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Abstract: Technologies to produce electric energy from renewable geothermal source are gaining
increasing attention, due to their ability to provide a stable output suitable for baseload production.
Performing life cycle assessment (LCA) of geothermal systems has become essential to evaluate their
environmental performance. However, so far, no documented nor reliable information has been made
available for developing robust LCA studies. This work provides a comprehensive inventory of the
Italian Bagnore geothermal power plants system. The inventory is based exclusively on primary data,
accounting for every life cycle stage of the system. Data quality was assessed by means of a pedigree
matrix. The calculated LCA results showed, with an overall low level of uncertainty (2–3%), that the
commissioning and operational phases accounted for more than 95% of the environmental profile.
Direct emissions to atmosphere were shown to be the major environmental impact, particularly
those released during the operational phase (84%). The environmental performances comparison
with the average Italian electricity mix showed that the balance is always in favor of geothermal
energy production, except in the climate change impact category. The overall outcome confirms the
importance, for flash technology employing fluid with a high concentration of gas content, of using
good quality primary data to obtain robust results.

Keywords: geothermal energy; flash technology; Bagnore power plant; life cycle assessment;
pedigree matrix

1. Introduction

The European Commission (EC) is promoting the transition of the European Union (EU) to a
highly energy efficient and low-carbon economy system [1]. Energy production from renewable
energy sources (RES), saving energy and natural resources, as well as reducing carbon dioxide (CO2)
emissions while managing wastes, are pivotal actions to enable such a transition [2]. The EC adopted
the “2030 climate and energy framework” in 2014, which has been subsequently revised in 2018 to
include broader targets and policy objectives on greenhouse gasses (GHG) emission reduction for
the period from 2021 to 2030. The targets for RES and energy efficiency are set to at least 40% cuts in
greenhouse gas emissions (from 1990 levels), at least a 32% share for renewable energy, and at least
a 32.5% improvement in energy efficiency [3]. On November 2018, the EC presented the analytical
foundation for the development of an EU Long Term Strategy for climate and energy policy and a
political vision for achieving a Net Zero economy by 2050 [4]. In this context, power generation has
been identified as one of the sectors with the highest potential to decarbonize. To ensure that the EU
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targets are met, EU legislation [5] requires that each Member State drafts a 10-year National Energy and
Climate Plan (NECP), setting out how to reach its national targets. The Italian NECP [6], largely built
on the 2017 Italian Energy Strategy, broadly meets the requirements set by the Regulation. The draft of
the plan has been positively judged by EC, as it includes an extensive list of 101 policies and measures.
These would be enough for Italy to meet the above targets, with a particularly important contribution
coming from the objective of gradually phasing out coal for electricity generation by 2025. The draft
plan qualitatively mentions the interactions with air quality and air emissions policy, specifically in
the context of the proposed contribution expressed as 30% share of energy from RES in gross final
consumption of energy in 2030. Electric energy production from RES, particularly those not emitting
into the atmosphere during the operational phase like solar, wind and hydro, will play a key role in
achieving such an ambitious objective. Biomass and geothermal can also play a role in replacing fossils
toward a more sustainable development, but they are not exempt from drawbacks concerning CO2

emissions [7]. As geothermal energy has big potential for development [8], it is becoming important to
explore the state of the art of the technology in terms of a benefit/cost ratio from an environmental
point of view. Among RES, geothermal energy is considered a competitive energy source, because of
its independence from seasonal and climatic conditions [9], ensuring reliable performances peculiar to
non-renewable sources. Geothermal power plants can provide a stable production output, unaffected
by the external environment, resulting in high capacity factors (ranging from 60% to 90%), and making
the technology suitable for baseload production [10]. The technologies for power production from
geothermal resource exploitation depend on the quality of the geothermal field, which, in general,
increases with its enthalpy, typically spanning from liquid-only to steam-only (i.e., dry steam) reservoirs.
Naturally occurring geothermal systems, known as hydro-thermal, are characterized by a resource
fluid condition that can be considered directly available. By contrast, enhanced geothermal systems
(EGS) aim to produce hot water at locations where natural aquifers are not present by developing
an “engineered reservoir”. This technology has received significant attention, because it allows the
exploitation of geothermal energy virtually anywhere. Hydrothermal (mono, double or triple flash and
dry steam) plants account for around 85% of the global geothermal power generation. In 2018, this was
an estimated 90 TWh, while the cumulative capacity reached 14 GW [11]. Around 14% of the global
electricity production is due to a different technology based on binary cycles [12]. This technology often
exploits the total re-injection of non-condensable gases (NCGs) with some environmental advantages,
despite a significant decrease in efficiency and larger land occupancy [8]. In this context, the concern
about the environmental performance of geothermal energy exploitation has been growing in recent
years, due to the expected increase of power production from geothermal sources [13].

Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) methodology is one of the most reliable and powerful tools to assess
the environmental performance of power generation systems, capable of providing results that cover
several environmental aspects, thus approaching the system in a more comprehensive and holistic
way [14–16].

Even though LCA has been applied for quite a long time now to energy-producing systems, the
field of geothermal energy exploitation still lacks primary data. Only a few studies have been aimed
at determining the environmental profile of currently operating geo-thermoelectric installations in
Italy [17–19] and in Iceland [20,21].

The relative complexity and high dependency on geomorphological factors of the geothermal
energy source also contributes to the scarcity of specific information. Reviews performed by several
authors [22–24] underlined the inaccuracy due to the lack of primary data. This trend is even
more evident in harmonization [25–27], which needs to deal with very large variability, making the
elaboration of reliable eco-profile very difficult [28,29].

