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We are pleased that the Government is planning a phase-out of electricity generation from coal.

However, we disagree firmly with the proposal as it stands. The mechanisms proposed in the 
consultation paper to supposedly bring about a phase-out of coal generation are totally 
inadequate. They seek to ensure the phase-out of coal generation cannot occur before 2025, even 
though the current economics of coal, and even the central economic scenario contained within 
the paper, suggest a much earlier closure of all coal-fired power in the UK. 

Furthermore, the proposed mechanisms contain loopholes which could perpetuate coal-burning in
this country indefinitely, and we anticipate these loopholes to be widened with lobbying from the 
coal and biomass industries.

The proposal as stands is therefore not commensurate with the severity of the climate crisis, nor 
with the disastrous impacts of coal mining on communities and their environments around the 
world, nor with the destructive impacts of logging for energy generation (biomass) on forests and 
biodiversity. 

We shall now outline our responses to the consultation in more detail:

1. General objections to the parameters of the Consultation Paper and the Impact Assessment

1. The document begins in Chapter 1 with contrasting the carbon intensities of coal and gas, 
implying that the lost generation from the closure of coal-fired power should be replaced 
with gas. This is a false binary. To avoid catastrophic climate change, both coal power and 
gas power must be phased out - plans should be made to phase out gas power after coal 
power, not to invest in new gas plant. 

It is now widely recognised that global available reserves of fossil fuels (oil, coal and gas) if 
burnt would greatly exceed the 'carbon budget' for 2°C. This has been calculated and 
confirmed by the IPCC [1] and scientists estimate at least two-thirds must remain 'in the 
ground' and unburnt (see [2]). A recent report finds that current global reserves of oil and 
gas alone are enough to take global warming over 1.5°C [3]. McGlade & Ekins (2015) 
estimate the proportion of each fuel which must remain unburnt in each region – for 
Europe's gas it is 6% [4]. However, note this is of reserves – which are mapped and for 
which there are plans to extract - not for resources (total gas available i.e. all 
unconventional gas). This report also concludes that gas use in the UK must begin to fall in 
the late 2020s to keep within the 2°C target, rendering investment in shale gas production 
obsolete [5].

2. Secondly, the proposals prioritise maintaining current electricity supplies over ending coal 
use: “the Government has made clear that it will not proceed to impose requirements that 
would lead to the closure of unabated coal by 2025 without assurance that a secure and 
reliable electricity supply will be maintained.” However, this ignores the fact that reducing 
our demand for electricity should be a key part of the strategy to meet our climate goals 
and to provide for our electricity needs.
 



There is a great scope for investment in efficiency and conservation, for instance in home 
insulation, which could additionally provide thousands of jobs [6]. A recent energy 
modelling report suggests that demand reduction measures could save 10TWh of 
electricity, 40% of the anticipated 3.2GW new capacity from Hinkley point C, and demand-
side reduction (DSR) could free up 11GW [7]. The report notes that energy demand 
reduction could be far more ambitious and we agree – for instance, in 2011, in the wake of 
the Tohoku earthquake and the Fukushima disaster, Japan managed to reduce its energy 
demand by almost half [8]. We note that the Government scrapped the flagship Green Deal
scheme and urge the implementation of a more effective replacement.
 

3. Nowhere does the consultation or impact assessment consider the impacts of coal mining. 
This is a serious omission. In a recent report, Coal Action Network investigated the impact 
of the UK's coal mining [9]. In 2014-15, coal burnt in UK power stations came from Russia, 
Colombia and the USA, as well as opencast mines in the UK itself. Mines in Colombia that 
provide coal to the UK are causing forced evictions of entire communities, paramilitary 
murders and disappearances and serious health and malnutrition problems in the local 
community. This is in addition to the destruction of large areas of land and localised 
environmental problems caused generally by opencast mining. Families, communities and 
environments which are currently impacted by coal extraction deserve decisive action now.

2. Objections to the proposals presented

1. These proposals appear to ensure that coal-fired power stations stay operational until 2025
when the central scenario of this report predicts that all coal-fired power stations will close 
by 2021. The earlier coal is phased out the better in terms of climate change, impact on 
coal-affected communities and ecology. However the proposals consulted on explicitly seek
to prevent a rapid coal phase-out, saying “one of the Government’s objectives in taking 
action on unabated coal generation is to ensure an orderly transition and avoid the risk of 
coal closures happening at once.” All of the coal closing at once, as soon as possible, is 
exactly what we need to maintain a liveable planet – again, I point you to McGlade and 
Ekins which states that 80% of coal reserves must remain unburnt to have a 50:50 chance 
of remaining below 2°C. On a UK basis, the faster coal is phased out, the more flexibility we 
have in reducing our emissions to meet the carbon budget in the future.

