Coal and the Peak of World Carbon Emissions
Greg Croft and Tad Patzek
Abstract
There are two quantitative approaches to estimating future coal production. One is to
divide published reserves by production to estimate reserve life and the other is to fit a
Hubbert curve to past production. The depth of working underground mine faces is a
qualitative indicator, but it appears to support the Hubbert results. The value of an
alternative approach is that it provides a reality check on the magnitude of carbon
emissions in a business-as-usual scenario. The resulting base-case is significantly below
36 of the 40 carbon emission scenarios from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change. The global peak of coal production from existing coalfields is predicted to occur
close to the year 2011. The peak coal production rate is 160 EJ/y, and the peak carbon
emissions from coal burning are 4.0 Gt C (15 Gt CO2) per year. After 2011, the
production rates of coal and CO2 decline, reaching 1990 levels by the year 2037, and
reaching 50% of the peak value in the year 2047. It is unlikely that future mines will
reverse the trend predicted in this scenario.
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