
 

 

Fuel Cells at Educational Facilities 
 

Fuel cells have been installed at schools around the country for years now, supplying educational facilities 
with electrical power and useful heat, and in some cases, providing reliable, grid-independent power to the 
surrounding community during emergencies.  More than 13 MW of fuel cell power have been deployed, or 
are soon planned for installation, on U.S. campuses.   
 
Benefits 
 
Fuel cells generate electricity using hydrogen, or a hydrogen-rich fuel, in an electrochemical reaction with 
oxygen, not combustion.  When hydrogen is used as the fuel source, water and heat are the only 
byproducts.  Fuel cells can provide primary power, backup power, or as combined heat and power (CHP) 
systems where byproduct heat can be captured to provide hot water or heat for the school’s space heating 
system or swimming pool.   When installed as CHP systems, fuel cells achieve efficiencies of 90% and 
higher.  When installed as part of the electric grid, or in parallel to it, fuel cells can provide reliable power 
without disruption due to grid failure or blackouts.   
 
For larger stationary fuel cell systems, natural gas is the 
most common hydrogen feedstock, usually delivered 
through America’s vast pipeline infrastructure.  Located 
below ground in most cases, these pipelines are resilient, 
able to withstand storm and stress, so fuel cells can 
continue to provide power even when the grid cannot. 
 
An added bonus of school-based fuel cells is the potential 
to incorporate the fuel cell into the school’s curriculum.  
Fuel cell technology fits into a wide range of science 
classes, including earth sciences, chemistry, physics, and 
even biology, not to mention engineering, environmental 
or sustainability courses.   
 
California State University, Northridge is diverting the small amount of carbon dioxide that is emitted from 
its 1 MW natural gas-fed fuel cell to a greenhouse, supporting an undergraduate plant research program.   
That installation is reducing greenhouse gases by 69% compared to the California electrical grid. 
 
Current Fuel Cell Customers 
 
In 1996, one of the first fuel cells to be installed at an educational institution was at the Board of 
Cooperative Educational Services in Liverpool, New York.  Liverpool High School also installed a unit which 
kept the lights on during power outages and allowed the high school to serve as a community emergency 
shelter. 
 
Since then, fuel cells have been deployed at dozens of high schools, as well as public and private colleges 
and universities across the country, including a number of installations at major California and Connecticut 
universities.   

2.8 MW fuel cell at University of California, San Diego 


