
PERSPECTIVE

There are many interesting aspects of fuel cell 
technology, but the most surprising may be the fact 
that the environmentally sound energy process has 

a 170-year history, yet is still in its infancy.
With recent fuel cell advances on many levels, that 

should be about to change, according to Joe Coray, vice 
president of The Hartford’s international practice, who 
has also worked with companies involved in technology, 
life science and renewable energy for 10 years at The 
Hartford.

“As fuel cells become smaller and more affordable, 
we expect to see greater adoption for a wide variety 
of applications,” said Coray. “This creates both 
opportunities and additional risk considerations 
for manufacturers and users of this clean energy 
technology.”

Simply defined, fuel cells are “electrochemical 
devices that convert a fuel’s chemical energy directly 
to electrical energy with high efficiency,” according to 
the National Fuel Cell Research Center, a leading fuel 
cell lab located at the University of California-Irvine. 
Fuel cells have no internal moving parts and operate 
similar to batteries. However, an important difference is 
that while batteries store energy, fuel cells can produce 
electricity continuously as long as fuel and air are 
supplied.1 

“Fuel cells produce energy without combustion,” 
explained Coray. “Since there is no burning, a fuel cell is 
by nature more environmentally friendly,” he said, adding 
that fuel cell technology today continues to be refined at 
the same time that costs are coming down. 

EARLY USE OF FUEL CELLS
Crude fuel cells first surfaced in 1839, but their 

commercial use came more than a century later 
in NASA space programs.2

Over the past few decades, more than 100,000 fuel 
cells have been installed around the world for primary 
or backup power, according to estimates by the 
Breakthrough Technologies Institute (BTI). Aside from 
transportation, other applications include portable and 
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emergency backup power, heat 
and electricity for homes and 
apartments, material handling and 
consumer electronics.3

The use of large-scale fuel cells 
continues to grow as manufacturers 
build large fuel cell “stacks” that can 
serve as primary energy sources for 
municipalities and businesses.

One example is the city of 
Bridgeport, Conn., which began 
generating energy with its Dominion 
Bridgeport Fuel Cell facility in late 
2013. The massive fuel cell plant 
produces 14.9 megawatts of clean 
energy using an efficient electro-
chemical process that converts 
natural gas into electricity.4 

“The efficiency and 
environmentally friendly qualities 
of fuel cells are helping to fuel 
their growth,” said Coray. “We 
expect fuel cell use to accelerate, particularly for larger 
installations.” 

In the private sector, The Hartford is one of a growing 
number of larger organizations adopting fuel cell 
technology to supply power for its facilities. The insurer 
uses fuel cells as a source for both primary and backup 
energy at one of its office buildings in Connecticut.

“Environmental stewardship is a priority for The 
Hartford, and it has been exciting to be an early adopter 
of this technology as part of our green initiatives,” said 
Jahn Marie Surette, senior vice president and chief 
procurement officer at The Hartford. “We continue to look 
for opportunities to incorporate fuel cells into the energy 
programs for The Hartford’s facilities.”

APPLICATIONS FOR SMALLER FUEL 
CELLS

Coray noted that in addition to becoming more 
affordable, fuel cells are also being miniaturized, as 
relatively small fuel cells can be commercially viable. 

“We’re seeing more focus on making fuel cells lighter, 
smaller, more portable sources of energy, such as micro 
fuel cells for medical devices,” said Coray. “Fuel cells 
offer more electricity and a longer life than a typical 
lithium ion battery, so they are an attractive option to 
power mobile devices, such as smartphones.”

The Hartford offers insurance protection for fuel cells 
of all sizes. The insurer has been providing insurance 
coverage for businesses involved in renewable energy for 
more than 30 years. 

“Our customers range from manufacturers selling and 
servicing fuel cell energy to adopters of the technology,” 
said Coray. “We’re seeing growing use of fuel cells within 
our customer base.” 

RISK CONSIDERATIONS 
As fuel cells gain in popularity in commercial 

applications, they also create additional risk 
considerations, including worker safety and 
environmental impact.

“Fuel cells have their own set of risks, so it is important 
for businesses to work with insurers that have specialized 
expertise in these types of technologies to help identify 
and address potential issues,” said Coray.

“FUEL CELLS HAVE THEIR 
OWN SET OF RISKS, SO IT IS 
IMPORTANT FOR BUSINESSES 
TO WORK WITH 
INSURERS 
THAT HAVE 
SPECIALIZED 
EXPERTISE IN 
THESE TYPES OF 
TECHNOLOGIES 
TO HELP 
IDENTIFY AND 
ADDRESS 
POTENTIAL ISSUES.” 
— Joe Coray, The Hartford

A GROWING number of larger organizations are adopting fuel cell technology to supply both 
primary and back-up energy to their facilities.

For example, a large fuel cell installation would 
need covers for its storage tanks to ensure that any 
combustible materials that are part of a fuel cell facility 
are properly stored. Another consideration is the 
electrical component of a fuel cell installation, which 
includes the storage, inversion and transmission of the 
electricity generated by the fuel cell operation. 

“Our risk engineers can review both the plans and 
the actual operating installation to help our customers 
understand the risks and protections appropriate for their 
exposures and help them manage, prevent and respond 
to possible loss scenarios,” said Coray.

FUTURE OF FUEL CELLS
“While there is more work to be done, even with the 

latest advances, broad adoption of fuel cells is closer 
than many people realize,” said Coray.  “After all, 15 years 
ago hybrid cars were novel but now they are everywhere.”

Coray said the same can happen with fuel cells, 
especially as government tax credit programs drive 
adoption and innovation even more.

“We see a very strong future for fuel cells. Whether 
used in transportation, as parts of cities or businesses 
or miniaturized for portable uses, fuel cells are poised to 
play a critical role in reducing the carbon footprint,” said 
Coray. “We stand ready to help our customers as they 
incorporate these clean energy technologies into their 
business.” 

Joe Coray can be reached at joseph.coray@
thehartford.com. To learn more about The Hartford’s 
products and services for the renewable energy industry, 
visit www.thehartford.com/renewable.

Footnotes:
1 http://www.nfcrc.uci.edu/3/FUEL_CELL_INFORMATION/FCexplained/

FC_howItWorks.aspx
2 www.fuelcelltoday.com/history
3 http://www.fuelcells.org/pdfs/2014BusinessCaseforFuelCells.pdf
4 www.dom.com/corporate/what-we-do/electricity/generation/fossil-fueled-

power-stations/dominion-bridgeport-fuel-cell 
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