Andrew Harris

Econ 367

April 23, 2009

Curtailing Air Pollution by Cutting out Coal-Based Energy


Today, more than ever, people in the world are damaging the air that brings life to our planet. Carbon emissions into the Earth’s atmosphere are at an all time high and natural resources are being consumed at a higher rate every decade. Forests and wildlife are devastated by human pollution of the air, in the form of acid rain and mercury contamination. Glaciers are melting and species of living creatures are in danger of extinction at the hands of an ever-growing carbon footprint. Very few concrete efforts to reduce air pollution have been strictly enforced in our society, yet the time has come to halt the growing crisis popularly known as global warming. Coal-based power plants provide over half of the United States’ electricity yearly. On the other hand, pollution directly produced from coal energy also makes up well over half of the dangerous emissions that pollute the atmosphere. In order to rid the atmosphere of dangerous amounts of carbon emissions, the end of coal-based energy must come. In the next decade, a re-configuration of the energy systems in our society will provide new jobs to boost the economy, more efficient technology and growth to save our environment, and in ten years coal- based power should be a practice of the past.

In the United States alone, over six hundred coal-powered power plants are in use today. Amongst all fossil fuels that are used to provide energy, coal-fired power plants are responsible for over eighty percent of CO2 emissions into the atmosphere since the year 1990, according to a Sierra Club report. Coal is the most abundant resource to use in providing energy, yet it is quite clearly the most harmful to our environment. With the technological advancements in using nuclear, wind, and solar power the elimination of coal-fired power can be accomplished. This movement of the energy plan to alternative sources can immediately provide new job opportunities in research and development and will lower costs in terms of environmental protection and in health care. A common misconception is to say that the economy needs coal energy to stay afoot but, in fact, it is the contrary. Though alternative energy sources may cost more money upfront to build nuclear plants or wind turbines, using these types of energy will result in long term savings because of the re-usability of such alternative resources. 

In 1990, the government of Ireland banned the sale and distribution of burning coal in the city of Dublin. Though, on a much smaller scale than the coal used in enormous power plants, the ban offered a unique experience on the harmful effects of coal emissions. Researchers from Harvard University and the Dublin Institute of Technology stated in a 2002 report that “Almost 4,000 lives have been saved in Dublin, as a direct result of the ban on the burning of bituminous coal which was imposed in 1990.” The ban on coal also saw a decline in costs related to health issues in the city of Dublin. No economic downturn was experienced in the wake of the Dublin coal ban; in fact the economy was stimulated slightly by the consumer’s need for oil-based energy. This microcosm to the bigger issue of coal power shows that coal can be harmful to the environment and to human health as well. If the cost associated with health care increases as more coal emissions are put into the atmosphere, the less economic sense coal power makes to the consumer. 

CNN Money reports that building a new coal-fired power plant often exceeds two-billion dollars. In the same article, columnist Steve Hargreaves admits that “natural gas plants are cheaper to build than coal plants,” which raises the question why is the government not seeking immediate stoppage of coal-fired plants? Wind turbine and solar panel technology has already been used to create smaller amounts of energy in parts of the world energy plan, and in ten years time these alternative sources should become the primary means of bringing electricity and energy to the consumer. The push to utilize alternative energy has been backed by a few, powerful businessman including oil billionaire T. Boone Pickens. Pickens has devised a Pickens plan to establish a goal to utilize wind power to stimulate the US economy by providing thousands of domestic jobs with cleaner, more efficient wind power. On his website outlining the plan for a wind corridor in Texas lined with dozens of wind turbines to collect energy, Pickens states his motive: 

“America is blessed with the world’s greatest wind power corridor and abundant reserves of clean natural gas. The Pickens Plan will utilize these tremendous resources to build a bridge to the future – a blueprint to reduce foreign oil dependence by harnessing domestic energy alternatives and buying time for us to develop even greater new technologies.”—T. Boone Pickens
Pickens is a huge catalyst in what should become a huge migration from foreign oil dependence and harmful energy sources to an economy based on domestic energy taken from reliable, less-polluting sources. The wind turbines Pickens has erected in Texas are going to total two billion dollars. Again, one coal-fired power plant is worth that same amount. Pickens is investing in hundreds of turbines that will eventually generate reusable, clean energy for as many as 1.3 million homes, according to the Associated Press.