The consequence is that papers which analyze geothermal power plants mostly use secondary data,
forcing the authors to rely on the general literature data, which are often not adequately representative
of the technology and of the investigated system [30,31].
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Recently, special attention has been paid to the evaluation of environmental performances of
EGS [32,33]. However, at present, hydro-thermal systems dominate current electricity generation in
the geothermal sector, and the exploitation of this type of reservoir is predicted to become dominant
in the future [11,34]. This picture outlines the importance of assessing the life cycle environmental
impacts of conventional geothermal technologies to make sustainable choices in the context of the
electric energy production sector. To avoid uncertainties, a reliable and high-quality life cycle inventory
of a flash installation is needed. The only current source of data is the one provided in the study by
Karlsdottir et al. [35].

The scope of the present work is to provide a high-quality, complete and documented life cycle
inventory of a flash power plant, and to perform the LCA of electricity production from geothermal
source with a cradle to grave approach, and to evaluate how much uncertainty of data is reflected on
the final LCA results. The quality of data was assessed employing a so-called pedigree or uncertainty
matrix. The Italian Bagnore power plant was selected as one of the most representative flash-based
conversion system power plants. This work has been made possible by the full availability of primary
data which, according to our knowledge, is unique in the literature.

The Bagnore power plant system consists of three connected units, namely: Bagnore 3, the binary
group of Bagnore 3 and Bagnore 4. To correctly assess the environmental footprint of these plants, it is
necessary to consider them as a whole system, namely the Bagnore system. Bagnore power plants
integrate two systems for atmospheric emissions abatement, namely the AMIS (i.e., the abatement
system for mercury (Hg) and hydrogen sulfide (H2S)) and the ammonia (NH3) abatement system. The
adoption of state-of-the-art management strategies by the operator, Enel Green Power (EGP), aims for
the best trade-off between production performance and environmental compliance [36].

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Power Plants Description

The production of electricity from geothermal exploitation in Italy is concentrated in the Tuscany
region. Currently, all the geothermal power plants have been built and operated by EGP, which
manages 37 productive units, allowing for the production of about 5.8 TWh/y.

The geothermal area in Tuscany is divided in four districts: Larderello, Lago and Radicondoli
(halfway from the province of Siena, Grosseto and Pisa) and, in the south Tuscany, the area of Mount
Amiata (between Grosseto and Siena) [37]. The area of Monte Amiata is composed by two productive
geothermal fields, namely Bagnore and Piancastagnaio. The Bagnore field is characterized by the
presence of 2 power plants: Bagnore 3 and Bagnore 4, entirely constructed and operated by EGP.
Bagnore 3 is a flash plant with 20 MWe of installed power producing 170 GWh/y of electric energy.
Additionally, the plant is powered by a 1 MWe Organic Rankine Cycle (ORC) unit, which provides
6.8 GWh/y of additional electric energy. Bagnore 4 is powered by two 20 MWe groups, which can
input 367 GWh/y to the electric grid. Thus, the electricity production from the Bagnore field is about
544 GWh/y. In addition to electric generation, heat delivery is also achieved by exploiting residual heat
after turbine expansion. The total heat delivered to the final users is about 32 GWh/y.

The two power plants are connected to each other to enhance the performance of the whole
system. Such an enhancement is reached in both power production and environmental compatibility
of the geothermal power plants [38]. A shared steam network powering the two power plants, allows
the optimization of the available steam flow, thus, maximizing the power output. The shared steam
network also improves the environmental footprint: in case of maintenance operations to one of the
three productive units, it is possible to reroute the overflowing steam towards the operating units, thus
avoiding free release into atmosphere. The operator also equipped the power plants with oversized
AMIS system, able to treat 150% of the entering fluid for each turbine. Such oversizing allows the
system to also abate the emissions during flow rerouting for maintenance operations.
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2.2. LCA Methodological Approach

2.2.1. Goal and Functional Unit

The goal of the present LCA study is to assess the potential environmental impacts that are
associated with the production of electricity from the geothermal power plants of Bagnore 3 and
Bagnore 4. The functional unit selected is 1 kWh of net electricity produced. This study was conducted
according to the requirements of ISO 14040 standard series [39,40] and the ILCD Handbook [41],
following an attributional approach. The broader scope of the study was to provide insight and
reference values on the environmental performances of an operating flash-based geothermal facility
relying on a very detailed LCI. The intended application was to calculate the comprehensive eco-profile
of the Bagnore power plants system. Data for building the life cycle inventory was obtained directly
from EGP through accurate surveys and questionnaires.

2.2.2. System Boundaries

Figure 1 shows the system boundaries of the LCA study. The system modelling approach is
cradle to grave, and it included the following phases: commissioning, operation and maintenance
(which together constitute the use phase), decommissioning and end of life (EoL). The system boundaries
were set up to the point where energy, in the form of electricity and heat, is produced from the plant.
The distribution of energy was not considered. The life cycle phases included in the boundaries were
modelled using foreground and background processes. The distinction between the foreground and
background processes consists of the former being explicitly modelled for the investigated system
employing data directly measured in situ, and is therefore highly representative of the technological
and geographical situation of the studied system (primary data). Background processes are all the other
processes for which data were retrieved from the Ecoinvent database version 3.5 [42] (secondary data).
Background processes represent an average situation with a different level of geographical and
technological representativeness, ranging from national to worldwide averages.
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Figure 1. Graphical representation of the system boundaries considered in this study. A distinction is
made between background processes that use secondary data (Ecoinvent database v3.5) and foreground
processes that use primary data representative of the Bagnore power plant system. Electricity and heat
distribution infrastructure and processes are not included in this study.

