
 

 

Fuel Cells and Methanol 
 

A fuel cell is an electrochemical device that combines hydrogen and oxygen to produce electricity, with 
water and heat as its by-product.  Incorporating a fuel reformer within the fuel cell system allows for the 
internal generation of hydrogen from any hydrocarbon or alcohol fuel, including methanol. 
 
Benefits of Methanol 
 
Methanol is a light, colorless liquid that is safe, easy to store, and approved for use in every city and 
state in the U.S.  Today, methanol is distributed around the world for use in industrial applications and 
chemical processing and is a common ingredient in everyday products such as windshield wiper fluid 
and paint.  Methanol is made from a wide range of feedstocks, including natural gas, coal, biomass, 
renewable power, and waste CO2. 
 
Since methanol (CH3OH) contains more hydrogen and less carbon than any other liquid fuel, it is quickly 
becoming a go-to hydrogen feedstock for fuel cells in areas where hydrogen is hard to obtain and 
transport.   
 
Methanol and Fuel Cells 
 
Demand for fuel cells is growing in the telecommunications market, with 
thousands deployed around the world to provide long-running, primary 
or backup power to cellular towers, monitoring equipment and 
microwave/radio networks.  Many of these are located in remote or rural 
sites as fuel cells require much less maintenance than their generator 
counterparts – lowering the need for expensive site visits – and are 
rugged and durable, able to be sited in harsh terrain and in extreme 
climates. 
 
In many of these remote areas, hydrogen can be costly and difficult to transport, leading many end-
users to adopt fuel cell systems that can utilize methanol.  Liquid methanol can be easier to acquire and 
move than hydrogen gas, allowing for larger quantities to be delivered on a less frequent basis.   
 
Hundreds of methanol-based fuel cell backup power systems are operating in telecommunications 
networks around the world, including China, India, Indonesia, the Philippines, the Caribbean, South 
Africa and Latin America.  Using these systems allows providers to build where no infrastructure existed 
or extend networks into remote areas without costly grid extensions or redesigns. 
 
Fuel cells utilizing methanol are also being developed for other applications and markets, including 
auxiliary power or on-board battery charging for recreational, material handling, specialty and electric 
vehicles; portable/backup power for remote or off-grid sites; and battery chargers for consumer 
electronics.  The military is also funding and trialing methanol fuel cells for portable soldier power and 
other applications. 

 
Methanol-fueled fuel cell in East Timor 


