Coal CEO: Drop Climate Debate, Focus on Coal's Role in Emissions Reduction
by Christopher Coats
Sept. 13, 2016 – Cloud Peak Energy Inc. President and CEO, Colin Marshall, appealed to a rail and coal gathering Sept. 13 to stop arguing over the reality of climate change and start pushing for a potential solution to the issue involving coal, specifically through support for carbon capture and sequestration technology.
Speaking to the fall meeting of the National Coal Transportation Association in Denver, Marshall declared that the debate about whether climate change exists was over.  He appealed to industry advocates to push for greater involvement in combating the impact of emissions.
"Climate change is a political and public reality," Marshall stated in this presentation.  "Debating the science of climate change has been a costly distraction for fossil fuel supporters."
The continued debate over climate change has allowed environmentalists to "demonize coal," Marshall said.  He insisted that it was up to the industry to change the discussion and focus on a "technical solution" to curbing emissions from power generation.
"We need to stop coal being defined as the 'problem' and make it part of 'the answer' to climate change," said the executive of the Powder River Basin coal producer.  "If you ask, 67% of the country believes that CO2 plays a role and I'd say fair enough — that's the reality that we have to deal with."
Marshall said the road to support and commercial adoption of CCS runs through Washington, D.C.  Congressional support is key to ensuring the necessary financial support for technological advancements.
He warned that it is important to focus on CCS with a "technical, economic" approach, rather than a "political, emotional" one.  The latter approach, for Marshall, has resulted in federal regulations that are often blamed for the industry decline, "but hasn't done much to lower CO2 emissions."
Over the past 18 months, support for CCS funds has grown in Washington, including legislative efforts from Democrats representing coal producing states like West Virginia and North Dakota.  The technology has also received a boost from the administration's Department of Energy, which has included CCS in its longer term energy outlooks.
For Marshall, that chatter signals progress toward greater awareness and acceptance of the technology, which is necessary to nailing down financial support for research and development.
"Today, the glass is about 1/8 full, but 18 months ago, it was empty," Marshall said.
During his presentation, Marshall advocated a series of steps that industry advocates and congressional allies could take to support CCS.  They largely echo recent legislation from Washington supporters like Sen. Heidi Heitkamp, D-N.D., including expanding existing tax credits for CCS efforts.
The Cloud Peak CEO said that this federal support, along the lines of existing backing for wind and solar, would be key to producing a handful of success stories, to increase market interest and start to change public perception about the viability of CCS.
In addition to the challenge of costs, Marshall downplayed other potential obstacles.  He suggested that CCS would enjoy wide-spread support, if a few success stories could be developed, including labor union backing.
"Why would unions be in support of CCS," Marshall asked in his speech.  "Have you ever seen a car park at a wind farm?"
After his presentation, Marshall allowed that the idea of giving up the debate over climate change is not universally accepted in the coal sector.  But he told S&P Global Market Intelligence that there are enough industry advocates to shift the focus to coal's role as a solution rather than a problem.
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