US Needs ‘Price on Pollution’ to Spur Clean Energy - National Academy
by Ken Ward, Jr.
Sep. 8, 2016 – The United States needs to adopt a policy that sets a “price on pollution,” to accelerate the transition to “increasingly clean energy” sources, combating climate change and adverse health and environmental effects, experts appointed by the National Academy of Sciences said in a report published Thursday.
This policy would account for the “hidden costs” of pollution from coal, natural gas and other energy sources.  The move that would lead investors and consumers to make decisions that fully consider the positive and negative aspects of options for powering the country, its economy and modern society, said the report.  It was written by a group that included scientists, political leaders, environmental group representatives, and current or former chief executives from energy companies like Royal Dutch Shell and Duke Energy.
While acknowledging major improvements in reducing energy-related pollution, the report noted that public health damage from the sector remain significant.  An earlier National Academy study estimating that the human health harms from all coal-generated electricity cost about 1/3 of the value of all electric power produced annually.
“Reducing emissions further to ameliorate these harms will require a technological shift to increasingly clean — that is low- or non-polluting — technologies for the generation of electric power,” the new report concluded.  “The magnitude of ongoing harms, including those likely due to climate change, makes it imperative to effect this shift as quickly as is efficient.”
Publication of the report comes at a time when West Virginia’s steam-coal industry is in a significant downward spiral, caused by a combination of increased competition from low-priced natural gas, the mining-out of many profitable coal seams, and tougher air pollution regulations put in place by the federal government.
The state’s Republican attorney general, Patrick Morrisey, is leading a legal fight against the Obama administration efforts to reduce other power plant emissions that cause global warming.  The state’s 2 major-party gubernatorial candidates are pledging to rebuild the coal industry — promises most experts say can’t possibly be kept.  And most state political leaders downplay or ignore the threats presented by climate change.
Meanwhile, the boom in natural gas production in the northern part of the state’s Marcellus Shale region is feeling the effects of continued drops in price and market oversupply.  Some scientists are increasingly concerned that the shift from coal to gas for electricity generation presents its own set of climate change problems, in the form of the leakage of the powerful greenhouse gas methane from the industry’s production and distribution system.
The report makes clear, and a National Academy spokeswoman confirmed, that the study committee was calling for a broader sort of “pollution price.”  It would address not just CO2 that causes climate change, but other pollutants from energy production.
A news release summarizing the report said the committee recommended that, “Congress should consider an appropriate price on pollution from electricity production, including greenhouse gases and pollutants such as nitrogen oxides and particulate matter, to reflect fossil fuels’ ‘hidden costs’ to human health and the environment.”
In discussing carbon pricing specifically, the report acknowledged that such a policy “is unlikely to be quickly embraced or easily implemented.”  But, the report said, “no other policy could be more important, and no other may be more necessary, to meet the daunting challenge facing the United States and the world.”  The report did not take a position on whether a so-called “carbon tax” or a cap-and-trade regime is the best approach.  But it said that policies are urgently needed that “bring the prices of increasingly clean technologies closer to, and even below, those of incumbent technologies.”
“While the precise impacts of climate change are uncertain, plausible extreme and costly economic and environmental harms create a growing urgency to reduce [greenhouse gas] emissions substantially,” the report said.  “Uncertainty is not a reason for inaction in this, as in many other areas of life, such as buying home insurance even though it may never be needed.”
The report noted that the price of renewable energy sources has dropped considerably, and that the share of the nation’s electricity from those sources has, likewise, risen. But, the report said, the costs for “increasingly clean” sources of energy have not come down enough, and those technologies are not yet able to fully compete to replace all fossil fuels.  The report said that, just as more government policies are needed to encourage the growth of renewable energy, more policies are needed to spur innovations in, and deployment of, technology to capture carbon emissions from coal and natural gas power plants.
“A primary challenge is that, absent a price of carbon dioxide, fossil fuels remain the cheapest abundant source of energy, while technologies that make it possible to capture and utilize or store carbon emissions remain costly and nascent,” the report said.  “Advanced technologies for capturing or reducing carbon pollution hold great promise for changing the equation, yet many of these technologies can be developed only to the early prototype stage, because private-sector financing cannot accommodate the enormous capital requirements and multi-decade lag before return on investment can be realized.”
The report also offered a clear response to coal industry supporters, who like to complain about government subsidies for renewable energy development, claiming that such help is unfair to coal.
“The federal and state governments have supported the discovery, development, and maturation of new energy sources and technologies since America’s earliest days,” the report said.  It noted that tariffs to protect domestic coal dated to the 1780s.  “Coal, petroleum, natural gas, nuclear, and renewable fuel-based electricity production each benefited in the earliest stages of development from targeted government policies intended to support and develop the industry.  Most of these industries have fully matured, and as of this writing, each continues to benefit from targeted policies at both the federal and state levels.”
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