Addressing coal dependence must be part of the Queensland Climate Change Strategy

Summary:

The combustion of coal is undeniably creating human induced climate change. Friends of the Earth Brisbane has researched the extent of coal dependence in Queensland. We have grave doubts that the Queensland government will commit to any action to reduce coal dependence in the revised Queensland Climate Change Strategy, expected to be released this month. Friends of the Earth Brisbane is putting the Queensland government on notice – coal causes climate change and action to phase out coal must be part of an effective climate change strategy. 

Coal in Queensland

Queensland is the largest coal exporting state in the largest coal exporting country in the world
. 
The emissions generated by the burning of Queensland coal globally produces more than 2.3 times the combined domestic emissions for the entire state, including power generation, transport, agriculture and industry
. In 2008, Queensland’s 54 coal mines produced a record 188 million tonnes of coal
. 85% of Queensland’s coal production is exported
, and our coal exports alone are roughly equal to those of Canada, the USA and China combined
. 

The Queensland government has plans to more than double our coal exports by 2030 - emitting an additional 460 million tonnes of CO2 into the atmosphere per year
. This will increase annual global greenhouse gas emissions by an amount roughly equivalent to the total carbon dioxide emissions of Italy – or the annual emissions of 65 average coal-fired power stations
. The coal industry in Queensland only employs about 19,200 people
. To put this in perspective, this is about 4,000 less than the number of people who work at Target department stores in Australia
. 

Coal exports aside: Australia emits 28.1 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent per person, the highest per capita level in the developed world and five times more per person than China
. Queensland per capita emissions are 41.3 tonnes per person more than thirty time the per capita emissions in India
.  The Queensland Government’s 2008-2009 budget commits $700 million to supporting the coal industry, but only $35 million investment in renewable energy and only $30 million for all of the government’s climate change initiatives
. 

Queensland Climate Change Strategy

The Queensland Government is revising its current Queensland climate change strategy ClimateSmart 2050 and Queensland’s ClimateSmart Adaptation 2007-12. The review of these existing climate change strategies is intended to create “an action plan for managing the impacts of climate change in light of the latest scientific assessments as well as national and international developments in climate change and climate change policy.”

The revised climate change strategy is expected to be released mid-June. This is a review of a 36 page strategy, and has taken over 6 months. 

An Issues Paper was drafted to encourage input to the revised strategy. There are no proposed strategies to reduce reliance of coal as the primary source of electricity generation in Queensland beyond the establishment of an emissions trading scheme that penalises carbon emission. It is highly doubtful that the federal government’s proposed Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme will effectively penalise coal as a primary energy source given the amount of free permits to be issued to coal generators and emissions intensive industries and unlimited use of international permits to enable polluters to meet their targets. It will not be an effective mechanism to reduce the consumption of coal in Australia. Nor will it address the rapidly expanding coal export industry.

Climate Change and Coal

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Fourth Assessment Report (2007) is the most scrutinized climate science report available. The IPCC Fourth Assessment Report provides irrefutable evidence that we are changing the climate
. The rate of warming is greater than at any period in the past 10,000 years, with the rate of change between 1995 to 2005 faster than any period in the previous 200 years
. The major cause of anthropogenic climate change is combustion of fossil fuels (coal, oil and gas)
.

Yet, glacial melt (one of the first indicators of global warming) in the world's mountain regions is accelerating beyond the pace predicted by the IPCC: The Arctic's ice cover is retreating more rapidly than estimated by any of the 18 computer models assessed by the IPCC, and 30 years ahead of the mean model forecast
. Warming trends in a third of the world's large ocean regions are two to four times greater than the previously reported averages in the recent IPCC report
.

Iconic areas of Queensland are under threat due to the impacts of climate change.  The best case scenario for the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area is recoverable loss if global temperature increases remain below two degrees
.  Under the worst case scenario, coral populations will collapse by 2100 and the re-establishment of coral reefs will be highly unlikely over the following 200-500 years. There is similar strong scientific evidence of severe impacts on the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area with the likely impacts, particularly for species extinction, ranging from very serious to catastrophic
.  

So Called ‘Clean Coal’

The Queensland government’s investment in carbon capture and sequestration (CCS) – misleading referred to as ‘clean coal’ – is a delay and divert strategy to secure the viability of the coal industry, and not a means to reduce address climate change. CCS will be unable to achieve substantial reductions in global greenhouse gas emissions in the first half of this century
. 

The technological advances required to make it economically feasible at scale will not be available in the critical period between now and 2020 – and there is widespread consensus that CCS will reduce the amount of growth in emissions until 2050, but not reduce actual emissions levels
. Even the Federal government’s policy on CCS does not envisage commercialisation before 2030
. 

Coal exports from Queensland are facilitated with no regard for the availability of CCS technologies in their destination, and the domestic use of coal in Queensland for electricity generation continues without requirements for CCS technology being placed on generators. This points to a grave contradiction between the rhetoric and the Queensland government’s actual commitment to climate change. The public subsidisation of a technology that is neither financially viable and won’t be available in time to reduce emissions is a perverse misuse of taxpayers’ money, and risks locking us into the continuation of an emissions intensive economy. 

Coal Causes Climate Change

Dr James Hansen, former NASA scientists and one of the world’s most renowned climate scientists, recently called coal fired power station “factories of death”
.  In Dr Hansen's words:

Coal is not only the largest fossil fuel reservoir of carbon dioxide, it is the dirtiest fuel. Coal is polluting the world's oceans and streams with mercury, arsenic and other dangerous chemicals. The dirtiest trick that governments play on their citizens is in the pretence that they are working on "clean coal" or that they will build power plants that are "capture-ready" in case technology is ever developed to capture all pollutants. 

The Queensland government must phase out the use of coal in Queensland, place a complete moratorium on coal fired power stations, and halt all expansion of the coal export industry in Queensland. This will ensure that we do not increase our dependence on our own 'factories of death' nor fuel such 'factories of death' anywhere in the world.
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