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In a single year, a big coal plant emits as much carbon dioxide as 1 million SUVs. 

Coal is the most carbon intensive of the fossil fuels used widely in the U.S. today, accounting for over 80% of 
carbon dioxide emissions from the power sector, even though coal generates only half of the nation’s 
electricity. Carbon dioxide is the most significant pollutant causing global warming. 

Each new coal plant that is built carries with it a huge stream of carbon dioxide emissions that will likely 
flow for the life of the plant—60 years or more. Investing in conventional coal plants today locks us into 
several decades of global warming pollution. 

According to the nonprofit Union of Concerned Scientists, annual emissions from a typical coal plant 
include 10,000 tons of sulfur dioxide, the major cause of acid rain; 10,200 tons of nitrogen oxide, a major 
contributor to smog; 500 tons of small particles, which cause lung damage and other respiratory problems; 
225 pounds of arsenic; 114 pounds of lead; and many other toxic heavy metals, including 170 pounds of 
mercury, which can cause birth defects, brain damage and other ailments.

Coal-burning power plants are risky long-term investments because of anticipated federal and state regu-
lations of global warming pollution, unknown costs of carbon capture and storage and rising costs of 
constructing new coal-burning power plants.

Digging up hard-to-get coal will devastate Appalachia, where huge mountaintop-removal mines have 
already buried 700 miles of streams and 400,000 acres of forests. (Mountaintop-removal is a particularly 
destructive form of mining in which entire mountains are blasted apart to expose the coal seams inside; 
the rubble is typically dumped in nearby valleys.)
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