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ClimaTe Crisis and The Fossil Fuel empire
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a quarter of all coal miners 
in the country had lost their 
jobs, as the coal industry col-
lapsed. The new administra-
tion promises unemployed 
coal miners work in renewable 
energy, with the support of 
the United Mine Workers of 
America (www.bit.ly/mine-
union-support).

While detractors say that 
the president is asking for too 
much money, we should be 
clear about the economics. 
Coal-burning power plants are 
a good example. Most of these 
coal-burning plants in the U.S. 
are getting old, and many are 
losing money. Recently, Green-
peace underscored this, saying 
that operators of U.S. coal 
plants had lost another $5.4 
billion with competition from 
less expensive solar and wind 
power (www.bit.ly/coal-bleeding-money).

Moving powerfully to renewable en-
ergy will not just employ workers. It will 
also save a bundle of money for American 
consumers, and for the very same reason 
that coal is in trouble. 

For those who say that the sun doesn’t 
always shine and the wind doesn’t always 
blow, new technology that has come 
along makes that statement irrelevant. 
The cost of battery storage has been 
dropping astonishingly. Not only that, but 
new energy storage systems do not nec-

essarily need any lithium, cobalt, or other 
unusual chemicals. Highview Power, for 
example, stores energy as liquid air, and it 
just got a $1 billion order for its systems in 
Spain (www.bit.ly/liquid-air).

As all this addresses climate change, 
creates jobs, and reduces the cost of 
energy, it also improves the environment. 
We might think that this last issue has 
not received the attention it deserves. 
The health costs of burning fossil fuels 
are not included in the price or subsidies, 
but they are huge. Worldwide, millions of 

people die every 
year because of air 
pollution. In the 
United States, the 
number is much 
lower, but it is still 
many thousands. 
And the healthcare 
costs for people 
who get sick from 
pollution is stag-
gering. An article 
published by the 
Union of Con-
cerned Scientists in 
2008 and updated 
in 2016 puts the 
healthcare costs of 
particulate matter 
from coal-burning 
power plants in the 
U.S. at over $100 
billion per year 
(more.bit.ly/Coal-
soot-cost).

While the Biden administration indi-
cates that it might support the use of nu-
clear power, which has an unsolved issue 
of waste and other issues, its outlook for 
dealing with climate change and energy 
seems otherwise well designed. Altogeth-
er, we might say that the Administration’s 
plan has something positive for nearly 
everyone. The only people who might 
feel losses are those who insist on being 
invested in systems that make people sick, 
cost too much, and are environmentally 
destructive. 

A clean environment. (Gustavo Quepón, Unsplash. www.bit.ly/Clean-environment)
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Australia 
is far away, 
but it has 
some climate 
lessons for 
us. The fire 
season in the 
dry southern 
summer of

2019-2020 was horrifying and 
bush fires scorched a record 46 
million acres, ten times as much as 
the 2020 California fires which set 
a new record on our west coast. 
The vast Siberian fires in 2020 
also burnt through a comparable 
49 million acres of the Russian 
landscape. 

Australia is a major coal exporter 
and the burning of coal, a fossil 
fuel, is accelerating climate change and 
amplifying wet and dry climate extremes. 
Russia is also a big exporter of fossil oil 
and gas. So, Australia and Russia are both 
responsible for a significant part of their 
self-destruction, as well as destruction 
elsewhere. Drought is again spreading 
across the western U.S. this spring, so 
watch carefully, since we too have a large 
fossil fuel industry driving climate change. 
In Australia just as the wildfire season 
ended, Covid-19 struck. Remarkably, the 
Australian government woke up and 
realized they should act preemptively, 
which they have not done with the fires. 
They immediately closed the Australian 
borders and ordered returning citizens to 
go into supervised quarantine. This saved 
the country from a Covid-19 disaster. The 
U.S. has 13 times the population of Aus-
tralia, but the U.S. has had 1000 times the 
number of Covid-19 cases and 600 times 
the number of deaths. What a difference 

Dr. Alan K. Betts

leadership can make - if it wakes up. 
The climate issues are deeper and fac-

ing the climate crisis this decade is criti-
cal. Collectively all the fossil fuel interests 
and their political allies deny responsibil-
ity for climate change, saying they are not 
responsible for the future. 
The fossil fuel compa-
nies know hundreds of 
millions of the world’s 
children and grandchil-
dren will die and perhaps 
a third of the Earth’s living 
species will go extinct 
over the next fifty years. 
Exxon has known this 
for forty years, ever since 
their own senior scientist, 
James Black, told them 
in 1978 how much the 
climate would warm from 
doubling CO2. He recom-
mended they change 
their energy strategy 

within ten years. 
They suppressed 
his report and for 
forty years have 
conspired with the 
rest of the indus-
try to deceive the 
public and bribe 
politicians to pre-
vent government 
legislation to regu-
late and phase out 
the fossil fuels.

This fossil fuel 
industry conspir-
acy I have called 
the Fossil Empire. 

They are driven 
by maximizing 

current profit and avoiding responsibility 
for the costs of the accelerating climate 
disasters that will destroy so much. It is so 
cheap to bribe U.S. politicians. By a recent 
count, the 139 Republicans in Congress 
who publicly deny the science of climate 

The dreadful face of climate change shown by Australia’s wildfires in 2019 and 2020. {famvin.org).

change were paid a total of only $61M by 
the coal, oil and gas industries. For less 
than an average of half a million dollars 
each, these Republican are happy to lie 
in public and vote to destroy so much life 
on Earth. Yet the capitalist framework can 
easily address the climate crisis by placing 
a rising price on burning fossil fuels, since 
we have estimates of the future damage 
from climate change. The money raised 
can be used to drive a rapid transition to 
renewable energy.

Why does the public accept this criminal 
conspiracy to destroy the Earth for profit? 
Because they too have been deceived by a 
second strategy. At first, the Fossil Empire 
just denied climate change was real, but as 
climate disasters grew larger, they shifted 
to the deflection strategy that works so 
well for industry. Deflection is when you 
convince the public that it is better to 
solve a challenging problem by individual 
action (since it is a free country), rather 
than by government regulation. Covertly, 
selling this strategy has been an immense 
success. Climate activists can be encour-
aged to discuss and argue over whether 
one should travel less, buy an electric car, 
install solar panels, eat a vegetarian diet, 
have fewer children or live a simpler life. 
The list is endless. This strategy deflects at-
tention from what needs to be done at the 
societal level to the individual level, where 
people can either feel they are taking 
useful steps, or perhaps instead feel guilty. 
Of course, individual choices are very 
important, but they will not fix the huge 
climate crisis, which needs both national 
regulation and global agreements to deal 
with phasing out fossil fuels. 

Dr. Alan Betts of Atmospheric Research 
in Pittsford, VT is a climate scientist: see 
alanbetts.com. A protester holding a sign about the climate change denial of ExxonMo-

bil at the protest “Our Generation, Our Choice” in Washington, D.C. on 
November 10, 2015. (Johnny Silvercloud)




