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Section 1: Introduction 

 Coal has been used as a source of fuel and energy for over 3000 years, and it is still the 

most used resource for creating electricity.i  Globally, six billion tons of coal are burned every 

year, which generates over 40% of the electricity used on the planet, and this figure is 

consistently growing. As a result of this, the use of coal has become integral for electricity 

generation, and this trend will very likely continue for the foreseeable future, especially in the 

United States of America.ii  

 In the American political sphere, one of the major issues over the last several years has 

been the use of coal. Coal is the biggest resource used to generate energy in America and is 

currently responsible for 39% of electricity in the nation.iii Though coal is often by far the 

cheapest option for generating electricity, there are several problems attributed to the process of 

burning it, specifically environmental and health effects. These effects are undeniable, leading 

many within the coal industry to seek an alternative method to burning coal that will result in a 

lessened impact on human health and the environmentiv. Many have suggested that clean coal is 

the future of energy in the United States, as well as the coal industry; however, this opinion is not 

without contention.  

 Currently, clean coal is heavily supported by the Republican Party, but the Democratic 

Party has attempted to move towards cleaner and renewable sources of energyv. This has resulted 

in many Americans choosing sides on the issue, and this dispute will likely be the basis for major 

platform points during the 2016 presidential election. Considering this, it is fair to question the 

validity of the clean coal movement and analyze if it is truly the best option for the future of 

American energy generation. As such, our research question is as follows: after developing an 

understanding of and analyzing the main factors affecting the coal industry in the United States 

of America, is clean coal a promising solution for the future? Our hypothesis is that clean coal is 

not a viable option for the United States because it is inefficient, ineffective, precarious, and 

costly. This paper will first examine the background and political issues surrounding the coal 

industry. Following this, an analysis on the main deterrents to clean coal will be conducted, and, 

finally, recommendations will be given. 
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Section 2: Background Issues 

2.1 Traditional Coal Burning 

 In regards to regular coal mining, the process is very complicated. First, the coal is 

transported into the plant via conveyor belt, where it is then ground into a fine powder. This 

powdered coal is then moved into a large furnace surrounded by boiler tubes that are filled with 

water. The water in the tubes is then heated by the burning coal, which eventually converts it into 

steam. The steam is then fed into large pipes where it is contained under a great amount of 

pressure and travelling at very high speeds. These pipes force the steam from the coal-heated 

water into turbines, which enables the blades to spin. These turbines are connected to a generator 

containing a rotor that is attached to large electromagnets. When the rotor spins, a flow of 

electrons is created, boosted by transformers, and then transported out using transmission lines. 

The steam used to move the turbines is then converted back to water and reusedvi; however, the 

same cannot be said about the coal. The coal burned during the process is rendered unusable, and 

the emissions generated as a byproduct are released into the atmosphere. This results in the 

release of high amounts of sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, soot, mercury, and more, which in 

turn results in acid rain, air pollution, and smog.vii It is during this release of emissions phase 

where many assert that clean coal provides a solution.  

2.2 Ecohealth Effects of Coal Burning 

There are several ecohealth issues that have become prominent due to the burning of 

coal. In regards to the environment, coal has a negative effect on the atmosphere and ecosystems. 

The burning of coal results in several waste products which contain toxic chemicals such as 

mercury, uranium, thorium, arsenic, lead, radium, sulfur, carbon, and many more.viii All of these 

chemicals are quite impactful to the environment; however, some impacts are more evident than 

others, specifically sulfur dioxide and carbon dioxide. Sulfur dioxide created from coal burning 

has been directly linked to acid rain, which is known to negatively impact marine habitats, soil 

chemistry, vegetation, and ocean acidification. Aside from this, sulfur dioxide released from 

burning coal can also be a contributor to global warming and cause smog.ix There are also 

several direct human health impacts that are caused by the burning of coal. Coal-fired power 

plants have become one of the major sources of background radiation. Though background 

radiation is not very harmful, there are still risks that humans can develop various types of cancer 
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through prolonged exposure. Also, according to the EPA, coal-fired power plants are responsible 

for shortening nearly 24000 lives each year, 2800 of which are due to lung cancer.x These plants 

are also responsible for the increased occurrences of chronic problems such as asthma and 

emphysema. 