The geothermal power plant system was modelled in more detail, as follows:

(1) The commissioning phase included the drilling of production and injection wells and the well-pad
construction; the construction of pipelines; the power plants building; all the equipment needed
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for the power generation plant and the heating station, including the cooling towers, the ORC
unit and the production of the working fluid used by the ORC system; the construction of AMIS
was also included in the commissioning stage; on the contrary, the exploration and wells’ testing
stages were excluded from the analysis, due to lack of data.

(2) The operational phase included the production of sulfuric acid (H2SO4) used in the fluid treatment
for the oxidation of (NH3); working fluid losses during normal operation of the ORC system
were inventoried as direct emissions to air; the operational phase accounted for direct emissions
of NCGs, Arsenic (As) and Hg to air. Maintenance activities included in the system were: AMIS
maintenance, which involved the substitution of selenium based sorbent; the evaporative tower
maintenance, which involved substitution of plastic parts (drift eliminator, fan); equipment
maintenance, which includes lubricant oil refilling, substitution of metals components of various
technical parts (i.e., turbine, compressors). More details are given in the Supporting Information
in the “Inventory” sheet.

(3) When the geothermal power plant runs out of its lifetime, a decommissioning phase was assumed,
which included exclusively the closing of the wells with cement. The activities of dismantling and
recycling of machinery and equipment were excluded from the decommissioning stage, because
they can be employed in other plants operated by EGP.

(4) Finally, the EoL phase included the treatment and disposal of drilling mud and of the spent
sorbent from AMIS maintenance, as well as the treatment of exhaust oil from equipment
maintenance activity.

2.2.3. LCA Key Modelling Parameters

This section reports the key modelling parameters of the geothermal plant (see Table 1), as well as
the secondary data selection. The inventory of the Bagnore system is discussed in Section 3, where
a general comparison in terms of data quality and coverage with the currently available LCI for
Hellisheidi [35] is performed.

Table 1. Bagnore power plant system LCA key modelling parameters.

Geothermal Source Type Hydrothermal

Energy generation technology Flash
Final energy use Electricity production

Average Reservoir Depth (shallow|deep) (m) 700|3000

Field Average Temperature (◦C) 300–350

Parameter Unit Value

Installed power
Electric MWe 61
Thermal MWth 21.1

District Heating SUPPLY|
RETURN temperature

◦C 100|60

Net energy output (annual)
Electric GWhe/y 544
Thermal GWhth/y 32

Predicted lifetime Years 40
Total Energy Produced

Electric GWhe 21,760
Thermal GWht 1280

Production and injection wells Number 8 production/6 injection
Total length drilled Meters 31,823

Pipelines length Meters 10,400
Load factor % 99
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Site specific data have always been used when possible, whereas background data were retrieved
from the Ecoinvent database [42], with a preference for specific Italian dataset when available
(i.e., for the electricity mix). When not available, average European or global dataset were selected.

2.2.4. Data Representativeness and Quality

The quality of collected data was assessed by means of the Ecoinvent data quality system [43].
Five indicators (i.e., reliability, completeness, temporal correlation, geographical correlation, further
technological correlation) were assessed using a score from the best quality (score 1 corresponding to a
verified measured data) to the worst (score 5 corresponding to not qualified/or estimate data). The
complete description of indicators and scores is reported in Table 2.

Table 2. Data quality indicators and score description on scores 1.

Indicators
Scores

1 2 3 4 5

Reliability Verified data based on
measurements

Verified data partly
based on assumptions or
non-verified data based

on measurements

Non-verified data
partly based on

qualified estimates

Qualified estimate
(e.g., by industrial

expert)
Non-qualified estimates

Completeness

Representative data
from all sites relevant for
the market considered,

over and adequate
period to even out

normal fluctuations

Representative data
from >50% of the sites
relevant for the market

considered, over an
adequate period to even
out normal fluctuations

Representative data
from only some sites
(<<50%) relevant for

the market
considered or >50%

of sites but from
shorter periods

Representative data
from only one site

relevant for the
market considered or
some sites but from

shorter periods

Representativeness
unknown or data from a

small number of sites
and from shorter periods

Temporal
correlation

Less than 3 years of
difference to the time
period of the data set

Less than 6 years of
difference to the time
period of the data set

Less than 10 years of
difference to the time
period of the data set

Less than 15 years of
difference to the time
period of the data set

Age of data unknown or
more than 15 years of
difference to the time
period of the data set

Geographical
correlation

Data from area under
study

Average data from larger
area in which the area

under study is included

Data from area with
similar production

conditions

Data from area with
slightly similar

production
conditions

Data from unknown or
distinctly different area
(North America instead

of Middle East,
OECD-Europe instead

of Russia)

Further
technological

correlation

Data from enterprises,
processes and materials

under study

Data from processes and
materials under study

(i.e., identical
technology) but from
different enterprises

Data from processes
and materials under

study but from
different technology

Data on related
processes or

materials

Data on related
processes on laboratory
scale or from different

technology

1 Each cell in the matrix indicates a quality characteristic of inventory data. After the analyst has selected, for each
item of the inventory, an appropriate cell during the Monte Carlo procedure, the software keeps track of such choice
indicating the position (1 to 5) of the selected quality characteristics in each R, C, T, G, F line of the matrix itself.

