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The Issue  
One outcome from the disruption in oil and gas markets caused by the war against Iran has been 

a renewed appreciation for the foundational importance of coal in meeting global energy 

demand. As Asia was forced to reduce its reliance on liquid natural gas (LNG) following the 

closure of the Strait of Hormuz, thermal coal markets responded. Bangladesh, Japan, the 

Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan, Vietnam, and others—all capable of shifting from LNG to 

coal for reliable power generation— recorded an increase in coal imports.
1
 Europe, too, 

increased coal use to bolster energy security.
2
  

Even prior to the war, global coal demand had reached record levels of about 9 billion metric 

tons in 2025, with thermal coal trade measured at well over 1 billion metric tons (Bt) annually.
3
  

Despite coal’s persistent rise in global energy supply—accounting for over one-third of all 

electricity generation (see figure 1)—Western energy policies continue to assume its structural 

decline, seeking to marginalize its role through regulation and financing constraints. Markets, 

however, treat coal as a critical fuel and essential industrial input. In 2024, a report by the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Centre for Energy declared that “coal 

currently outperforms other energy sources in terms of supply security, reliability, affordability 

and—to some extent—sustainability in ASEAN’s power generation,” while adding that any 

“strategic shift from coal should be implemented at the right time as soon as economic and 

environmentally friendly alternatives at the grid scale become available.”
4
  

Given its cost competitiveness and wide availability, markets indicate that coal will not be 

possible to replace in the foreseeable future, especially (but not only) for critical industrial 

applications. Last year, the International Energy Agency (IEA) forecast—under its Net Zero 

Emissions by 2050 Scenario—a decline in coal demand of about 35% by 2035.
5
  

In May 2026, the IEA acknowledged that “coal remains critical to meet growing electricity 

demand and fulfill key power system needs” but continued advocating for rapid phase outs, even 

in Southeast Asia.
6
 Yet the data indicate sustained or growing reliance on coal in emerging 

markets, and persistent global instability suggests that the same might hold true for the 

developed world—for decades to come. Those seeking a lower-coal future may need to 

recognize the counterintuitive value of targeted investment in coal to prevent power disruptions, 

higher costs, and unintended environmental or reliability consequences. 
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The Reality  
Electricity, industry, trade, fertilizer production, and energy security all depend on coal to 

varying degrees. Coal serves as the most important fuel and chemical reductant for producing 

key materials of modern civilization, central to supply chains for steel, cement, metals, 

fertilizers, consumer goods, electronics, and energy infrastructure itself. Like oil and gas, coal is 

the material basis for thousands of everyday products beyond its utility as an energy source. 



When Western countries offshored heavy industry, production shifted to regions where coal 

remains dominant. Global coal consumption has risen from just over 6 Bt in 2008 to almost 9 Bt 

in 2025 (see figure 2).
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 Seaborne coal trade (thermal and metallurgical) grew from about 800 

million metric tons (Mt) to roughly 1.5 Bt in the same time frame, making it one of the world’s 

largest material flows. Coal accounts for almost 10% of all globally extracted mineral resources.
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Meanwhile, air quality has improved significantly worldwide.
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To obtain the entire paper, please follow this link: 

https://energyanalytics.org/research/coal-reality 