2. Option 1 proposes that coal generation continue if CCS is 'demonstrated on a proportion of 
the capacity'. Given the desperate need to reduce global and national emissions in line with
the global carbon budget, as outlined above, this proportion would have to be close to or at
100%. However, progress on this technology has been very limited and only one 
commercial power station CCS projects exists worldwide (in Canada), which has not been a 
success [10] - the best capture rate is only 65% and the plant has been shut due to 
mechanical issues 50% of the time. Furthermore it is only made commercially viable due to 
pumping CO2 to oil fields to increase extraction – leading to no net decrease in CO2 
emissions. It is very unlikely that companies will decide to install CCS in coal power stations 
due to the high cost. CCS installed on a low proportion of capacity would not achieve the 
aims of the consultation: to comply with the Paris Agreement and the UK Climate Change 
Act. Just classing coal with a low proportion of CCS as 'abated coal' and excluding it from 
the new regulations is unfortunately not going to make emissions from it disappear.

3.  Option 2 proposes the EPS be modified to impose a concentration-based limit on 



emissions at any point in time (rather than overall for the year), which would “prevent coal 
generating units from operating without investment to reduce emissions”. The proposal 
states that this could be any form of investment, but in reality the only affordable option 
would be to convert to high rates of biomass co-firing or a total conversion to biomass. We 
are opposed to this as an outcome for several reasons:

a) The levels of financial support for biomass are already too high. As the consultation 
document rightly points out biomass co-firing is currently supported via the Renewables 
Obligation, which is controlled via the Levy Control Framework, and warns that an increase 
in biomass co-firing could lead to an even greater overspend on the LCF. However, the 
document fails to mention the effect of an increase in biomass conversions, which are 
currently grandfathered under the RO and new conversions are supported by the contracts 
for difference (CfD) scheme.  We estimate that in 2015-2016, subsidy for biomass burning 
for electricity (co-firing, waste and dedicated biomass) via the RO amounted to just over 
£800 million [11] and projects currently supported by the CfD scheme will be in receipt of 
over £880 million annually [11] assuming electricity remains at its current wholsesale price.
These costs are passed on to the bill-payer directly (given the CfD) or indirectly (the LCF). 
This is an obscene waste of money, particularly given the large drop in support for 
genuinely low-carbon renewables such as onshore wind and solar and hydro power.   

b)  This imposition on the bill-payer is even more scandalous as, as we have repeatedly 
stated in previous consultations, the emissions from biomass electricity are not properly 
accounted for - biomass electricity is not a true carbon saving, but in fact a high-carbon 
technology. There are multiple studies refuting the assumption that emissions from 
burning woody biomass can be ignored as the process is inherently ‘carbon neutral’ [12]. 
If whole trees are burnt to produce electricity, the carbon debt produced will take decades 
to repay, the exact time depending upon the resequestration rate. The initial ‘Manomet’ 
study of Massachusetts forests estimated 32 years [13], but subsequent studies in different 
regions have estimated longer (e.g. Canadian boreal forest, 90 years[14]). The Department 
of Energy and Climate Change’s own study modelled life cycle emissions for different 
scenarios of harvesting biomass from North American forests (a significant source of wood 
pellets for UK biomass electricity) and found that of 29 scenarios, 16 had emissions in 
excess of the recommended 200kgCO2e/MWh, 11 in excess of natural gas and 6 in excess 
of coal over a period of 40 years [15].

This is simply not compatible with the timescale for tackling climate change. Emissions 
reductions must be rapid in the next three decades to have a likely (66%) chance of 
remaining below 2’C [16]. Kevin Anderson estimates that emissions from deforestation and 
land-use change could optimistically be capped at ~60GtCO2 between 2011 and 2100 to 
remain within the global carbon budget, if carbon emissions from cement processing are 
capped at ~150GtCO2 and emissions from fossil fuel burning decline 10% per annum from 
2025 to their elimination at 2050 [17]. However last year alone, emissions from land use 
change and deforestation were 4.8GtCO2 and average at 3.7GtC a year [18]. Therefore, 
replacing fossil fuel burning with biomass burning is not a solution. Both must be reduced 
in order to stay within the 2’C 66% carbon budget.

c) There is significant evidence that sourcing biomass for UK electricity is already causing 
harm to biodiversity. For instance, a large portion of the wood pellets supplying UK biomass
plants are sourced from forests in the South-East USA, recently designated part of a 



‘biodiversity hotspot’ (an area with an exceptionally high level of biodiversity and also 
under a critical level of threat) [19]. US scientists, forest and conservation NGOs are deeply 
concerned about the rate of loss of these forests [20] and the impact on biodiversity and 
ecosystem services. Wood for biomass is an additional pressure on these forests, and is 
rising rapidly: exports of wood pellets were 1.6 million tonnes in 2012 and 6.1 million 
tonnes in 2015. The UK is projected to consume 23 million tonnes of green wood by 2020 
[21]. 

