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The Basics of Coal

BACKGROUND

Coal is a nonrenewable resource composed of hydrocarbons, and like all fossil fuels forms from the combination of
heat and pressure underground over a span of hundreds of millions of years. America possesses roughly 27%! of the
world’s recoverable coal supply, 2 and energy suppliers use more than 90% of this coal to produce and convert thermal
energy into electricity.? Unfortunately, coal is also the dirtiest energy source available, tearing up the land, polluting
waters, devastating communities, and exacerbating global warming,.

COAL MINING

Coal mining companies use surface and underground mining to extract coal in the U.S. Surface mining accounts for
roughly two-thirds of mining production.* With machines removing the top layer of the earth, surface mining not only
dramatically alters the landscape, but also results in large amounts of waste that is often pushed into streams. In
Appalachia coal companies blow off the tops of mountains to reach thin streams of coal below. This most destructive
form of mining, known as mountaintop removal coal mining, has already damaged or destroyed more than 1,200 miles
of streams, disrupted drinking water supplies, flooded communities, eliminated forests, and destroyed wildlife habitat.>
Underground mining accounts for the other third of mining and occurs at depths more than several hundred feet below
ground. Following the mining process, water can become contaminated by entering abandoned mines, combining with
toxic heavy metals and minerals, and then leaking out to pollute groundwater and streams.

In addition to destroying lands and waters, mining coal releases significant amounts of methane — a global warming gas
more than 20 times as potent as carbon dioxide — into the atmosphere.¢

CONVERTING COAL TO ELECTRICITY

Coal-fired power plants burn millions of pounds of coal each year to convert
thermal energy to electricity. Burning coal releases stored carbon and contributes
roughly 40 percent of America’s carbon emissions, the most common global
warming gas.” Although coal-fired power plants generate about half of America’s
electricity, they contribute 80 percent of greenhouse gases that result from
energy.’ In fact, each addition of a new coal-fired power plant to our energy
supply is the equivalent of putting 600,000 new cars on the road.”

Coal burning emits other pollutants as well, including nitrogen oxides and sulfur
dioxide, which lead to deadly soot and smog pollution as well as acid rain. Coal-
fired power plants are also one of the largest sources of toxic mercury pollution,!? putting unborn children and infants
at risk for brain damage, mental retardation, and other developmental problems.!! Mercury pollution has also been
linked to increased risk of coronary heart disease in men.!2

After electricity is generated, coal-fired power plants leave behind coal-combustion wastes amounting to 120 million
tons of solid wastes every year.!3 Most of this waste resides in landfills, abandoned coal-mine sites, or surface
impoundments (typically on-site locations at power plants that store liquid wastes). The dangers of this waste include
potential water leakage of lead, mercury, and other toxic chemicals from storage sites that can harm humans when they
are exposed to contaminated soil, inhale polluted dust, or eat plants and animals that have been exposed. Symptoms of
such exposure include organ disease, increased cancer, respiratory illness, neurological damage, and developmental
problems.!4

LIQUID COAL

Coal-to-liquid technology refers to the process of refining and converting coal into transportation fuels. Many coal
proponents purport this technology as an adequate solution to our dependence on foreign oil. However, liquid coal is
inefficient, uses large amounts of water in dry areas of the United States, damages air and water quality, and is energy
intensive. Additionally, liquid coal emits double the global warming pollution of petroleum fuel.!3
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THE PROMISE OF “CLEAN COAL” TECHNOLOGY

Although many coal proponents have been pushing so-called “clean coal” technology as a solution to global warming
and pollution problems resulting from coal-fired power plants, the truth is that “clean coal” does not exist. Although
there is talk about technologies like carbon sequestration, coal gasification, and enhanced oil recovery, there are no
technologies in place today that deal with the range of environmental problems associated with coal use, including
global warming pollution.

SIERRA CLUB RECOMMENDATIONS

There is nothing clean about coal-fired power plants—from being the largest source of toxic mercury pollution to
releasing 40% of our nation’s total carbon dioxide emissions every year, coal-fired power plants are the dirtiest source
of energy we use today. While we will not be able to wean ourselves off of coal tomorrow, we should begin moving
beyond coal energy and cleaning up the existing plants that are the worst polluters. A truly cleaner and healthier energy
future relies on smart solutions, like efficiency and renewables, that can create jobs and boost the economy, all while
protecting public health and fighting global warming.
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