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Comparing Integrally Geared CO, Compressors and Electrically Driven Multi-Stage Designs

Introduction

In CO, compression systems—especially those used in supercritical power cycles, refrigeration, and carbon capture—efficiency and flexibility of compression are critical. Two primary configurations
dominate advanced compressor design:

1. Integrally geared multi-stage compressors, powered by a single shaft and central drive source.
2. Electrically driven multi-stage compressors, where each stage has its own motor.

This article compares both approaches in terms of mechanical complexity, efficiency, controllability, and cost, to determine which architecture best suits modern CO, systems.

1. Integrally Geared Multi-Stage Compressor System
Description

An integrally geared compressor (IGC) uses a single main drive shaft connected to a central bull gear. Multiple pinions, each attached to an impeller, rotate at optimized speeds for different
compression stages. These stages are often cooled between impellers to maintain efficiency and prevent gas overheating.

Advantages

High overall efficiency: The gearing allows each impeller to operate at its most efficient speed.

Compact configuration: One common gearbox and drive motor or turbine reduce footprint and complexity.
Proven reliability: Decades of industrial use in air separation, CO,, and gas pipeline service.

Centralized maintenance: A single lubrication and bearing system supports all stages.

Disadvantages

Mechanical complexity: Requires precise alignment, lubrication, and gear synchronization.

Single-point failure risk: If the main drive or gear system fails, all compression stages stop.

Limited control flexibility: All stages run together—independent speed control is not possible.

Startup load: High torque required at startup, which can demand large electric drives or soft-start systems.
Efficiency and Cost

Isothermal efficiency: 85-90% typical.

Gear losses: Around 1-2% per stage, depending on configuration.
Cost: Lower capital cost per stage due to shared components, but higher maintenance costs over time due to wear in gears and bearings.
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