After a score was assigned to each data indicator for all material and energy inputs included
in the inventory, the Ecoinvent data quality system calculates a corresponding numerical value of
uncertainty, assigning a specific geometric standard deviation to a log-normal distribution (see the
Supporting Information for standard deviation values). The propagation of uncertainty throughout
the model was then calculated by means of the Monte Carlo analysis (i.e., 10,000 runs), obtaining a
final standard deviation on the results in each impact category.

2.2.5. Important Assumptions

Transport of assembled machinery to the geothermal plant site was excluded, because of the
limited distance between the plant and the production site (i.e., 150 km). However, the transport of the
semi-products and raw material was included using the background processes in the Ecoinvent database.

For small steel parts, an aggregated mass value was provided by EGP. This quantity is supposed
to cover all the steel used for general parts in the commissioning phase. Thus, it was equally divided
between the six components: AMIS, gas intercooler, gas compressor, condenser, evaporative tower
and turbine.
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During the maintenance of the power plant, 10% of the steel content of the steam turbine rotor
was assumed to be substituted with new steel every four years.

Drilling wastes spent mineral oil and sorbent were considered to be sent to landfill. According to
the information supplied, no additional treatment processes were considered.

Data on direct emissions from the power plant’s stack was taken from Ferrara et al. [44]. These
emissions were modelled as output flows “emission to air, low population density”.

2.2.6. Allocation Procedure

The Bagnore 3 and 4 power plant is a multifunctional system, since it produces both electricity
and thermal energy. In this study, an exergy-based allocation procedure was chosen to deal with such
multifunctionality as a proper allocation method, according to the ILCD Handbook [41]. The exergy
allocation method accounts for the quality (i.e., exergy content, ability to do work) of the two energy
products (i.e., electricity and heat) generated by the power plant. Thus, 95% of total impacts were
allocated to the electricity produced. The complete procedure to calculate allocation coefficients for
electricity and heat is reported in detail in the Supporting Information, in the sheet “Allocation”.

2.2.7. Life Cycle Impact Assessment Method

The ILCD 2011 Midpoint+ method v1.0.9 was adopted for translating the emissions and
resources use into environmental impacts, which were quantified during the inventory phase. The
impact categories acidification potential (AC); climate change (CC); freshwater ecotoxicity (EC);
freshwater eutrophication (FEP); human toxicity, cancer effects (HTc); human toxicity, non-cancer
effects (HTnc); ionizing radiation human Health effect (IRHH); land use (LU); marine eutrophication
(MEP); mineral, fossil and ren resource depletion (MFRD); ozone depletion (ODP); particulate matter
(PM); photochemical ozone formation (POF); terrestrial eutrophication (TE); water resource depletion
(WRD) were included in the analysis. The ionizing radiation E (interim) impact category was excluded,
due to its incomplete development [45]. The normalization step was performed by applying the
reference values of the “EU27 2010, equal weighting” set. According to the latest development in
European guidelines of the ILCD method [45], the discussion related to the toxicity categories was
excluded from the analysis. All the calculations and modelling were performed using the open-source
software OpenLCA version 1.10 and LCIA package v2.0.4 [46].

3. Life Cycle Inventory Analysis

One main objective of this research was to present the most detailed and accurate life cycle
inventory based on primary data for a state-of-the-art flash geothermal power plant. The collection of
information was performed with the intent of obtaining the highest level of detail in terms of LCA
requirements [41]. The inventory of materials and energy input and output flows was collected for
each of the separated components, and based only on primary data. To our knowledge, the data
inventory built in the present work represents the first of a kind LCI available in the state-of-the-art
literature for geothermal power plants based on flash technology. The resulting inventory is presented
in its extended version in the Supporting Information (sheet “Inventory”).

Currently, the most referred LCI available in the literature concerning flash technology is the one
published by Karlsdottir et al. [35]. As much as this inventory is quite comprehensive and detailed,
and it has often been employed for geothermal system modelling in LCA studies ([24] and references
therein), it fails by not providing primary data and accounting for all the life cycle stages of the energy
generation system. The present work aims to provide an improved inventory for the flash technology,
which could potentially be used in conjunction with the work by Karlsdottir et al. [20,35] for geothermal
system modelling in future LCA studies of geothermal power plants.

Table 3 reports the main differences between the present work (right side) and the work by
Karlsdottir et al. [35] (left side). Regarding data accuracy, the inventory presented in this work is
entirely based on primary data coming from the EGP Company that has executed the activities. Only a
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few assumptions were made based on expert knowledge, for instance, concerning power building
material requirements. In this case, the primary data used for modelling of Bagnore 4 was also used
also for Bagnore 3, as suggested by the power plant operator EGP, employing a scaling factor. Even
though this can be considered as an estimation, it is still based on primary data and, more importantly,
on the expert judgment of the operator. As a result, when considering data quality, a large part of the
indicators scored between 1 and 3 (see Table 2).

Table 3. Main differences between the currently available life cycle inventories for flash technology.

Parameter Karlsdóttir et al. (2015) This Work

Data accuracy

Not all the data presents the highest level of
accuracy. Sometimes secondary data are
employed, or data come from extrapolation of
secondary data.

Most of the data comes from primary
sources, or data are directly extrapolated
by the operator Company.

Data coverage

Most of the Life Cycle Stages are analyzed
and reported, but

• No data coverage for regular
maintenance activities.

• Direct emissions to air are only
partially accounted

All of the Life Cycle Stages are fully
analyzed and reported.