More broadly, “waste wood” is often cited as a biomass feedstock which is carbon neutral 
and has little negative effect on biodiversity. However, burning residues from logging or 
sawmills does not necessarily represent a carbon saving [15]. Additionally, the volume of 
residues available is not sufficient to supply the biomass electricity sector at its current size,
let alone larger: figures contained in a US Department of Agriculture Report from 2012 
show that 59.3 million dry tonnes of wood residues arose at timber-processing facilities in 
the US, but less than 1% of those were not used for other purposes and thus available for 
pellet production [22].

d) Sustainability standards are not enough to solve this problem. As reported in a previous briefing 
[23], the current Government land criteria for biomass are woefully inadequate: based on vague 
principles rather than measurable standards, and not requiring external auditing and verification. 
Furthermore, as highlighted above, the problem is one of scale of demand: there is not sufficient 
waste wood to meet current demand for biomass electricity, let alone future, therefore requiring 
deforestation, conversion to plantations and increased harvesting to meet demand, which puts 
pressure on other land uses and biodiversity.

3. Our suggestions 

1. Air emissions legislation, which has been a key factor behind the closure of nine coal power
stations since 2012, stems from an EU directive: the Industrial Emissions Directive. Given 
the Government’s intention to leave the EU in 2019, there needs to be a commitment to 
maintain emissions regulations at least as stringent as the EU's, if not more so. Scrapping 
emissions rules would remove one of the key incentives for shutting down coal power 
stations, and increase the numbers of deaths caused by poor air quality from all sectors.

2. The Government’s proposals do not recommend any legislation which will encourage 
power stations to close prior to 2025. One clear way for this to happen would be to prevent
coal power stations from entering into any further Capacity Market Auctions and to force 
or at least encourage coal power stations to remove themselves from Capacity Market 
Payments already secured. Yet the Government now recommends making it more difficult 
for operators to close coal power stations after they have been awarded Capacity Market 
Payments. This could keep coal in the potential energy mix for longer than market 
conditions would otherwise encourage. 

3. A coal phase out should involve removing restrictions against construction of onshore 
wind farms and solar PV projects and giving far greater support to genuinely renewable 
and low carbon energy. It will require close collaboration with other European countries to 
build a grid flexible enough to rely heavily on wind and solar power, and it will require 
public investment in electricity storage. 
Existing government policies guarantee that new capacity will not come from onshore wind



and solar power. This is due to subsidies having been axed for new wind and solar PV 
projects above 5 MW, drastically cut for smaller ones, as well as other measures introduced
to prevent more onshore wind turbines and solar panels (e.g. through new planning rules 
in England [24]. Although, the Government supports offshore wind power, new offshore 
wind schemes are particularly vulnerable to Brexit. Offshore wind power in the UK has so 
far heavily relied on funding through European Investment Bank loans, with new ones 
already having been put on hold pending Brexit negotiations. High levels of EU grants for 
offshore wind are also at risk, which is affecting investments now. For example, Siemens (a 
major player in offshore wind) has stopped all future investments in offshore wind energy 
in the UK [25]. 
Renewables are mentioned in the proposal but there is not provision to reverse the current
trends against their construction. Without a reversal of those trends, the Government’s 
proposals simply tie a coal phase out to an increased reliance on gas (including deeply 
unpopular and dangerous fracked gas), biomass and nuclear energy, all of which are 
extremely problematic in terms of environmental and human rights impacts. 

4. There is no mention in the document of energy demand which is desperately needed to 
tackle climate change and one of the simplest ways to procure a higher proportion of our 
energy through renewable means. Talk of 'keeping the lights on' needs to go alongside an 
honest discussion of our demand for energy and how to reduce it. The government should 
greatly increase support for energy demand reduction, at the very least by supporting 
energy efficiency measures such as home insulation, but more broadly reducing the 
demand for energy in industry, transport and other sectors as well.

5. To ensure the drop in coal-burning is not simply replaced with a greatly increased use of 
biomass electricity, a vastly wasteful form of energy which is leading to forest loss and 
worsening climate change, all the more because the emissions are 'hidden' by inaccurate 
accounting, biomass power's status as a 'renewable energy' should be revoked and it 
should be excluded from support by CfDs and grandfathered ROCs. Current biomass 
electricity units, for example the three operating at Drax, should be wound down.
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