2.3 Clean Coal 

 In the past, the term “clean coal” was used to describe any approach that would mitigate 

the overall emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gasses during the burning of coal 

for electricity. However, for this paper, the term “clean coal” will be used in the modern political 

context, which mainly refers to carbon capture and storage (CCS). The entire process of clean 

coal is relatively new, the first small-scale example being created only 14 years agoxi. Despite 

this, the process is being hailed by many to be the future of the coal industry, and it has received 

much financial, social, and political support. This process occurs in three major stages: capture, 

transport, and sequestration.xii 

 During the capture phase, the main goal is to separate CO2 from the emissions and 

prepare it for the following stages. There are two main ways to do this. The first method is post-

combustion capture, which would be used for some large-scale operations. In this process, the 

CO2 from flue gasses would be captured before it is released through smoke stacks, stored, and 

prepared for transport. The second method is pre-combustion capture, which is also widely seen 

in power production. For this method, the fossil fuel is partially oxidized prior to burning, 

enabling the chemical composition to be altered. The oxidization results in CO and H2 being 

created, which will then be altered into CO2 and H2 gasses. By doing this, the carbon dioxide can 

be completely separated from the gas, which allows the H2 molecules to be used as the main 

source for energy generation. Once the O2 is separated, it is injected into ammonium carbonate, 

which gives it a liquid form.xiii After the CO2 is separated and stored, it is then able to be 

transported to storage sites via pipeline. The facilities transporting the CO2 would already be 

equipped with internal pipelines linking to the external transport pipelines, allowing the process 

to be conducted very easily.xiv 

 Lastly, the final step is sequestration, the phase during which the captured CO2 would be 

permanently stored. In order to accomplish this, the main approach being suggested by the coal 

industry is geologic storage, also known as geo-sequestration. With this method, the CO2 is 
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transported directly from the pipeline into underground geological formations such as oil fields, 

gas fields, saline formations, and more. These physical mechanisms would ideally prevent CO2 

from escaping to the surface, which is believed by many to disallow it from entering the 

atmosphere, effectively mitigating the damage caused by coal emissions. This process is often 

done in unsalvageable coal mines because the CO2 molecules can attach to the surface of the 

coal.xv 

Section 3: Coal Politics in America 

 Though alternative forms of energy have become more widespread in the United States 

over the last decade, it is very likely that coal will still be heavily used for the foreseeable 

future.xvi The main factor here is that the prominence of coal in America, speaking in purely 

economic terms, is completely justified. Coal is largely domestic, in fact, the coal used in 

America is often mined in coal-rich states including Wyoming, West Virginia, Kentucky, 

Pennsylvania, and Texasxvii. From this, many American jobs are created, and political campaigns 

that attempt to push forward with an anti-coal agenda are often portrayed as those that would cut 

jobs and weaken the economy. The jobs associated with the coal industry are often middle class, 

labor-orientated positions that are directly linked to maintaining a strong economyxviii. Though 

coal is nonrenewable and harmful, there is too much of it for politicians to simply neglect. The 

supply is plentiful, the cost is low, and local jobs are being created – it is understandable why the 

environment and public health are often neglected when it comes to coal. Despite this, there are 

contrasting views in the American political system between the Republican and Democratic 

Parties.  

3.1 The Democratic Party and the Coal Industry  

Though some members of the Democratic Party vehemently support the coal industry, 

the Party is still largely a proponent of clean energy – specifically wind and solar – from a top-

down perspective. They currently find themselves in the middle of what the media has 

sensationalized as the “War on Coal” due to their clean energy initiatives.xix For the Party, the 

movement towards cleaner energy is a largely environmental and political initiative. As a whole, 

the Democratic Party tends to prioritize environmental issues more than their Republican 

counterparts. In fact, according to a recent study conducted by the Pew Research Center, it was 
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shown than 84% of Democrats believe that global warming is occurring, compared to only 46% 

of Republicansxx. Due to this, some would argue that it makes more sense for President Obama 

to cater to the needs of his voting constituents because the environment is more of a priority to 

them. 