System
boundaries End of life (EoL) processes are not included

EoL processes are included; only heating
station building, electric supply
machinery and distribution infrastructure
are not included in the system boundaries

On the other hand, Karlsdottir et al. [35] includes a higher component’s specificity, for example,
steel grades are provided, as are mass weight for smaller equipment parts. However, these data
are mainly based on secondary data and authors’ assumptions. The data coverage featured in
this paper is higher, compared to the one in Karlsdottir et al. [35]. Specifically, the present work
considers all the regular maintenance activities, for example, lubricating oil substitution and regular
maintenance operation of machinery, EoL treatments of wastes and wells closure operations, previously
never considered.

In this paper, the same approach used in Parisi et al. [37] was adopted. Such an approach relies on a
statistical analysis of all the compounds emitted during power generation from geothermal exploitation.
The only difference compared to the work of Parisi et al. [37] is represented by the emission values that
have been updated with the most recent ones provided by the regional environmental agency [47].

Table 4 reports the main energy and material inputs for the commissioning phase related to the
functional unit. Diesel consumption is primarily associated with the wells drilling process with a
specific consumption of about 12 GJ/m. Concerning material use, Portland cement and steel represent
the most used materials, accounting for about 70% of the total weight of equipment used in this stage.
Portland cement is employed in the casing of wells and power station buildings, whereas steel is
partitioned among casing, pipelines and machinery. Depending on the application, different steel
grades can be used.

The material input for maintenance activities are reported in Table 5. The maintenance stage
represents the planned activities required to keep the power plant in operation. Extraordinary
maintenance activities are hence omitted. The maintenance activities that result in the highest material
consumption are those related to the substitution of the spent Hg absorber (Selenium), the lubricating oil
replacement, as well as the steel and polyvinyl chloride (PVC) replacement for power plant machinery.
In this case, a substitution of 10% of the total weight of the steam turbine rotor every four years
was considered.
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Table 4. Main material and energy inputs employed in the commissioning phase. The cut-off is set at
2% of the total mass, to reduce the number of inputs reported. Complete information can be found in
the Supporting Information.

Energy Input Amount Unit

Diesel for drilling 9.4 × 10−3 MJ/F.U.

Material input Amount Unit

Excavation 6.7 × 10−7 m3/F.U.
Portland cement 8.1 × 10−4 kg/F.U.

Steel 3.3 × 10−4 kg/F.U.
Gravel 2.5 × 10−4 kg/F.U.

Bentonite 9.4 × 10−5 kg/F.U.
Copper 5.0 × 10−5 kg/F.U.

Sodium hydroxide 3.5 × 10−5 kg/F.U.
Aluminium 2.7 × 10−5 kg/F.U.

Material output Amount Unit

Drilling waste to disposal (EoL) 1.0 × 10−3 kg/F.U.

Table 5. Main material and energy inputs employed in the maintenance phase. The cut-off is set 2% of
the total mass, to reduce the number of inputs reported. Complete information can be found in the
Supporting Information.

Material Input Amount Unit

Lubricating oil 5.5 × 10−6 kg/F.U.
Selenium 4.1 × 10−6 kg/F.U.
Pentane 2.8 × 10−6 kg/F.U.

PVC 8.3 × 10−7 kg/F.U.
Steel 7.7 × 10−7 kg/F.U.

The operational stage considers the atmospheric emissions, due to geothermal fluid exploitation
and the material input needed by the NH3 abatement system. As shown in Table 6, the emission of
CO2 and methane (CH4) dominates the environmental emission profile of the Bagnore power plant
system. In contrast, the H2SO4 is by far the most used material during the operational phase.

Table 6. Main material input and direct atmospheric emissions from the operational phase. The cut-off

is set 2% of the total mass to reduce the number of inputs to be reported. Complete information can be
found in the Supporting Information.

Material Input Amount Unit

H2SO4 3.7 × 10−3 kg/F.U.

Atmospheric Emissions Amount Unit

CO2 4.1 × 10−1 kg/F.U.
CH4 1.2 × 10−2 kg/F.U.

Table 7 provides information on energy and materials inputs for the decommissioning phase.
The assumption is that all the drilled wells will undergo a closure process when the plant runs out its
lifetime. This approach was adopted more to test the influence of the EoL processes of wells than to
represent a real option. The Bagnore power plant system is managed in a sustainable way, ensuring a
constant productivity without depletion of the resource. However, since a lifetime must be set in LCA,
this work has considered the unlikely option that the wells will be closed after the given lifespan to
account for the EoL process.
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Table 7. Main material and energy input employed in the well closure phase. The cut-off is set 2% of
the total mass, to reduce the number of inputs reported. Complete information can be found in the
Supporting Information.

Energy Input Amount Unit

Diesel 6.4 × 10−4 MJ/F.U.

Material Input Amount Unit

Portland 1.6 × 10−5 kg/F.U.
Gravel 3.2 × 10−6 kg/F.U.

