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This letter concerns the proposal to build a railroad along the Tongue River for the export of coal from Montana to Asia.  A full environmental impact statement is critical in order to obtain a full and scientifically rigorous treatment of a global climate change made worse by the massive increase of inefficient burning of coal mined in Montana.  Carbon dioxide (CO2) produced by the inefficient burning of dirty Montana coal needs to be understood and carefully evaluated before this projected coal exportation.  We are not interested only in the ability of this state to be a major producer of a finite and valuable natural resource.   We also accept the responsibility of stewardship of this planet’s environmental health and welfare.  Though many mining companies vie for the profits of quick development of new resource tracts, their interests are for profit, not for the general welfare of all life around the planet.  CO2 and other more photoactive greenhouse gases will be produced by the burning of this coal at a time when the national demand for coal is lagging behind the increases seen in the production of oil and gas resources (Morse, R., Foreign Affairs, July/August 2012).  Coal remains the dirtiest energy resource we use. Decades of scientific development are needed in clean coal development.  Real reduction of CO2 emissions from coal generated electricity necessitates a combustion process that lessens by half current greenhouse gas emissions.  Real reduction of CO2 emissions is the most important of criteria in our decisions before more development mistakes are made.  

Carbon dioxide and all other known gases produced in the burning of coal are free components of our atmosphere.  They disperse until completely and evenly mixed into atmosphere globally.  What we export will come back to us as a superheated environment.  The atmosphere is approaching a concentration of 400ppm of carbon dioxide far too fast.  It is now near universally accepted scientific truth that human activity has contributed heavily to climate change.   A great example of this wide scientific acceptance occurred in July of this year when Dr. Richard A. Muller, of the University of California Berkley Physics program, reversed his position as a major skeptic of human responsibility for the current acceleration of climate change.  Dr. Richard A. Muller wrote, in an op-ed in the New York Times 7/28/12, “Three years ago I identified problems in previous climate studies that, in my mind, threw doubt on the very existence of global warming. Last year, following an intensive research effort involving a dozen scientists, I concluded that global warming was real and that the prior estimates of the rate of warming were correct. I’m now going a step further: Humans are almost entirely the cause.”   The Berkeley project has shown, Muller says, “that the average temperature of the Earth’s land has risen by two and a half degrees Fahrenheit over the past 250 years, including an increase of one and a half degrees over the most recent 50 years. Moreover, it appears likely that essentially all of this increase results from the human emission of greenhouse gases.”  Muller now calls his stance, “a total turnaround.”  See http://berkeleyearth.org/objectives/ for more.   The LA times said that Muller has been conducting his research studies at UC-Berkley with the financial support of the Charles Koch Charitable Foundation, whose libertarian petrochemical billionaire founder Charles G. Koch, has a considerable history of backing groups that deny climate change.  

Muller has never been one to cry “wolf”. He sees a real problem on this planet caused by our accelerating consumption of coal and other petrochemicals.   Muller does not address the need of Africa, Southeast Asia, India, and China for adequate electrical power to mitigate the great poverty in those regions.   We in the west, quite simply, have less impending need for coal generated electricity than these huge economies of Asia.  We must lead in management of greenhouse gas emissions, making development decisions considering the health and welfare of the whole planet.  Aiding these peoples with alleviation of starvation and rampant epidemic should be the only priority equal to stewardship of this planet’s environmental health. 

We have the research resources to create reliable and highly efficient sources of electrical generation.    When prices for coal have risen, the Chinese government has seen the need to get better at electrical generation and they now lead in efficiency improvement and in alternative energy production.  To compete with them, we must use a large portion of the price paid for coal to fund new research in energy efficiency and alternative energy.  

The Montana Department of Environmental Quality must analyze greenhouse gas emissions from burning coal before considering production anywhere in this state.  The Montana DEQ should lead this effort because it can.  What the federal agencies do (EPA, DOD, etc.) should not influence our resolve to protect our planet; they need to be driven, not followed.  This conclusion is founded in ethical belief and informed by reasonable scientific analysis.  We cannot leave out the analysis.  Ethics are essential to compassionate and reasoned decision making.  We should not soon proceed with expansion of mining to new coal fields or expansion of old coal mines.

Thank you,

Howard Christiansen   (M.S. in analytic chemistry), Resident of Bozeman, MT   