The Democratic Party has been focusing on a big government approach to do this. They 

are in favor of stricter regulatory powers by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and 

are in the process of attempting to cut emissions heavily. According to a statement released by 

the EPA, “Today, about 40% of America’s carbon pollution comes from power plants. But right 

now there are none, zero, national limits to the amount of carbon pollution that existing plants 

can pump into the air we breathe. We limit the amount of toxic chemicals like mercury, sulfur, 

and arsenic that power plants put in our air and water. But we can dump unlimited amounts of 

carbon pollution into the air. It’s not smart, it’s not safe, and it doesn’t make sense.”xxi For these 

reasons, President Obama recently proposed a new climate change action plan that would, for the 

first time ever, limit the emissions of CO2 from existing power plants, as well as increase the 

production of renewable energy on publically-owned land.xxii These new regulations would seek 

to lower CO2 emissions by 17% from current levels by 2030xxiii, and would have an immediate 

impact on the nation, affecting over 600 domestic coal-fired plants. The overall goal of this is to 

find a long-lasting, middle-ground approach that will meet the needs of environmentalists and 

industry.xxiv 

Having said that, there has been a great deal of right-wing political pressure on President 

Obama, resulting in more compromise than he initially wanted. Many of Obama’s initiatives 

have been opposed by the middle class because many believe that coal jobs are being 

overlooked, and it will be too difficult to transition so abruptly. This has resulted the Obama 

administration being forced to make significant changes to his All of the Above Energy Plan. 

Originally, this plan only contained six main energy sources – nuclear, oil, biofuels, wind, solar, 

and natural gas. Though this was a strong statement, after a political uproar, his administration 

capitulated and added clean coal to its list of initiatives, and have since announced over $5 

billion in funding for clean coal research – specifically for CCSxxv. This decision makes it seem 

like coal will continue to be widely used for longer than Obama was originally hoping for during 

the 2012 election. In addition, with the Republicans taking both the House and the Senate, it is 



Pariag 6 
 

possible that Obama’s efforts may have all been for nothing, and the current Republicans in 

power may prevent his planned regulation.xxvi 

3.2 The Republican Party and the Coal Industry 

 Despite the fact that some individual Republicans support the renewable energy sector, 

the fact remains that the Republican Party – as an entity – is a major supporter of coal, and 

specifically clean coal. They believe that the Democratic Party has launched a “war on coal”, and 

they are determined to win this war in order to maintain the status of coal as a major energy 

resource in America. This issue is mainly a financially motivated one. The coal industry has been 

a major supporter of the GOP for several years, and coal companies and lobby groups have 

consistently given Republican candidates the financial resources required to run strong 

campaigns. In fact, when compared to Democratic House members, House Republicans have 

received nearly five times the amount of funding from the coal industry, and in the last election, 

the GOP received nearly 90% of the coal industry’s campaign contributions. This funding has 

had a drastic impact on the campaigns of Republicans, with some receiving over $200,000 for 

their individual campaigns.xxvii  

The incentive for the coal industry to support the Republican Party is simple – preventing 

regulation. A main platform of the GOP has consistently been to create a smaller government 

because they view big government as being excessively large, inefficient, and invasive. In 

regards to the private sector, this would mean less government intervention, and therefore, less 

imposed regulation on big business. Recently, the GOP has attempted to move forward with this 

initiative through opposing powers and funding of the EPA. In July of 2014, House Republicans 

proposed major cuts to the EPA budget in order to allocate money elsewhere. In addition to the 

budgetary constraints, the proposed bill by the Republicans would heavily restrict the regulatory 

power of the EPA, resulting in the Party having a much easier time in opposing clean air 

regulations that the Democratic Party has been pushing forward with.xxviii That being said, it is 

clear that the coal industry has every financial incentive to support the GOP because it will allow 

them to continue to do their business without hindrance. 

Another major factor to consider is the impact of the coal lobby on the Republican Party. 

The major lobby group which has influence on the political party is the American Coalition for 

Clean Coal Electricity (ACCCE), which was formerly known as the Americans for Balanced 
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Energy Choices (ABEC) prior to the clean coal movement. The goal of this organization is to 

influence public opinion and legislation in order to favor coal-generated electricity in the United 

States, especially through an emphasis on clean coal technologies. Though clean coal is still in 

its early stages, the ACCCE is currently operating on a platform committed to clean coal and are 

seeking greater investments; however, until this process is proven effective and safe, standard 

coal burning measures will still be used.xxix In order to accomplish this, the ACCCE has given 

millions of dollars to the Republican Party and has also run several anti-Democrat ads. In fact, 

during the 2012 election alone, the ACCCE implemented a $35 million ad campaign which 

called President Obama into question for his stance on coal. They referred to his anti-coal 

mentality as being destructive to American jobs and the economy, which resulted in coal being a 

central topic of discussion during the presidential debates.xxx As the 2016 election approaches, it 

is quite likely that the ACCCE will continue to support the GOP in order to further the private 

interests of the coal sector. 

