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Is this the time to role away from coal?
World coal consumption fell by 6.2 exajoules (EJ), or 4.2% (its fourth decline
in six years), led by declines in the US (‐2.1 EJ) and India (‐1.1 EJ). Higher
natural gas prices and electricity demand are set to slow the structural
decline of coal use in the European Union and the United States, which both
might see their coal consumption grow for the first time in nearly a decade.
China and India, the two most coal‐reliant major countries, are taking steps
to ensure adequate coal supply to fuel their economies and rein in imports.
In China, the government is continuing efforts to increase the
competitiveness and profitability of the coal sector. By 2025, global coal
demand is forecast to flatten out at around 7.4 billion tonnes. Trends are
expected to vary by region over the next five years. The international coal
trade was seriously disrupted in 2020 by the Covid‐19 crisis. Exports
contracted
by around 11%, with more than two‐thirds of the decline coming
Sakuntala, Editor & Publisher
from thermal coal.
Coal is at the crux of critical political discussions that government leaders need to decide if they are to transition to
a green economy. Scientists say greenhouse gas emissions need to be halved by 2030 in order for the world to have
a fighting chance at limiting dangerous levels of warming.
Today, several forces are rising against coal. People are clamouring against deadly levels of air pollution, caused by
its combustion. Wind and solar energy, once far costlier than coal, are becoming competitive, while some
countries are facing a glut of coal‐fired plants already built. So, even in countries where coal use is growing, the
pace of growth is slowing. In South Africa, after years of lawsuits, plans to build a coal‐fired power station in
Limpopo Province were cancelled last November. Activists celebrated outside the Supreme Court in Nairobi,
Kenya, in 2019 after construction of a coal plant was blocked.
In at least three countries, Chinese‐funded projects are in trouble or dead. In Kenya, a proposed coal plant has
languished for years because of litigation. In Egypt, a planned coal plant is indefinitely postponed. In Bangladesh,
Chinese‐backed projects are among 15 planned coal plants that the government in Dhaka is reviewing, with an eye
to cancelling them altogether.
Pakistan, saddled by debts, announced a vague moratorium on new coal projects. Vietnam, which is still expanding
its coal fleet, scaled back plans for new plants. The Philippines, under pressure from citizens' groups, hit the pause
button on new projects.
With coal used to produce almost 70% of all electricity, spot power rates have surged, while supplies of the fuel are
being diverted away from key customers, including aluminium smelters and steel mills. Coal and coal‐dependent
sectors are providers of livelihood, infrastructure and cost‐competitive electricity. The transport of coal
contributes to 44% of Indian Railways' freight revenue, and since it is India's largest employer, any transition from
coal is met with strong opposition.
Like China, India is contending with two key challenges: soaring electricity demand as industrial activity rebounds
after pandemic curbs were lifted and a slump in local coal output. The country meets around three‐quarters of its
demand locally, but heavy rains have flooded mines and key transport routes. Coal‐fired plant operators are faced
with a choice: pay high premiums at domestic auctions to secure any available local supply, or enter a seaborne
coal market where prices have risen to their highest level on record. There are some big exceptions. Indonesia and
Australia continue to mine their abundant coal deposits. Perhaps most oddly, Britain, which is hosting the next
international climate talks, is opening a new coal mine. And then there are the world's biggest coal consumers,
China and India.
The future of coal will largely be decided in Asia. Today, China and India account for 65% of global coal demand.
With Japan, Korea, Taiwan and Southeast Asia included, that share rises to 75%. China, which currently accounts
for half of the world's coal consumption, will be especially influential. By 2025, the European Union and United
States will account for less than 10% of global coal demand, down from 37% in 2000. Those pushing to end fossil
fuel production now are missing the point that fossil fuels will still be needed for some time in certain sectors.
Eliminating unpopular energy sources or technologies, like nuclear or carbon capture, from the conversation is
short‐sighted. Renewable electricity generation alone won't get us there — this is an all‐technologies‐on‐deck
problem. Alternatives can be adopted only as a long‐term strategy, but the current crisis could be considered as a
window of opportunity to not go back to producing more coal but to begin the transition to exploring green and
renewable methods of producing energy.
Sakuntala Chanda

