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Discussion paper: Coal
What is a fossil fuel?

Fossil fuels are energy sources which are made up of dead organic materials which have been in the earth for millions of years. These fuels include coal, oil and gas. Fossil fuels are all hydrocarbons which means they are made of hydrogen and carbon. 

How much coal is there, and how much do we get out of it?

· Every year around 5000 million tons of coal is mined

· At current consumption rate our coal will last another 150 years

· developing countries such as China, India and Russia may change this 

· Underground fires also cause a faster depletion in deposits

· China looses 109 tons of coal a year to these fires

· Coal turbines, which produce the energy from coal, run at 34% efficiency 
Why should we use coal?
· Coal has a high efficiency rate compared to many other alternatives
· The energy from coal is easy to store 

· Most of our machinery and technology already runs on energy from coal

· Provides jobs for a lot of people at the plants and in the mines
· Very stable source of energy 
Coal used in alternative ways
· New methods for using coal are also being developed
· Fischer-Tropsch method
· This is a catalyzed chemical reaction which uses CO and H2 to create hydrocarbon liquids
Negative side effects of using coal
· Largest contributor to CO2 emissions

· Acid rain caused by CO2  and other gases emitted by coal plants

· Part of the 3% of background radiation which humans are exposed to every year

· Shortens 24,000 lives a year

· 2,800 of those to lung cancer

How are coal plants helping to cut down on their effects on the environment?
· Capture and storing

· Take 80-90% of CO2 emissions and pump into ground

· Into natural holes, or into holes created by mining coal

· Planting trees to counter act some of the CO2 emissions they are putting out