Section 4: Discussion and Analysis 

Since the entire process of burning coal “cleanly” is relatively new and CCS has yet to be 

perfected, the future of clean coal is very unclear. Currently, clean coal has been criticized for 

several legitimate reasons, leading many to argue that it is simply a public relations strategy in 

order to perpetuate the dependence that America has on the coal industry. This might be the case. 

From examining the issues related to clean coal, a number of things have become evident. Clean 

coal processes are ineffective, inefficient, unpredictable, and expensive. Having said that, it is 

fair to assert that clean coal is not a permanent solution to America’s energy problems.  

4.1 Ineffectiveness and Inefficiency  

 Contrary to popular belief, clean coal is anything but clean, and the term is more of an 

oxymoron than a revolutionary concept. Firstly, the process is very ineffective in regards to 

limiting emissions. Earlier, it was mentioned that the CO2 from coal burning could be stored in 

destroyed coal seams because CO2 has the ability to attach to the surface of coal. Though this is 

possible, the process that would occur through the absorption phase would create a problem. 

When CO2 is attaching to the surface of coal, the absorption of the coal releases methane that 

was previously absorbed. Methane is already the second most prevalent greenhouse gas in 
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America and is actually responsible for trapping more radiation than CO2. Overall, methane is 

thought to be a greater contributor to global warming than CO2, and will very likely contribute to 

environmental degradation.xxxi  

The process of actually burning coal cleanly is also very inefficient. Normally, in order 

for a traditional coal-fired power plant to actually be effective, it needs to be functional 90% of 

the time to provide the constant stream of energy that is needed, which amounts to at least 21.5 

hours every day. Unlike these traditional coal-fired power plants, clean coal plants would only be 

active for about 60 percent of the day, which is only about 14.5 hours.xxxii Given this, there is no 

way for clean coal plants to actually match the active efficiency of traditional coal-fired power 

plants. This would be fine if clean coal was able to generate more energy on a smaller supply; 

however, this is not the case. 

 CCS techniques consume an immense amount of energy when compared to traditional 

plants, much of which is coincidently produced by burning more coal. Since a coal-fired power 

plant would require the capabilities to handle carbon sequestration and produce the electricity 

required to function, it is expected that a minimum of 25% more coal would be required. Though 

much of this hypothetical impact would be mitigated by clean coal through the separation of 

CO2, the quantities of fly ash and the other harmful byproducts of coal would increase, which 

greatly takes away from any of the positive impacts.xxxiii Aside from this, in all the major 

research done regarding post-combustion carbon capture, it was found that the steam needed to 

recover CO2 from the smokestack negated the overall efficiency of the power plant.xxxiv 

Lastly, the clean coal option would also be inefficient because it would force America to 

develop more infrastructure. Previously, American Electrical Power began a CCS project in 

West Virginia which was able to capture hundreds of tons of CO2 every single day. Though this 

did bode well for public relations, these figures are nearly insignificant. American coal-fired 

power plants typically generate 1.5 billion tons of CO2 every year, meaning that capturing a few 

hundred tons each day would not do much to mitigate the impact of the overall emissions, 

especially when considering the high cost of clean coal. Aside from this, transporting all of 

America’s CO2 would require 30 million barrels of CO2 mixed with an ammonium carbonate 

solution to be filled every day.xxxv This would require infrastructure that included pumps, 
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pipelines, and wells that are very likely not possible in the near future given America’s public 

debt and their overall level of acceptance with current coal processes. 

4.2 Uncertainty of Clean Coal 

 Creating clean coal plants would be quite expensive. In fact, in the United States, only a 

handful of power plants in the country have been properly equipped to remove CO2 from 

emissions; however, few have yet to be equipped to actually capture and store the CO2, or 

transport it.xxxvi This is not from a lack of effort. Corporations and the federal government have 

tried for several years to accomplish CCS, but the results have not been promising and the 

process is nowhere near commercial readiness in America.  

