are those of weak acids having a pK of 2 or greater.

7. The process of claim 4 in which the ammonium
salts are those of weak acids having a pK of 5 or greater.

8. The process of claim 1 in which the ammonia con-
centration in the solution is at least 0.05 molar.

9. The process of claim 8 in which the ammonia con-
centration in the solution is at least 0.1 molar.

10. A process for shifting a stream of coal gasifier
effluent gas, which contains carbon monoxide and am-
monia, to a gas stream enriched in hydrogen, the pro-
cess comprising:

providing, in an aqueous solution, a catalytically ef-

fective amount of a catalyst material that consists
essentially of ammonia, at least part of the ammonia
being acquired from a stream of coal gasifier efflu-
ent gas, which contains carbon monoxide and am-
monia; and
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reacting the carbon monoxide in the stream of coal
gasification effluent gas with water according to
the water-gas shift reaction in the presence of the
catalyst solution to provide a gas stream enriched
in hydrogen.

11. A process for shifting a stream of coal gasifier
effluent gas, which contains carbon monoxide and am-
monia, to a gas stream enriched in hydrogen, the pro-
cess comprising:

providing an aqueous catalyst solution that contains a

catalytically effective amount of ammonia, at least
a portion of which is acquired from a stream of coal
gasifier effluent gas which contains carbon monox-
ide and ammonia, by

a. contacting the stream of coal gasifier effluent gas

with water to separate ammonia from the stream,

b. separating the ammonia from the water to obtain at

least a portion of the catalytically effective amount
of ammonia, and
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¢. combining the ammonia with clean water to form

the catalyst solution; and

reacting the carbon monoxide in the stream of coal

gasification effluent gas with water according to
the water-gas shift reaction in the presence of the
catalyst solution to provide a gas stream enriched
in hydrogen.

12. The process of claim 11 catalyzed only by a mate-
rial that consists essentially of ammonia, ammonia yield-
ing compounds, or mixtures thereof.

13. A process for shifting an incoming gas stream
containing carbon monoxide to an outgoing gas stream
enriched in hydrogen using the water-gas shift reaction
which comprises carrying out the reaction in the pres-
ence of an aqueous solution containing a catalytically
effective amount of a catalyst that consists essentially of
a material selected from the group consisting of ammo-
nia, ammonia yielding compounds, and mixtures
thereof, the process being carried out at a temperature
of at least 200° C. with the solution having at least 0.1

molar concentration of ammonia.
* * * * *



