Coal Renaissance Means Switching to Plan B - Carbon Pricing and CO2 Removal
by Michael LePage
July 18, 2015 – French president François Hollande did not turn up as scheduled to deliver the opening address at a major climate science conference in Paris last week.  No doubt the Grexit crisis demanded his attention.
Instead, while scientists from around the world flew in and out to discuss the future under various climate change scenarios, it emerged during the week that Hollande’s government plans to quietly renege on a climate promise France made last year.  It will now continue to subsidize the building of coal-fired power stations in other countries, to save jobs at the French companies that construct them.
Coal is the key to all our futures.  Rich countries have made some progress in cutting CO2 emissions, largely by shifting away from coal to less-polluting fuels.  But the result has been a glut of cheap coal, leading to a coal renaissance that could consign us to a world more than 4°C warmer.
The nation hosting the December 2015 UN summit on climate change, also in Paris, is helping fund this renaissance.  It’s hardly surprising then that no one at last week’s conference thought the summit would deliver a deal to stop global temperatures rising more than 2°C – generally considered to be the threshold above which catastrophic consequences are inevitable.
Instead, some called for Plan B: a global pricing system for carbon that is high enough to kill coal once and for all.  “Without carbon pricing, I have serious doubts that we can deal with the renaissance of coal,” economist Ottmar Edenhofer of the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research in Germany told the conference.
Given all the talk of the death of coal lately, the idea that coal use is rising may sound surprising.  But poor, fast-growing economies in Asia and Africa have been investing heavily in coal power as prices fall.
Falling Emissions?
The result is that global CO2 emissions are rising faster than ever [thru 2010 only].  They are likely to continue to grow, warns Edenhofer.  “Emissions are rising and rising,” he said.  “Instead of decarbonizing, we are carbonizing our economy.” 
Some have claimed the opposite recently, heralding a report by the International Energy Agency finding that global energy-related emissions had not risen for the 1st time in 2014, even as the economy grew.
But Edenhofer thinks the 2014 figures could well be revised upwards.  Even if they’re right, it was probably a blip rather than a turning point, he told New Scientist: “One year is not a good indicator.”
To have any hope of preventing catastrophic climate change, global emissions must start falling soon.  This is what the December meeting is supposed to ensure.
But it is already clear that any cuts the major polluters are prepared to make fall woefully short of what’s required.  “It’s not enough,” was the phrase echoed by many conference speakers.
Several went further, arguing that the UN’s entire approach is flawed.  Trying to get an effective global agreement on cutting emissions is not possible, they say.  “Game theory tells you this will fail,” Gjalt Huppes of Leiden University in the Netherlands told New Scientist.
Instead, every country should put a price on carbon that is high enough to kill first coal, then oil and gas.  “Most economists agree a carbon price is the best way to curb carbon emissions,” said Joseph Stiglitz, the World Bank’s former chief economist, now at Columbia University.  Each country could implement its own pricing system, by taxes or carbon markets, he said.  What matters is that the price starts high and rises steadily, to give businesses confidence to invest in alternatives.
Poor nations are unlikely to be keen on the idea, fearing it will harm their development.  But the thing about a global carbon pricing scheme is that a relatively small “coalition of the willing” could force it on the world.  Just 2 or 3 of the US, the European Union, China and Japan could do it, Huppes argues.  It needn’t even be the whole US, he says – California would be enough.
The point is that a carbon-pricing bloc could impose punitive taxes on goods imported from non-carbon-pricing nations.  That would create a powerful incentive for countries to implement their own systems and thus be allowed to join the trade bloc.  This won’t fall foul of trade laws: the World Trade Organization will specifically allow such taxes.
But even if carbon prices were introduced tomorrow, it is unlikely to be enough.  Some politicians are still talking about limiting warming to 1.5°C, but scientists now regard this as fantasy.  “I’m struggling for words to characterize the 1.5° target,” said Thomas Stocker of the University of Bern, Switzerland.  Even the 2°C target has become “extremely ambitious”, he says.
Just about every scenario leading to 2°C either assumes global emissions peaked around 2010 – they didn’t – or requires “negative emissions”.  So achieving it requires either time travel or geo-engineering, Kevin Anderson of the University of Manchester told the conference.
It will take decades to transform our energy supply to a zero-carbon one, Anderson argues – decades that we don’t have.  So our only hope of sticking to 2°C is to slash energy use instead – such as by cutting down on air travel.  Climate scientists should start by setting an example themselves, said Anderson, who never flies anywhere himself.
“We need radical reductions in energy demand from now until 2030,” Anderson said.  “And a Marshall plan to build a zero-carbon energy supply.”
The Dirty Secret of 2°C Scenarios
It now seems virtually inevitable that we are going to keep burning through enough fossil fuel to raise global temperatures by more than 2°C above pre-industrial levels.  Yet most scientists are still saying that it is possible to limit warming to 2°C.  How so?
The only way we can overshoot the emissions budget and still keep to a 2°C rise by 2100 is through “negative emissions”.  This means relying on a form of geo-engineering: capturing and storing CO2.
This fact is not always made clear by those talking of the 2°C target.  And the dirty secret is, it might not even work.
Some experimental carbon capture projects are now running.  But they would need to be scaled up by a factor of millions or billions to make a difference – a huge technological challenge.  Capturing CO2 requires large amounts of energy, land or money – or all 3.  Doing it on the stupendous scale required to halt global warming looks highly impractical.
Indeed, not one of the researchers New Scientist spoke to at a major climate science conference in Paris last week thought we could or should rely on negative emissions.
One popular idea, for instance, is to use biomass for energy, then capture and store the CO2 it produces.  But this would require huge amounts of land for growing biofuel – land that is going to be desperately needed for food production and as a haven for wildlife struggling to adapt to a warmer world.  Ecologist Paul Leadley of the University of Paris-Sud is unequivocal: “It’s a hideous idea,” he says.
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