
An uncertain future of King Coal



Coal and our society

• Long history of usage.

• Fueled industrial revolution and modern economy.

• Significant role in shaping modern social policies and
left/socialist/communist movements.

• Enormous environmental impacts.



Environmental impacts



Pollution

• Any substance that has harmful effects on natural ecosystems (and
human health and well-being).

• Extraction, refining, transport, handling, combustion of fossil fuels,
release of the waste heat.
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CO2 emissions by fuel
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Coal phase-out (phase-down)

• COP26 in Glasgow – calls for parties to phase-down their use
of unabated (without CCS) coal power and phase-out subsidies.



1) Economy of coal

• Cheap to produce, easy to use, and abundant.

• Subsidies to coal industry.

• Environmental damages not internalized to the price.



Global subsidies for fossil-fuel consumption
and renewables



Use of transition policies in the German hard 
coal phase-out



(Negative) externalities

• Who is paying for the damages to ecosystems and human
health?

• Reduction in life expectancy – respiratory and hearth ilnesses,
cancers…

• Degradation of buildings.

• Reduction of crop yields.

• Global warming.

• Ecosystem loss and degradation…





2) Demand patterns

• Developing world = growing population, growing per capita
economic output, growing consumption. All sources are
considered necessary.

• Developed world = stable population, slow economic growth.
Decoupling of energy consumption and GDP increase.
Existing fuels being replaced with low carbon ones.



2) Consumption patterns



Thermal coal demand
of the major coal consumers in Southeast Asia



3) Resistence of the system

• Coal embedded to energy and social systems of (post)
industrialized countries.

• On the physical level, mines, transport, combustion, a huge
sunk costs.

• On the level of actors, vested interests – companies,
governments, mining communities.

• On the level of institutions, coal is important part of
national identity, security, embedded in regulation and law.

• See the coal phase-out in Germany, Poland, the Czech
Republic.



Coal „cultural identity“

Coal industry embraced as a cornerstone

of the collective sense of self. 

Importance of coal for livelihood of the

community, independence, the very 

existence of the industrial sector. 



EU coal phase-outs



3) Just transition?

“…I’m the only candidate who has a policy about how to bring

economic opportunity using clean renewable energy as the key

into coal country. Because we’re going to put a lot of coal miners

and coal companies out of business, right?” – H. Clinton, Ohio

campaign, 2016.



Polish coal phase-out



Future of coal
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