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It has commonly been thought that coal reserves in NSW would last for many more generations, but simple calculations based on widely available industry figures tell another story. According to the Department of Primary Industries, NSW has 10.6 billion tonnes of coal in recoverable reserves, but the speed at which we are consuming this finite and ancient fuel is accelerating, and in truth, we could run out in only a few decades. Examining the truth behind the coal myth highlights the divergence of public and private interests, and ultimately questions which of those interests our Governments are serving. 

Over the past 20 years, coal production has been rapidly increasing in NSW, fed by high prices and cheaper production costs. According the 2006 NSW Coal Industry Profile, we produced 156 million tones of coal last year, an increase of 6.3% on the previous year. While this sounds like good news for the multinational coal corporations that dominate the industry, and the State Government, which reaps the royalty payments, neither appears to have considered whether this rapid acceleration is in the public interest. 

If we don’t increase the current rate of coal production at all, in twenty years we will have chewed up around one third of our reserves. If we continue to increase production at the current rate, in just thirty-five years all NSW recoverable coal reserves will be burnt up. This expansion is being driven by multinational corporations who are exploiting a public resource, at irreversible social and environmental cost, without consideration for the welfare future generations. 
Affected communities are calling for this expansion to stop. New mines are being proposed that will clearfell threatened woodlands; dust and mine-sprawl threaten the thoroughbred and wine industries, not to mention human health; the Hunter and Goulburn Rivers are stressed by excessive water consumption and threatened by geological damage wrought by mines, and of course, our coal exports are fuelling climate change. Government and industry scoff that capping NSW coal exports will not reduce international coal consumption, saying “if we don’t mine and sell it, someone else will.” Yet the key Government review of the industry lists “supply shortages from key producing nations” as one reason for the current boom. 
Where will all this leave the fabled “clean coal technologies” that have been promised as the saviour of Hunter coal industry jobs? Not in NSW. NSW doesn’t have suitable geological formations to store sequestered carbon, and at this rate, NSW coal won’t last far beyond the two decades it will take for this technology to become viable. When Governments and industries talk about protecting industry jobs by investing in “clean coal,” they aren’t talking about jobs in the Hunter. Once the woodlands are cleared and the mines are exhausted, the Hunter will be left without a viable regional economy, unless we start moving now. 

Newcastle’s economy was always assumed to be totally dependant on the BHP Steelworks, but when the plant closed down, we surprised ourselves at how quickly we adapted to a new economy. Now BHP, as a chief partner in the Newcastle Coal Infrastructure Group, wants to chain us down to another polluting industry, the reserves of which are fast vanishing anyway: who is running the agenda here? 

Neither the NSW nor the Federal Government has questioned whether we should recklessly exploit our coal reserves for export. Neither has allowed NSW to innovate, by saying “no” to expanding coal and showing the world that another future is possible. Neither has developed a plan for a healthy social, environmental and economic future for the Hunter. 

The Hunter needs hope, not helplessness. When the NSW and Federal Governments plead that we can’t afford to move away from coal, they create despair: they lead us deeper into the comforting myths of the past and away from the stirring possibilities of the future. The truth is that we can have jobs without coal, and energy without coal, but we can’t have coal without climate change, and soon we won’t have coal left anyway. Why inflict such damage to prop up an industry without a future? It is daunting to change, but we can’t afford not to, and if our Governments won’t act in our interests, then perhaps we need new ones. 

