
 

Not so cheap: Australia needs to acknowledge
the real cost of coal
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Not so cheap: coal has wider costs than the price of digging it up. Credit:
Calistemon/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA

US President Barack Obama's latest plan to reduce carbon emissions is a
welcome one, and not just because it addresses climate change. In
publicising the plan to cut emissions from old coal power stations,
Obama put the emphasis on health. Now it is time for Australia to do the
same.
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Here we continue to ignore the real costs of coal, instead clinging to the
myth that "coal is cheap", justifying continuing expansion and subsidies
for the industry.

In the immediate wake of last month's budget, treasurer Joe Hockey
moved to reassure mining companies that the A$2 billion diesel rebate
would be safe.

And Australia's largest coal mine, proposed by Indian energy company
Adani, was given the green light by the Queensland government, despite
expert environmental concerns.

It is time to eradicate the myth that coal doesn't cost much. In reality, it
is costing humanity more than we can imagine (or are willing to
admit)—here's the evidence.

Burning money

There is no simple way to compare direct costs of coal and other energy
sources. But in the future, coal is likely to be less competitive than
renewables or gas; its cost advantage is already declining.

This is because alternative energy, such as renewables, delivers power
with no fuel costs. While higher capital costs may be involved, coal and
gas prices increase with inflation, and require large government rebates
and new investments to maintain supply.

It's not just within Australia. Australia's largest coal-export partner,
India, would save money by winding down purchases of Australian coal,
and transitioning rapidly to renewables.

Damaging body and mind
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https://phys.org/tags/coal/
http://www.abc.net.au/lateline/content/2014/s3997071.htm
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/abbott-government-heads-off-fight-with-miners-report-20140505-zr4l8.html
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-05-12/coal-mine-aproved-despite-expert-environmental-concerns/5447150
http://www.publish.csiro.au/pid/6811.htm
http://www.ies.unsw.edu.au/about-us/news-activities/2014/01/new-book-sustainable-energy-solutions-climate-change
http://ceem.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/documents/Low%20Emission%20Fossil%20Scenarios.pdf
http://ceem.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/documents/Low%20Emission%20Fossil%20Scenarios.pdf
http://www.irena.org/menu/index.aspx?mnu=Subcat&PriMenuID=36&CatID=141&SubcatID=277
http://www.ieefa.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/IEEFA-Briefing-Note_IndianElectricityCoalPricing_4-May-2014.pdf


 

Coal also has enormous environmental, social and health costs. Some of
these "externalities" can be accounted for.

The Australian Academy of Technological Sciences and Engineering has
found that these extra costs effectively double the wholesale price of
coal-fired electricity.

Coal also costs lives. Reports (see here and here) based on international
evidence show that air pollution—especially the tiny particles emitted
from the mining, transport and burning of coal—increases the risk of
heart and lung disease, and reproductive problems.

Overseas, our exported coal contributes to the estimated 3.3 million
premature deaths annually worldwide linked to outdoor air pollution,
with the greatest impact on the elderly, children, people with chronic
diseases, and pregnant women.

But some health costs can't be counted, or fixed with money.
Communities near coal mines, and miners themselves, face stressful
noise, spills, accidents and the disruption caused by the "fly in, fly out"
phenomenon, which can disturb harmony. People experience distress,
anxiety, depression and solastalgia when they witness the destruction of
loved places and nature. Aboriginal Australians suffer profoundly when
their cultural heritage and sacred sites are desecrated.

Although these impacts are linked to mental health problems, they are
rarely taken seriously, even in health risk assessments or as quantifiable
externalities.

Then there's the environment…

Coal mines pose a diverse range of threats to the environment—some
localised (as in the case of open-cut mines), and others truly global.
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http://www.atse.org.au/Documents/Publications/Reports/Energy/ATSE%20Hidden%20Costs%20Electricity%202009.pdf
http://www.atse.org.au/Documents/Publications/Reports/Energy/ATSE%20Hidden%20Costs%20Electricity%202009.pdf
http://sydney.edu.au/medicine/research/units/boden/PDF_Mining_Report_FINAL_October_2012.pdf
http://dea.org.au/images/general/How_coal_burns_Aust._-_True_cost_of_burning_coal_04-13.pdf
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2014/air-pollution/en/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2014/air-pollution/en/
https://phys.org/tags/health+costs/
https://phys.org/tags/coal+mines/
http://apy.sagepub.com/content/21/1/32.long
http://apy.sagepub.com/content/21/1/32.long
http://apy.sagepub.com/content/21/1/32.long
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18027145
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fAOcfkcGDKA


 

Underground coalmines can cause subsidence and change water flow.
This is even occurring below important rivulets within Sydney's own
water catchment, cracking and drying riverbeds and causing
contamination. Existing damage may have already impaired the full
functioning of Sydney's catchment.

Coal-fired power stations operating in Australia and overseas emit 
billions of tonnes of carbon dioxide. Estimated at 13.1 billion tonnes of
CO2 between 2009 and 2010, these emissions are altering the delicate
balance of our climate, exacerbating extreme weather events. The latest
International Panel of Climate Change report charts the profound
impacts on health, environment and society that result from a changing
climate.

Corruption, financial risk

If that isn't enough, we also see some coal companies connected with
corruption and bribery scandals, promoting untruths, denying climate
change, harming the renewable energy industry and using influence to
escape paying tax and maintain huge subsidies.

Evidence presented to New South Wales's Independent Commission
Against Corruption has seriously undermined the integrity of that state's
mining approvals process.

You may also have heard warnings of the "carbon bubble", as
economists and investors recognise the risk of stranded fossil fuel assets
that, if the world seriously addresses climate change, would become
worthless.

Worthless? Possibly. Cheap? Absolutely not.

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
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http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-08-30/extended-version-of-mining-impacts-on-sydney/4926460
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-08-30/extended-version-of-mining-impacts-on-sydney/4926460
http://www.smh.com.au/environment/water-issues/drinking-water-call-for-halt-to-coal-mining-as-contamination-level-increases-20131229-301re.html
http://www.smh.com.au/environment/water-issues/drinking-water-call-for-halt-to-coal-mining-as-contamination-level-increases-20131229-301re.html
http://www.ewater.com.au/uploads/files/McNally_Evans-2007-Longwall_mining.pdf
http://www.ewater.com.au/uploads/files/McNally_Evans-2007-Longwall_mining.pdf
http://www.iea.org/co2highlights/co2highlights.pdf
https://www.newsouthbooks.com.au/books/big-coal/
http://www.icac.nsw.gov.au/investigations/currentinvestigations/investigationdetail/192,%5Belection%20promises%20seen%20to%20be%20broken%5D(http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/ofarrell-government-breaks-election-promise-by-backing-central-coast-coal-mine-20140219-32zuu.html
http://www.icac.nsw.gov.au/investigations/currentinvestigations/investigationdetail/192,%5Belection%20promises%20seen%20to%20be%20broken%5D(http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/ofarrell-government-breaks-election-promise-by-backing-central-coast-coal-mine-20140219-32zuu.html
http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/verve/_resources/Unburnable_Carbon_Australias_Carbon_Bubble_finalreport.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/climate+change/
http://theconversation.edu.au/
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