4. Results

4.1. Life Cycle Assessment of the Bagnore Power Plant System

Figure 2 reports the percentage of contribution of commissioning, operational, maintenance,
decommissioning and EoL phases of the Bagnore power plant system, to the total impacts for all
the categories included in the ILCD method. The potential impacts on the 15 categories that were
considered are essentially determined by the commissioning and operational phases, which contribute
for more than 90% on the total impacts in each category. In more detail, the operational phase
contributes for 80%–90% of the overall potential impacts on the AC, CC, HTnc, MEP, PM, POF and
TE categories, and about 70% to WRD. These impacts are mainly linked with direct emissions to the
air of NH3, CO2 and CH4. The emission of NH3 determines the impact on AC (i.e., 96% of the total
impact), MEP (84% of the total impact), TE (99% of the total impact) and PM (86% of the total impact).
In contrast, the impact on the CC category is shared between the CO2 (i.e., 57% of the total impact) and
CH4 (i.e., 42% of the total impact) emissions. The 75% of the total impact on POF is determined by CH4.
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Figure 2. Percentage of contribution of commissioning, operation, maintenance, decommissioning and
EoL phases to the total impact in all the assessed impact categories.

The commissioning phase is responsible for more than 80% of the total potential impacts on
EC, FEP and MFRD. The copper requirement during the building construction process is the main
contributor to such impacts. The commissioning phase contributes about 60% to 70% to the IRHH, LU
and ODP categories, for which the deep well construction process shows the highest contribution.
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Subsequently, the decommissioning and EoL phases show a negligible contribution to all the
considered impact categories.

The characterized results of each impact category were divided by a selected reference value, in
order to better understand the magnitude of the results of impact category indicators, and to bring all
the results on the same normalized scale (see the Supporting Information for normalization values).
After the normalization step, the CC, TE and AC categories, in this order, had the highest impacts
among all the selected impact categories (Figure 3). The impacts from geothermal electricity production
were compared with the impacts from the average Italian energy mix [48], to give a reference system
and interpret the magnitude of the geothermal eco-profile. The Ecoinvent version 3.5 employed for the
analysis is based on the Italian electric energy mix by 2014. The share consisted of 60% arising from
fossils (coal, gas, oil) and import (mostly nuclear). RES represents 40% of the total, with 18% generated
by hydro, 7% by photovoltaics, 5% wind, 6% biofuel, 2% waste and 2% geothermal.Energies 2020, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 20 
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Figure 3. Normalized results for the production of 1 kWh of electric energy from the Bagnore power
plant system (blue) and from the average Italian electricity mix (light grey). Climate change (CC),
terrestrial eutrophication (TE), acidification potential (AC) and particulate matter (PM) have been
identified as the categories with the highest impact.

As shown in Figure 3, all the impacts caused by the average Italian electricity mix are higher than
those of geothermal energy production, with the exception of climate change, due to the emissions of
CO2 and CH4 that are intrinsic to the geothermal resource exploitation activities.

The impacts on the CC, TE and AC categories for geothermal electricity production are determined
almost exclusively by emissions to the air during the operational phase (i.e., NH3, CO2 and CH4). As
shown in Figure 3 and Table 8, all the impacts caused by the average operational phase are mainly
related to the geothermal fluid composition, and can thus be considered site-dependent.

On the contrary, the commissioning phase is common to all flash technologies, and Figure 4
shows the contribution of processes within this phase. The processes considered in the commissioning
phase are clustered in drilling, drilling waste (disposal), equipment and pipelines. The drilling process
includes, in addition to the drilling activities themselves, the construction of the well pads. In contrast,
equipment includes all the materials and energy needed to realize the components present in the power
plants and the power plants building itself. The pipelines construction process is separated from the
others, because they are structures connecting wells and power plants.
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Table 8. Contribution of LC phases to the most impacting categories: AC, CC, PM and terrestrial
eutrophication (TE). Impacts are reported as person equivalent (PE) per functional unit (FU). Complete
information can be found in the Supporting Information.

LC Phase Unit AC CC PM TE

Commissioning PE/FU 8.0 × 10−7 4.3 × 10−7 8.0 × 10−7 5.4 × 10−7

Operational PE/FU 3.1 × 10−5 9.6 × 10−5 7.8 × 10−6 4.6 × 10−5

End of Life PE/FU 1.1 × 10−9 2.5 × 10−9 1.4 × 10−9 1.3 × 10−9

Maintenance PE/FU 7.8 × 10−9 3.4 × 10−9 7.0 × 10−9 2.2 × 10−9

Decommissioning PE/FU 1.4 × 10−8 9.4 × 10−9 1.1 × 10−8 2.3 × 10−8

Total PE/FU 3.2 × 10−5 9.6 × 10−5 8.6 × 10−6 4.7 × 10−5
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Figure 4. Percentage of contribution from drilling, drilling waste disposal, equipment and pipelines to
the commissioning phase.

The hotspot analysis results show that the potential impacts of the commissioning phase are fairly
divided among equipment and drilling processes. Building construction and the production of metals
(i.e., copper) determine the impact of the equipment. Emissions from the combustion of diesel used to
drive the drilling rig are the most responsible for the impact during drilling. Pipelines generally give a
contribution of around 10% of the total impacts in all categories, except for CC and WRD. Drilling
waste disposal has a negligible impact.

4.2. Uncertainty Analysis of Results

Figure 5 reports the uncertainty values (MIN, MAX and standard deviation) related to the average
potential impact for the categories CC, TE, AC and PM, which were previously identified as having the
highest impact. The uncertainty associated with the results was calculated following the procedure
described in Section 2.2.4.

