
 

 
 
 
 
 
12 November 2014 

 
Ms Thea Ormerod 
President  
Australian Religious Response to Climate Change 
Via email: info@arrcc.org.au 

 
 

Dear Ms Ormerod 

I refer to your open letter published in the Courier Mail newspaper on 12 November 2015.  

As you may be aware, the Minerals Council of Australia is the peak industry body 
representing the minerals production and processing industries.  The minerals and energy 
sector is an important part of the Australian economy, delivering more than half of Australia’s 
export income and contributing to vibrant communities throughout Australia, but especially in 
regional and remote areas of the country.  The minerals sector takes its social and 
environmental responsibilities very seriously and remains the largest private sector employer 
of Indigenous Australians.  As respected Indigenous Leader Marcia Langton put it in her 
2012 Boyer Lectures: 

Mining offers many indigenous populations a significant source of employment and 
contracting opportunities as an alternative to the welfare transfers upon which many 
remote and regional Aboriginal communities depend.1 

A Reserve Bank of Australia Discussion Paper recently noted that the expansion of the 
minerals and energy sector over the last decade ensured that household incomes rose by 
13 per cent, real wages grew by 6 per cent and unemployment was 1.25 per cent lower than 
it would have been without the boom.2  That translated into 150,000 more jobs for 
Australians in all sectors of the economy. That is an economic and social contribution 
unmatched by any other sector of the Australian economy.  

I want to address three points made in your open letter. 

First, I welcome your strong support for the goal of ending global energy poverty.  As you 
would be aware, 3.5 billion people around the world still have no or limited access to energy.  
The human toll of the energy poverty is staggering.  According to the World Bank, 4.3 million 
people die every year from respiratory issues caused by the cooking of dung, wood and 

                                                 
1 Professor Marcia Langton, ‘Changing the Paradigm; Mining Companies Native Title and Aboriginal Australians’, Boyer 
Lectures 2012: Lecture 1.  
2 P. Downes, K. Hanslow and P. Tulip, The Effect of the Mining Boom on the Australian Economy, Reserve Bank of Australia 
Research Discussion Paper, RDP 2014-08, August 2014. 



biomass.3  The incontrovertible fact is that fossil fuels have played, and will continue to play, 
an indispensable role in reducing the scourge of energy poverty.  Of the 1.7 billion people 
who gained access to electricity over the past 2 decades, more than three-quarters (1.27 
million) gained access via coal, natural gas or oil.  Less than 4 per cent gained access from 
renewable energy, compared with more than 50 per cent from coal.4  

The affordability of fossil fuels ensures that they will remain the best option for power 
generation for decades to come.  Conversely, restricting their use will delay energy access 
to hundreds of millions of the world’s poorest people with attendant adverse impacts on life 
expectancy, health and education outcomes.  As Microsoft founder, Bill Gates has said, the 
world’s poorest nations ‘desperately need cheap sources of energy now to fuel the economic 
growth that lifts families out of poverty.’5  Moreover, a recent study by the Washington-based 
Center for Global Development has graphically demonstrated the human cost of limiting 
fossil fuel power generation in the developing world. The Center compared the energy 
access outcomes from a $10 billion investment in power generation in least developed 
economies.  The results showed that a ‘renewables only’ portfolio (i.e. excluding fossil fuels) 
would mean that 60 million fewer people would gain access to energy and a pathway out of 
poverty.6 

Second, I understand your concern about the need to address the impact of climate change.  
The minerals sector believes, however, that addressing climate change, eradicating energy 
poverty and a continued strong future for Australia’s energy sector are not mutually 
exclusive goals. The Australian coal sector has committed around $300 million in recent 
years to low emissions coal technologies and will spend tens of millions more in the next few 
years.  Around the world, substantial progress has been made in reducing the carbon 
footprint of coal-fired power generation with new ultrasupercritical plants delivering electricity 
at nearly half the emissions of the current global average.  New technologies under testing 
promise to dramatically reduce these emissions to one quarter of current average 
emissions.7   

Progress on carbon capture and storage (CCS) is also extremely encouraging.  Importantly 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has forecast that a global solution to 
climate change without CCS will be 138 per cent more costly than other options.8  In 
practical terms, such a higher cost mitigation strategy will leave more people in dire poverty, 
less economic growth and less opportunity to protect the natural environment.  Importantly, 
the chairperson of the IPCC R K Pachauri last week scotched suggestions that fossil fuels 
will become ‘redundant’ instead arguing that CCS will ensure that ‘fossil fuels can continue 
to be used on a large scale’.9 

                                                 
3 World Bank, Energy Overview, last updated 22 September 2014. 
4 Robert Bryce, Not beyond coal: How the global thirst for low cost energy continues driving coal demand, Manhattan Institute 
Energy Policy and Environment Report No.14, October 2014.  
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Third, I can also assure you that the Australian energy production sector does not receive 
‘fossil fuel’ subsidies, as is implied in your open letter. Every year, the Productivity 
Commission (PC) produces the most reliable, comprehensive and independent analysis of 
government assistance to all industry sectors in its annual Trade and Assistance Review.  In 
its latest review published in June 2014, the PC estimated that the effective combined rate of 
assistance to the mining sector at 0.2 per cent in 2012-13.  The PC report stated that:  

The estimated effective rate of assistance from tariff and budgetary assistance for mining 
has been negligible.10 

Successive Australian Governments have reiterated to their G20 partners on numerous 
occasions that Australia does not fossil fuel subsidies. At a global level, I would also note 
that the International Monetary Fund has found that just 1.25 per cent of ‘fossil fuel 
subsidies’ are directed to the coal sector.11  

I sincerely welcome your active participation in the national debate on the global energy 
future.  It is important, however, to ensure that that debate benefits from a full understanding 
of the facts and the consequences, intended and otherwise, from alternate policy choices.  I 
would welcome an opportunity for further exchanges on the challenge of raising people from 
poverty while simultaneously responding to climate change.   

Yours sincerely 

 
BRENDAN PEARSON 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE 
 

                                                 
10 Productivity Commission, Trade and Assistance Review, June 2014 
11 International Monetary Fund, Energy Subsidy Reform: Lessons and Implications, 28 January, 2013. 