 Even if the CO2 from coal emissions could be stored underground, there is no guarantee 

that there wouldn’t be leakage. One large coal-fired power plant will generate the equivalent of 

three billion barrels of CO2 over a 60 year period. In order to store this underground, a major oil 

field would be needed. Since the science regarding this matter is still quite new, it is hard to 

estimate how much CO2 could be kept underground. The pressure of this could cause leaks and 

earthquakes, resulting the CO2 being released anyway.xxxvii This results in the entire project being 

a gamble – trillions of dollars could be spent on a project that might not even work, which 

creates a very high level of uncertainty.xxxviii Due to this, many argue that clean coal processes 

are just as harmful as traditional coal burning, only with a delayed reaction.  

To date, the most comprehensive study done on commercial CCS was conducted by the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. In this study, they concluded that, with optimistic figures, 

the earliest that commercial CCS could be possible is 2030.xxxix Included in this optimism is the 

notion that generating clean coal is even possible. As stated earlier, the methods are largely 

theoretical at this point. It is difficult to foresee if any problematic issues will arise if clean coal 

processes start being used, and because the process is so new, there is no contingency plan in 

place as of yet.  

4.3 Cost of Clean Coal 

 Perhaps the biggest deterrent to clean coal is the cost, leading many to assert that the 

entire clean coal movement is not feasible whatsoever. Converting coal-fired power plants is not 

an easy or cheap task, which many are now realizing. Across the United States, there have been 
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several examples of failed conversions due to unforeseen costs. In 2014, a plant in Mississippi 

attempted to be the first large-scale coal power plant in America equipped to capture carbon. 

This initiative was initially started in 2006 with the expected costs being $1.8 billion. Since then, 

due to new scientific and engineering findings, the cost of the plant has increased significantly to 

$5.2 billion. Due to this, the cost of coal-generated energy in this region will be significantly 

higher. For every kilowatt, $6800 will be required, which is absurd when considering that 

nuclear and natural gas energy in the region cost $5500 and $1000 respectively. This will be 

financially detrimental for constituents. They will see a 22% increase in utility bills, and 

government officials have already admitted that this process will never be as economical as 

current coal burning procedures.xl Today, there are nearly 600 coal-fueled power plants in 

America, and the price of converting these plants would be immense. Each conversion would 

likely cost over $3 billion and at this point, according to conservative estimates, a complete 

overhaul and conversion would cost trillions of dollars.xli  

 Aside from the conversion process, another added cost would be in the cleaning process 

itself. As mentioned earlier, one of the main methods of transporting CO2 is through converting 

it into a liquid by injecting it into ammonium carbonate. The equipment needed to inject the CO2 

and the large quantities of ammonium carbonate are both quite costly, and the injection process 

is the most expensive part of the clean coal process. In order to do this, the plant will need to use 

30% of its generated heat to successfully accomplish the injection, which will greatly increase 

the cost of producing coal.xlii Currently, one of the largest benefits of using coal is the low cost. It 

is abundant, local, and tested. The risks are known, but so are the prices. That being said, it 

would be very tough for the government to approve a plan to make the cheapest resource for 

energy generation significantly more expensive.  

Section 5: Recommendations 

 Overall, it is clear that the future of clean coal in America is questionable at best. Due to 

this, it is fair to weigh the recommendations and alternative methods. The main 

recommendations that will be analyzed are bipartisan politics, phasing out fossil fuels and 

maximizing the usage of alternative energy sources, and a political movement towards a cap-

and-trade system. These recommendations may seem difficult to achieve; however, the 
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alternatives to coal are already present in modern society, the only lacking aspect is 

implementation. That being said, change is possible and can be done. 

5.1 Bipartisan politics 

 In modern America, coal has become more of a political issue than anything else. This 

needs to stop immediately. Bipartisan actions are those which are signified by cooperation, 

agreement, and compromise between two major political parties.xliii In America, the two parties 

in question are the Republicans and the Democrats. For each party, there are obviously different 

prerogatives, but the needs of the constituents must come first. As of right now, the goals of the 

two parties regarding coal are too contrasting to find a common ground; however, this is because 

they are each lacking any major level of compromise.  

