
 

Energy transition away from coal in China
will yield benefits
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A coal transfer hub near Ordos, China. Credit: Stony Brook University

China is the world's largest producer and consumer of coal. A team of
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international scientists led by Stony Brook University's Gang He, Ph.D.,
contend that China needs to transition away from coal to help the world
achieve global decarbonization and improve the nation's environmental
and human health. They outline steps that can be taken for an albeit
difficult, yet just and quicker transition away from coal in a perspective
paper published in One Earth.

The study proposes a political-socio-economic perspective targeting an
integrated value chain to highlight a few overarching strategies and
implementing policies accelerating China's transition away from coal.
This is different from the conventional discussion on coal transition,
which usually centers on air pollution, carbon emission and competition
from renewables.

"Our paper is an effort to include in the overall discussion the
employment and social justice impacts, including environmental justice,
of such a transition," said Dr. He, Assistant Professor in the Department
of Technology and Society in the College of Engineering and Applied
Sciences at Stony Brook University.

"The benefits of China's transition away from coal is huge. We estimate
that the most aggressive coal-transition pathway could reduce premature
death related to coal combustion by 224,000 in 2050, compared to the
business-as-usual scenario," says Dr. He. "Similarly, our maximum
estimated reduction in water consumption, arguably the most vital of all
resources, is about 4.3 billion m3 in 2050."
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The researchers argue that for a rapid transition away from coal, China
needs to take these steps: 1) Retire coal generating plants earlier and
cancel newly planned coal projects. 2) Reduce the nation's coal
consumption beyond the massive power sector. 3) A rapid transition
presents economic and social challenges that should be met with new
economic opportunities. 4) Attempt to align the motivations and
incentives of key business and government stakeholders, which are often
not coordinated.

Dr. He emphasizes that a successful coal transition would involve
changes that must take into account the well-being and economic
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security of some three million people who work in coal mining-related
jobs in China, as well as another 500,000 who work within the coal
power industry. A just transition away from coal, the authors write, also
needs to accommodate low-income groups that rely on abundant, cheap
and readily available coal for basic electricity and heating service.

To start the transition, the authors propose the creation of a dedicated
task force charged with facilitating action plans to be carried out and a
process that serves the best interests of affected stakeholders and China's
diverse population.
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