Coal Burning Exacts a Lethal Price
by Alex Kirby
March 7, 2013: London - Campaigners are urging a halt to the building of coal plants and an end to the burning of coal throughout the European Union by 2040.
They say this is needed both to ensure better public health, and to help to lessen the damage from climate change.  Air pollution from burning fossil fuels is blamed for causing thousands of premature deaths and for damaging children's lives.
A report by the HYPERLINK "http://www.env-health.org/"Health and Environment Alliance, or HEAL, says moving away from fossil fuels would significantly reduce chronic lung disease and some heart conditions.  It puts the health costs of coal-fired power stations to the people of Europe at up to €42.8 billion (almost $55 billion) a year.  "Long-term exposure to even low-level pollution is reducing everyone's lung function slightly," a HEAL spokesperson said.
Reduced Activity
The evaluation in the new report is based on a calculation of the costs associated with premature deaths resulting from exposure to coal-related air pollution, medical visits, hospitalizations, medication and reduced activity, including working days lost.
HEAL is a European non-governmental organization with more than 70 member organizations in 26 countries representing networks of health professionals, non-profit health insurers, patients, citizens, women, youth and environmental experts.
The report provides what HEAL says is the first-ever calculation of the effects of coal-fired power generation on chronic lung disease and some heart conditions.  Burning coal to generate electricity worsens a group of conditions known as chronic obstructive pulmonary diseases, the report said.  These include emphysema, breathing obstructions and bronchitis.  It also aggravates asthma and worsens heart disease.  HEAL says the elderly and the young are at particular risk, with lung damage sustained in childhood reducing the chances of achieving maximum lung function in adult life.
Entire Populations
Significantly, it has found that the effects of the pollution that coal incineration causes are not confined to people living close to power stations, but can affect entire populations in varying degrees.
Genon Jensen, HEAL's executive director, says: "Our report offers the scientific evidence on the health impacts of coal and provides vital information from a health perspective that should be taken into account when determining energy policy."  "The findings are particularly worrying, given that the use of coal is now rising after years of decline," he added.  "The startlingly high costs to human health should trigger a major rethink on EU energy policy."
The U.S. Energy Information Administration predicted in 2008 that world energy consumption would rise by 50% by 2030, with coal consumption rising between 2005 and 2030 by an average of 2% annually.  Global coal use is reported to have increased by 48% between 2000 and 2009, mainly because of growth in China and elsewhere in Asia.  In Europe 93.6% of coal (hard coal and lignite together) is used for generating power.  HEAL says coal is the most carbon-intensive energy source in Europe, responsible for approximately 20% of carbon emissions.
Premature deaths across the European Union linked to air pollution in all its forms each year numbers 492,000.  The EU has designated 2013 its Year of Air.
wwwp.dailyclimate.org/tdc-newsroom/2013/03/coal-health-costs

Study Spells Out Fatal Danger of Coal Pollution
Particulates from coal combustion are a serious health hazard.  A study commissioned by Greenpeace warns of this fatal danger from coal-fired power plants.  It's a study that made headlines: Some 33,000 years of life are lost every year in Germany and neighboring countries due to particulate matter emitted by coal-fired power plants in Germany.  That's according to a study released recently by the Institute for Energy Economics and the Rational Use of Energy, of Stuttgart University.  This translates into about 3,100 premature deaths every year.
Particulate matter does indeed cause chronic bronchitis, asthma, cardiovascular disease and cancer, when microscopically small particles are inhaled, entering the lungs and thus the bloodstream.  Such particles can be directly released during the process of coal combustion.  But the majority forms later in the air - through chemical reaction, as one of the authors of the Greenpeace study explained in an interview.
"Sulphur dioxide (SO2) and nitrogen oxides (NOX) released through combustion react with ammonia to become ammonium sulfate and ammonium nitrate," said Rainer Friedrich, a professor from Stuttgart University.  "That's how we get particulate matter," he added.  Agricultural fertilizers are responsible for the largest share of ammonia in the atmosphere.
Traffic and Agriculture
Using emissions data collected by the European Environment Agency, the researchers calculated and modeled the chemical reactions that happen in the air, as well as the resulting pollution to which the European population is exposed.  They also considered the results of the broadest and best-known studies previously addressing mortality risks linked with particulate matter.
Rainer Friedrich said that all particulate matter emissions in Germany, combined, cause some 28,000 cases of premature death every year.  Coal accounts for around 10% of particulate matter-related cases of premature mortality and disease.  Road and sea traffic account for 23%, industrial processes account for 13%, and other combustion - such as wooden stoves - account for another 6%.
But agriculture is responsible for the largest share of such cases of diseases and mortality, at some 40%.  That's because fertilization releases ammonia, which is required for the atmospheric chemical reactions in the first place.
Not everybody feels the effects of particulates, however.  "There are people who are particularly sensitive and who die earlier than if they hadn't breathed in particulate matter," Friedrich said, adding that life expectancy can be reduced by as much as 10 years.  "And then there are those who aren't affected by particulate pollution at all."
Need for Awareness
Friedrich called particulate pollution the most harmful existing environmental factor, and wants to see pollution reduced as much as possible.  "In many developing countries, families live in huts and cook on an open fire.  Levels of indoor pollution there need to be reduced urgently," he said.
Friedrich said the EU Commission was heading in the right direction by tightening air pollution control in Europe by law "bit by bit."  But he also insisted that when setting particulate matter standards, it is important not to "focus on short-term pollution, but rather on long-term levels."
Particulate matter can indeed cause disease, a representative from VGB Power-Tech - the European technical association for power and heat generation - admitted in an interview with DW.  But Christoph Wesselmann, the association's spokesman, stressed that coal-power stations only contributed a few % to the total emissions of particulate matter in Germany.  In addition, said Wesselmann, smokestacks at coal-fired power plants reach high enough into the sky to broadly distribute particulate matter, in order to eliminate health danger.
Greenpeace Demands Phase-Out
Environmental organization Greenpeace wants the coal industry and politicians to act now, and phase out coal-generated electricity by the year 2040.  "To avoid cases of mortality and disease, politicians urgently need to put an end to coal for good," said Gerald Neubauer, an energy expert with Greenpeace.
He added that for the time being, all coal power stations ought to be equipped with the best filter technology to reduce pollutant emissions.
www.dw.de/study-spells-out-fatal-danger-of-coal-pollution/a-16724254