The calculated uncertainty of results for the identified categories is low and ranging between 2–3%.
The impact of these categories is exclusively determined by airborne emissions (primary data) during
the operational phase. The good quality of data for airborne emissions (low score in all indicators,
see Table 2) results in a low uncertainty of the final LCA results. In those cases where the impact is
determined by other stages, with different levels of quality of primary data, the final uncertainty is
generally higher and, in some cases, up to a standard deviation around the mean value of 58%.
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In Table 9, the uncertainty related to the impacts for all categories is reported together with the
overall score for each data quality indicator used to calculate the impacts. Generally, a low overall
data quality (high scores in Table 2) corresponds to a relatively high standard deviation (>10%).
The uncertainty of results is not exclusively related to the inventory data, but also to the secondary
(background) data and their relative uncertainty as specified in the Ecoinvent database.

Table 9. Uncertainty analysis for each impact category results and data quality indicator score. (R)
Reliability; (C) Completeness; (T) Temporal correlation; (G) Geographical correlation; (F) Further
technological correlation.

Impact Category Impact Result STDV (%) Overall Data Quality Indicator 1

R C T G F
Acidification (molc H+ eq) 2 1.78 × 10−3 3 1 1 2 1 1
Climate change (kg CO2 eq) 6.82 × 10−1 2 1 1 2 1 1

Freshwater eutrophication (kg P eq) 5.19 × 10−6 58 1 1 4 1 1
Ionizing radiation HH (kBq 235U eq) 2.96 × 10−4 12 1 1 5 2 1

Land use (kg C deficit) 8.37 × 10−3 18 3 4 5 3 1
Marine eutrophication (kg N eq) 6.16 × 10−5 3 1 1 3 1 1

Mineral, fossil & ren resource depletion (kg Sb eq) 6.49 × 10−7 20 3 2 5 2 2
Ozone depletion (kg CFC-11 eq) 4.39 × 10−10 47 2 3 4 5 3
Particulate matter (kg PM2.5 eq) 4.35 × 10−5 3 1 1 2 1 1

Photochemical ozone formation (kg NMVOC eq) 1.52 × 10−4 3 1 1 3 1 1
Terrestrial eutrophication (molc N eq) 2 7.69 × 10−3 3 1 1 2 1 1
Water resource depletion (m3 water eq) 5.69 × 10−5 11 2 3 5 3 2

1 numbers in columns R, C, T, G, F refer to specific scores within the EcoInvent uncertainty matrix (Table 2).2 molc
unit indicates a mole of charge (molc) per unit of mass emitted.

5. Discussion

The LCA results show that direct emissions to the atmosphere released during the commissioning
and operational phases are the dominant impact for the Bagnore system. For the commissioning phase,
as the emissions of CO2 associated with the combustion of diesel used to drive the drilling rig are the
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principal factors responsible for the environmental impact, the eco-profile would certainly improve
in the future by changing the drilling technology. Unfortunately, so far, the initiatives promoted by
operators to employ an electric rig, directly powered by the medium-voltage network, aiming for a
simplification of the process and a reduction of impact and costs, have been unsuccessful. The main
difficulties arose with the medium-voltage network connections, and for authorization procedures,
which look quite complex due to safety requirements.

However, the applicability of such a system looks only suitable for the consolidated stations with
several wells.

The potential environmental impacts generated during the operational phase are mainly linked
with airborne emissions. The comparison with the Italian energy mix makes it possible to highlight the
differences in the environmental performances, which are in favor of geothermal energy exploitation
for all the environmental impact categories, with the exception of climate change. This outcome is
due to the significant contribution given to the average Italian electricity mix from RES like hydro,
photovoltaics and wind energy, whose CO2 emission contributions in the atmosphere during the
operational phase are negligible. This confirms previous evidence that geothermal energy, although
renewable, is not the cleanest one, even if it performs better than any other fossil source. This finding
gives a benchmark to interpret the magnitude of the power plant eco-profile. As the emissions of NH3,
CH4 and CO2 during the operational phase are mainly related to the geothermal fluid composition,
they can be considered site-dependent, therefore particular care should be exercised in deciding the
localization of plants in the project phase. In this context, it should be mentioned that, to date, in
the analysis of greenhouse gases emissions, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [49]
considers the release of greenhouse gases of geothermal origin quantitatively negligible, despite
the fact that this has been demonstrated not always to be true [7]. Notwithstanding the evidence
that flash geothermal electricity production is contributing to CO2 emissions more than the Italian
electricity mix, some intrinsic benefits connected with geothermal development should be considered.
This is particularly important in the frame of a policy sensitive to environmental and social issues:
(i) geothermal energy is a renewable local based energy source and not imported; (ii) a secondary, but
not negligible advantage can be found in the use of thermal fluids for civil or light industry purposes
in the neighboring area; (iii) electricity generated by geothermal contributes to the basic load and it is
independent on atmospheric conditions. However, regarding this latter issue, we should be aware that
in the future, due to discontinuity of solar and wind electricity supply, flexible power systems will be
even more valuable.

The main achievement of the assessment method implemented in this work relies mainly on two
aspects. Firstly, the investigated system has been selected from the latest in technological excellence in
the field of flash geothermal generation in Italy. Secondly, the EGP operator granted the availability of
primary data to build the LCI, as reported in the Supporting Information. This is noteworthy compared
to the state-of-the-art LCA literature on geothermal systems, which very often uses secondary or
tertiary data.

The representativeness and quality of the inventory data, presented in Section 3, should always
be assessed to ensure robustness of LCA results. Significant elements of improvement in this work are
represented by the level of detail for machinery and components, data quality and coverage, as well as
the inclusion of the EoL as shown in Table 3.

The exergy-based allocation method chosen to address the multifunctionality represents another
feature of this work: although not fully new, most LCA studies allocate according to mass, energy
content or monetary value. Exergy reflects the difference in terms of energy quality among energy
outputs and represents the most suitable method, from a thermodynamic point of view, for discerning
the benefits of combined heat and power systems.