 In regards to the Republican Party, their goal in this situation has been financially 

motivated from the start. The ACCCE and the coal industry as a whole are major contributors to 

the Republican Party and its candidates, so it is understandable that they have the interests of 

coal companies in mind. Due to this, they have opposed regulation vehemently and have taken a 

very conservative approach to the situation. The Democratic Party has not been much better in 

regards to compromise. Since the Clinton administration, they have always been more 

environmentally focused than their Republican counterparts; nevertheless, their recent level of 

aggressiveness towards forcing immediate environmental change has been quite extreme. In 

America, it has statistically been shown that an increasing majority of citizens would rather 

prioritize the economy over the environmentxliv, and only 49% believe that global warming and 

environmental issues are being caused by humans.xlv Given these statistics, it seems very extreme 

that President Obama’s EPA regulatory measures were this ambitious for a first step. His air 

pollution regulations would result in an economic output loss of $3.4 trillion and 2.9 million lost 

jobs in about 25 yearsxlvi, which is absurd considering that most Americans do not prioritize the 

environment at this point. 

 For these reasons, a middle ground approach is needed. Both parties are approaching the 

environment from polar opposite viewpoints, resulting in the constituents suffering the most. 

Each party needs to remove the impact of external factors, such as personal goals and the 

influence of lobby groups, and begin to focus on the future of the country. They must focus on 

the sustainability, effects, and alternatives of coal, and work together to find a unified approach 
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that will please each party as well as the American citizens that elected them in the first place. 

By doing this, it is possible to find a positive solution. 

5.2 Phase out Fossil Fuels and Maximize Renewable and Clean Energy 

 Another recommendation would be to move towards a fossil fuel phase out. This is the 

proposed energy transition that would require the decommissioning of fossil fuel-fired plants, 

including coal-fired plants. During this period, a gradual shift would be made towards renewable 

energy forms, predominantly wind and solar sources. This idea has been previously proposed by 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), and according to this institution, this 

must be done by the year 2100 to avoid irreversible damage.xlvii Though this would be ideal, it is 

much easier said than done. There are many who do not want to phase out coal and would rather 

increase overall consumption. Long-term global economic growth cannot be achieved without 

affordable energy, and because of this, coal is considered by many to be an integral part of the 

economy. 

 America is a country based on patriotism and consumerism, and because of this, it is very 

difficult to instill change. Having said that, change is more necessary now than ever, and the 

resources to do so are present. According to the IPCC report, society has the means to heavily 

lower its dependence on coal and other fossil fuels; yet, stubbornness has gotten in the way.xlviii 

Major progress was made towards this initiative at the G20 Summit in 2009. Here, the leaders of 

the world’s top industrialized countries agreed to gradually phase out subsidies for coal and other 

fossil fuels, which is an encouraging step.xlix Going forward, the United States needs to be more 

aggressive in this measure. Though they have slowed their use of coal over the last decadel, their 

reliance on the industry is still far too high and it is not fair that the citizens of the country are the 

ones who will be forced to live with the consequences.  

 The United States needs to learn from and mimic the actions of other countries that have 

been able to heavily phase out coal. Germany is a prime example of this. In 2007, Germany 

released a plan to completely remove coal subsidies within 11 years.li The goal of this was to 

slowly incentivize the growth of the renewable energy sector, which would mitigate any impact 

of severe job loss, and would also alter the public opinion of coal. So far, this plan has been 

effective. At this point, most of the subsidies have been removed, the energy sector expects to be 

47% renewable by 2020, and the public opinion regarding coal-burning has become quite 
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negative, enabling constituents to favor alternative means.lii From this example, the United States 

is provided with a verifiable and effective case study which they can use to improve their own 

country in a sustainable manner.  

 Given that the United States is constantly focused on growth, the renewable energy sector 

might be a viable option once it has been established. With the growing cost of energy in 

America, it is possible that a paradigm shift in regards to energy could improve industry. This 

can be done through eco-effectiveness. Eco-effectiveness is an approach to business which 

focuses on minimizing the consumption of energy generated from coal, oil, and nuclear plants, 

and instead, maximizing energy use and consumption through renewable means such as solar 

and wind power. By doing this, instead of focusing on cutting back due to increased regulations 

and non-renewable energy costs, industry and growth will be able to flourish in a society that is 

simultaneously maximizing economic, social, and environmental benefits.liii 

5.3 Cap-and-Trade 

 Though the previous recommendations are quite sound, they will require years of gradual 

progress before they come to fruition. Until then, a mix of conservation and a cap-and-trade 

system could serve as an immediate mitigating solution. Cap-and-trade is an environmental 

policy tool that imposes a mandatory cap on emissions while providing a certain amount of 

flexibility to corporations. These systems reward innovation, efficiency, and early action, and 

hold offenders accountable. These programs are also beneficial as they do not inhibit economic 

growth because the rights to generate a predetermined amount of pollution will be regulated by 

the market.liv It is the one system that many agree will bridge the gap between environmentalists 

and economists.  

