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 Wed, Dec 29, 2004
Coal may fuel nation's energy debate
By RAJU CHEBIUM
Gannett News Service


WASHINGTON - Despite the rising cost of gasoline, oil and natural gas, the next session of Congress will begin in January with no clear consensus on a national energy policy.

Partisan bickering is largely to blame. But even outside Congress, there is little agreement about how to solve the country's energy problems.

	On the Web 

National Commission on Energy Policy: http:energycommission.org.

U.S. Public Interest Research Group: http:uspirg.org.




Some of the debate focuses on coal, which supplies 52 percent of U.S. electricity and is the country's most plentiful fuel source. Coal-fired power plants are bitterly opposed by environmentalists who say they contribute to global warming. But utilities are proposing to build 100 additional plants in the next few years.

A new report by the National Commission of Energy Policy spells out a vision for the nation's energy future in which coal would play a role for years to come.

Written by 16 business people, union officials, conservationists and academics, the report is being noticed by congressional lawmakers and could become the template that Congress uses to write energy bills after January.

"We are trying to take a very realistic view of the contributions that all of the sources can make to the U.S. energy mix and the rest of the world," said Paul Bledsoe, spokesman for the group, which was set up in 2002 with money from private foundations. "We want to be a resource to the administration and the Congress as they work through these issues next year."
The energy commission's endorsement of so-called clean coal technology is good news for Appalachia, mining companies and utilities. But it's disheartening for some environmentalists who want the country to focus on cleaner energy sources such as wind and solar power.

The report, which addresses everything from the security of oil supplies to climate change to fuel-economy standards, suggests Congress invest $7 billion over the next 10 years, partly in existing clean-coal technologies and partly in tax breaks to encourage more companies to adopt technology that will clean up coal-fueled emissions.

The program is not new. The government created clean coal technology research in 1985. Sen. Robert Byrd, D-W.Va., was a big champion. Taxpayers have paid about $2 billion since then, and private companies have kicked in $3 billion.

The idea is to find high-tech methods to reduce pollutants such as sulfur dioxide and carbon dioxide that results from burning coal. Reducing smog, acid rain and mercury emissions are among the goals.

Critics say the research has resulted in little or no technology in wide use today. The Government Accountability Office, Congress' investigative arm, has called it badly managed. Environmental organizations such as the U.S. Public Interest Research Group say clean coal is a laughable oxymoron.

"Some of the lessons we have learned from the clean coal program is it lacks accountability, and it lacks any clear public benefit," said Navin Nayak, an environmental advocate at USPIRG. "The focus should be a newer way of thinking about energy. The bottom line is we'll be kicked off the habit of fossil fuels either willingly or we'll be forced off it at some point."
Meanwhile, greater attention to coal means more jobs in Appalachian coalfields, especially for those with computer and engineering skills, said Luke Popovich, spokesman for the National Mining Association.

Supporters of coal say it's abundant and allows the country to depend less on oil imported from the Middle East. Appalachia alone has some 66 billion tons of coal, enough to last more than 200 years. Wyoming and West Virginia are the top two coal-producing states.

Coal's backers endorse cleanup technology such as huge burners, scrubbers and other devices already in use. Popovich said two technologies the report specifically endorses are too costly or are still being developed. He said utilities have cut air pollution by 40 percent since Congress passed the Clean Air Act in 1970.

Popovich said the report by the National Commission of Energy Policy is wrong to support government limits on how much pollution can be spewed into the air, a preview of criticisms that private industry may level against the report. The government's role should be to invest in technology, he said, adding that the industry will clean up its own act in time.

"The race coal is in is not against other fuels. It's against the environmental expectation of Americans," Popovich said. "The only way to do that is to rely on technology to continue to drive emissions down."
In 2003, coal costs for utilities were, on average, more than four times cheaper than natural gas, which produces less pollution. And the cost of coal has remained relatively stable while natural gas prices have soared in the past few years. 
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