The uncertainty evaluation on LCA results performed with the Monte Carlo analysis shows a
non-negligible dependence on the background Ecoinvent database and the LCIA method assumptions,
not on foreground data. This confirms the reliability of the LCA system modelling adopted in this
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work. The scientific approach employed offers a detailed insight of the research findings in agreement
with the ISO 14040 and ILCD requirements. From a policy point of view, the transparency of the
assessment method could support effective decision-making.

As mentioned in the Introduction, the EU has committed itself to a clean energy transition, which
will contribute to fulfilling the goals of the Paris Agreement on climate change [1,5]. According to the
Italian NECP targets [6], the electric generation power will be affected by an important transformation,
due to the goal of the phasing out of coal generation plants by 2025, and the necessary promotion
of a large contribution from RES to replace them. The maximum contribution to the growth of RES
will arise particularly from the electricity sector, which, by 2030, will reach 187 TWh of generation
from RES, equal to 16 Mtep. The strong penetration of technologies for renewable electrical energy
production, mainly photovoltaics and wind, will make it possible to cover 55.0% of the final gross
electric consumptions with RES, compared to the 40% contributed in 2014. The photovoltaics and
wind capacity should triple and double, respectively, by 2030. With regards to other RES in the NECP,
a limited growth of additional geothermal power from 813 to 950 MWe is foreseen, which would
represent the only maintenance of the actual 2% of the Italian electric mix. This target is considered for
conventional geothermal technology, with reduced direct emission limits. It arises from the awareness
that, even if geothermal energy is quite suitable for replacing fossils in electricity production, the limits
due to environmental impacts still hold. The possibility of providing incentives for other technologies
like that with zero emissions in plants, with a total reinjection of fluids, is under evaluation. At the
moment, these technologies, like geothermal at reduced environmental impact, are considered to be as
innovative in the national context as offshore wind, concentrated solar power and ocean energy.

6. Conclusions

In this paper, a cradle to grave LCA of the Italian flash technology Bagnore power plants system
has been performed, based on a comprehensive and accurate life cycle inventory of primary data
supplied by the plant manufacturer and operator EGP. From the LCA results, it can be inferred that the
potential environmental impacts are determined for more than 95% by the operational (direct emissions
to air of NH3, CH4, CO2) and commissioning (CO2 emissions due to diesel combustion during drilling)
phases. Maintenance, decommissioning and EoL phases show a negligible contribution to all the
considered impact categories. Globally, out of the sixteen impact categories selected, climate change,
ccidification, terrestrial eutrophication and particulate matter were the most affected. These outcomes
imply that LCA results of electricity generation from flash technology employing a mid to high
dissolved gas content fluid are primarily determined by emissions to air. Direct emissions into the
atmosphere are the responsible for most of the environmental impact in the operational phase (84%).
The comparison made with the life-cycle environmental impacts caused by the production process of
the average Italian electricity mix showed that the balance is almost always in favor of the geothermal
energy production, with the only exception being the climate change category. A further finding of
this work is that, in the commissioning phase, the impact is equally divided between well drilling and
equipment. It is notable that the copper requirement during the building construction process is the
main contributor to impact in the commissioning phase. Accordingly, future research might explore
the possibility of replacing metals and particularly copper in building the plant.

It should be noticed that the data referring to the commissioning, maintenance and EoL
stages presented in this study might be used by the scientific community to evaluate the potential
environmental impact of geothermal systems. On the other hand, site-specific information, such as
direct environmental emissions measured during the operational phase, is exclusively valid in this
specific geothermal field.

This work offers the most complete life cycle inventory for a state-of-the-art flash system conversion
technology accounting for the whole life cycle of the geothermal power plant. The robustness of the
results obtained here, as demonstrated by the uncertainty analysis, emphasises the need for high
quality primary data for performing reliable and consistent LCA studies. This is particularly true in



Energies 2020, 13, 2839 16 of 19

the geothermal sector, where the lack of primary data and precise information about the conversion
technology and the geo-specificity of the reservoir for long periods prevented the possibility to get
reliable results, affecting the quality of the LCA studies. In this context, the availability of primary
data and open access to technical repositories become essential to reach high standards in the LCA
literature concerning geothermal systems. We believe that the accurate approach presented in this
paper will aid promoting the implementation of environmental assessment studies, which are essential
to undertake impact minimization actions on currently operating power plants, and to improve the
eco-design perspective of future installations.
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Abbreviations

AMIS Atmospheric emissions abatement system
AC Acidification potential
CC Climate change
EC Freshwater ecotoxicity
EGP Enel Green Power
EGS Enhanced Geothermal System
EoL End of Life
FEP Freshwater eutrophication
GHG Greenhouse gas
GWh/y Giga Watt hour per year
HTc Human toxicity, cancer effects
HTnc Human toxicity, non-cancer effects
IRE Ionizing radiation Environment effect (interim)
IRHH Ionizing radiation Human Health effect
LCA Life cycle assessment
LCI Life cycle inventory
LCIA Life cycle impact assessment
LU Land use
MEP Marine eutrophication
MFRD Mineral, fossil & ren resource depletion
MWe Mega Watt electric
NCGs Non-condensable gasses
ODP Ozone depletion
ORC Organic Rankine cycle
PM Particulate matter
POF Photochemical ozone formation
RES Renewable energy sources
TE Terrestrial eutrophication
WRD Water resource depletion
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