One of the leading cap-and-trade strategies has been proposed by Bruce Nilles, the 

Director of the Sierra Club’s National Coal Campaign. According to Nilles, if cap-and-trade is 

enforced immediately, the effects will be seen very soon, and companies will be inclined to 

switch over to alternative energy sources. His plan would require the overall emissions to 

decrease by two percent every year for 40 years, resulting in an 80 percent drop from modern 

levels.lv From this, companies would literally be given decades to form their contingency plan, 

which would easily allow them to make a switch. According to Nilles, this trend has already 

started. For example, Xcel Energy, which generates nearly 60% of its energy from coal, had 
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planned to develop a clean coal power plant, but this initiative was abandoned. Instead, they 

chose to create a more powerful wind plant because this was viewed as being a better long-term 

solution.lvi 

Though the implementation of cap-and-trade may seem farfetched to some living in 

America, it is more realistic than many think. In fact, there is already a cap-and-trade system in 

place for the state of California. In 2014, California moderately started this program with a 

limited scope and capped emissions at 160 million metric tons. After positive results, their scope 

will increase next year to include gasoline wholesalers, which is a very large industry in the state. 

With this addition, the goal for emissions for 2015 will be capped at 395 million metric tons, 

which will be lowered to 334 million metric tons by 2020, a figure that will be equal to the 

state’s emission levels in 1990.lvii This program has been very encouraging to many American 

states. Prior to this, cap-and-trade always seemed as though it was too idealistic to ever work; 

however, California has managed to effectively set the bar for other states that choose to follow 

their example, making it more likely that a greater number of cap-and-trade programs will be 

created in the near future. Though a federally mandated cap-and-trade program would be more 

effective and enforceable, the Obama administration has already stated that they will not be 

doing this, effectively making individual state action the best approach.lviii 

Section 6: Conclusion 

 Despite the evidence that clean coal is very likely not the immediate solution needed to 

solve the energy crisis in America, there are still several proponents of the notion that it will be 

the miracle needed to create clean energy. This claim is largely false. Clean coal seems to be an 

illusion used to continue the practices of traditional coal-burning methods with the hopes that a 

cleaner solution will eventually materialize. Unfortunately, this is not a guarantee by any means; 

in fact, as time passes, the hopes of the clean coal movement seem to be diminishing. 

 Through the understanding of the background issues, analysis of the main factors, and 

suggested recommendations, the initial research question has been answered. It has become 

evident that, although there are several non-ecohealth benefits to using traditional coal-burning 

methods, clean coal is nothing more than wishful thinking with predominantly negative ends. An 

examination of the background and political considerations showed that the issues of clean coal 

and the coal industry have become politicized to the point where constituents are being left out of 
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the decision-making process; instead, this process has been diluted by two parties fixated on 

erroneous strategies. Next, by analyzing the effectiveness, efficiency, uncertainty, and financial 

impediments, it was made clear that the concept of clean coal is years away from being 

commercially effective in America, and even if it were to reach this point, there are no 

assurances regarding its success. Lastly, as shown by the recommendations for alternative goals, 

it was made apparent that the perception of clean coal as the foremost energy objective is naive 

and impractical. This is because there are several options, many of which are more sustainable 

and cleaner, that are perfectly attainable in modern America. From this, it is fair to assert that 

clean coal is not the most viable option for supplying American energy.  

 Overall, it must be noted that this does not mean that coal should be avoided at all costs. 

As stated earlier, coal is abundant, affordable, reliable, and domestic. Despite the risks, it will be 

too difficult for America to abruptly turn its back on a resource this economical and convenient. 

Due to the fact that there is no way to immediately deviate from coal as their primary energy 

source, America will be confined to it for the foreseeable future, meaning that research must be 

conducted in order to make coal-fired power plants as clean and efficient as possible. That being 

said, the country cannot afford the perception of clean coal to be anything more than cautious 

optimism. If this notion deters society and governments from seeking more plausible energy 

alternatives, then it will be the constituents who are forced to suffer. Clean and renewable energy 

sources are more realistic for short and long-term sustainability goals, and more needs to be done 

in order to perpetuate the use of these technologies going forward. 
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