There is no argument from professionals around the globe that coal-fired power is the main energy threat to the environment and air pollution. It produces more carbon dioxide than any other fossil fuel harnessed for energy, and carbon dioxide is the leading cause of global warming. The average-sized coal-fired electricity plant annually puts out “10,000 tons of sulfur dioxide. Sulfur dioxide (SOx) is the main cause of acid rain, which damages forests, lakes and buildings.” With over 600 running coal-fired plants that’s well over 6,000,000 tons of sulfur dioxide. The Journal of the American Medical Association found that the emissions from coal-fired plants not only effects the Earth’s environment but the human body as well; “Researchers found that increases in fine airborne particles known as particulates (largely from fossil fuel combustion) substantially increases the risk of death from cardiopulmonary disease and lung cancer.” So burning fossil fuels such as coal pollutes or air, which in turn pollutes our respiratory system. This, should of course, come as no surprise as many coal miners have been notoriously connected with contracting the “black lung” while working in the harsh conditions of the mines. 

Mining hazards seem to be another reason why the practice of cultivating coal for energy should be halted. The Department of Labor records over 400 deaths in the US since 1996 as a direct result of mining coal. Coal, however precious or abundant, is a much more dangerous trade than using wind energy or solar energy. The cease of operating coal-fired power plants would leave some workers unemployed, yet the opportunity to diversify where our energy comes from produces just as many opportunities. Solar, nuclear, geothermal, and wind power are all fields in which success has been found but over the next decade could use hundreds upon thousands of new hands to help construct, facilitate, and oversee the production, output, and research of all new clean energy facilities. The process of gradually ending coal-fired production of energy and electricity will take the cooperation of engineers, scientists, environmentalists, and world leaders. 

Billions of dollars are being spent to research effective ways to reduce the harmful effects released by coal-fired plants, yet these efforts still have not yielded results that prove to be cleaner than alternative sources of energy. Still, “It will cost less and provide far greater returns to our environment to replace dirty fossil fuels with clean, renewable sources of energy such as solar and wind,” states the environmental science group known as the rain forest action network. “Zero emissions clean coal is highly speculative and decades away from wide scale deployment.
Factoring in the true costs of coal, our environment, health, climate and economy will fare far better if we switch to clean, renewable energy sources immediately.” The time to allocate funds from coal research to researching alternative sources of energy should start immediately. Our atmosphere is weakening more every year as long as coal plants churn out carbon dioxide and other harmful greenhouse gases that escalate global warming. 

In August 2007, the US House of Representatives passed an energy bill requiring utility companies to produce fifteen percent of their electricity from renewable sources by the year 2020. Though this is a small step in the right direction, fifteen percent is setting the bar too low. According to the Energy Information Administration, renewable energy source make up just 6 percent of the energy created in every year between 2004-2007. Fossil fuels, however have grown from 86 to 88 percent in this same time span. Over that period, the worldwide economy has suffered substantially and it has only gotten worse in the past two years. People are losing jobs over the energy crisis and global warming threatens millions of people a day. In 2020, a 15% dependency on renewable energy sources is only a nine percent up tick in the face of the energy scheme. The future is uncertain when it comes to the Earth’s atmosphere, and the more baby steps people take in fixing the pollution of the air, the more likely catastrophic events in nature and in the economies worldwide increase. 

As the US economy faces a recession teetering on the edge of all-time lows, change needs to come in a major way. The Earth is teetering on the edge of an uncertain environmental melt down. As air is polluted more and more with the use of the same harmful techniques used in coal energy, the less future generations have to work with. Ten years from now, coal energy should be history. The technology and the support are in place to devote as many assets to renewable energy sources as are necessary. The end results of paying to research, build, and begin to use new sources of energy will in the long run boost the economy; providing new labor, less health costs, fewer natural resource problems, and most importantly cleaning the air that we breathe in daily. In the year 2020 it will be a supremely cleaner world both environmentally and economically if the use of coal-fired plants is halted. 
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