'Peak Coal in Sight’, as New Power Stations Drop and Retirements Jump
by Peter Hannam
March 28, 2019 – The global pace of new construction of power stations is slowing, while retirement of aging plants is accelerating, placing the world on track for "peak coal" capacity within a couple of years.
The annual Boom and Bust report, compiled by researchers including Global Energy Monitor and Greenpeace, found construction starts, pre-construction activity, and completions of coal-fired plants each fell in 2018 for a 3rd year in a row.  New starts are down 84% since 2015.
Retirements were also at a record pace, led by the US, despite backing for the sector by the Trump administration.  The US shut 17.6 GigaWatts (GW) of coal power, while the European Union retired 3.7 GW, including 2.8 GW in the UK, where coal's share of electricity dived to just 5% in 2018.
The future of coal demand, however, continues to pivot on China.  The world's largest coal consumer issued permits for 5 GW of new coal-fired power plants last year, a fraction of the 184 GW approved in 2015.
However, its China Energy Council has proposed lifting the coal power cap to 1,300 GW by 2030.  That total implies a possible increase of 290 GW over current capacity, or more than the capacity of the 2nd-largest consumer, the US.
China is also financing about 1/4 of all coal-fired power plants outside the country, such as in Africa.
Future coal use will be a key factor in whether the world can curb greenhouse gas emissions growth and keep global warming to less than 2° above pre-industrial temperatures, as agreed in the Paris climate accord.
The International Energy Agency this week reported that global energy use grew last year by 2.3%, the fastest pace this decade.  Emissions from coal plants topped 10 billion tonnes of CO2-equivalent for the 1st time.
Peak Coal Nears?
Tim Buckley, an analyst with the Institute for Energy Economics & Financial Analysis, said the Boom and Bust report suggests coal demand for power generation may soon plateau.  Net new coal plants dropped last year to about 19 GW - the lowest in more than a decade.  "We're within 2 years of peak coal plant capacity globally, notwithstanding China," he said.
Lauri Myllyvirta, lead analyst at Greenpeace Global Air Pollution Unit, told the Herald that the China Electricity Council's higher cap "seems like an attempt to overturn the central government policies that have curtailed coal plant construction".
"One clear interest is to be able to complete and operate those coal plants that are already under construction, but were suspended or delayed by the [central] government," Mr Myllyvirta said.
He predicted that the 1,300 GW would require as much as 470 GW of new capacity, after taking into account retirements over the next decade.  With 170 GW of projects under construction, there was scope for 300 GW more.
Countering that plan, though, is the rapid increase in renewable energy, helping China lead solar and wind capacity additions.  ”Renewable energy will definitely grow and gain share, but [the] question is how much," Mr Myllyvirta said.  He noted the CEC's own 2035 target is for half of electricity to be supplied by renewables.
"Other projections that incorporate global warming targets have the share of fossil fuels in power generation falling to 20-30% by 2035 in China," he said.
Indian Shift
India - often talked up as a future growth market - is likely to have close to net-zero additions of new capacity in its 2018-19 fiscal year that ends this month, he said.  "That's a decade earlier than expected."
The report said new bids for wind and solar in India were "coming in below the operating costs of nearly 1/3 of the country's coal plants".
India permitted less than 3 GW of new coal power in 2018, compared with an annual average of 31 GW between 2008-12 and 12 GW for the 2013-17 period, it said.
The Minerals Council of Australia said thermal coal demand remained strong in Asia.  It cited Platts Global Database, showing operational coal-fired power plant capacity rose 23.9 GW last year, to 2,008.5 GW - an increase of about half the generation capacity of Australia's National Electricity Market.
In addition, there is also about 186 GW of coal plant capacity under construction, the council said.
Australia, NZ Policy Call
Separately, the Investor Group on Climate Change will release its policy priorities on Thursday for the Australian and New Zealand governments for  the 2 nations to achieve net-zero emissions.
The group, which represents $2 trillion in total funds, said economic policies needed to be aligned with the zero-carbon pathways, use public sector finance to "crowd-in" private investment, and require companies to be more transparent about their exposure to climate risks.
“We know that climate change is a systematic risk to investment returns, financial stability, communities and the economy,” Emma Herd, chief executive of the group, said.
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