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 Electricity generation from coal fell 3% in 2019, which led to a 2% fall in carbon dioxide emissions. Photograph: 
John Giles/PA

Carbon emissions from the global electricity system fell by 2% last year, the 
biggest drop in almost 30 years, as countries began to turn their backs on coal-
fired power plants.

A new report on the world’s electricity generation revealed the steepest cut in 
carbon emissions since 1990 as the US and the EU turned to cleaner energy 
sources.

Overall, power from coal plants fell by 3% last year, even as China’s reliance on 
coal plants climbed for another year to make up half the world’s coal generation 
for the first time.

Coal generation in the US and Europe has halved since 2007, and last year 
collapsed by almost a quarter in the EU and by 16% in the US.

The report from climate thinktank Ember, formerly Sandbag, warned that the 



dent in the world’s coal-fired electricity generation relied on many one-off 
factors, including milder winters across many countries.

“Progress is being made on reducing coal generation, but nothing like with the 
urgency needed to limit climate change,” the report said.

Dave Jones, the lead author of the report, said governments must dramatically 
accelerate the electricity transition so that global coal generation collapses 
throughout the 2020s.

“To switch from coal into gas is just swapping one fossil fuel for another. The 
cheapest and quickest way to end coal generation is through a rapid rollout of 
wind and solar,” he said.

“But without concerted policymaker efforts to boost wind and solar, we will fail 
to meet climate targets. China’s growth in coal, and to some extent gas, is 
alarming but the answers are all there.”

The EU has made the fastest progress towards replacing coal with wind and 
solar power, while the US has increased its reliance on gas following its shale 
boom in recent years.

The report revealed that renewable wind and solar power rose by 15% in 2019 to 
make up 8% of the world’s electricity.

In the EU, wind and solar power made up almost a fifth of the electricity 
generated last year, ahead of the US which relied on these renewable sources for 
11% of its electricity. In China and India, renewable energy made up 8% and 9% 
of the electricity system, respectively.

To meet the Paris climate goals, the world needs to record a compound growth 
rate of 15% for wind and solar generation every year – which will require “a 
colossal effort”, the report warned.

The electricity generation report was published as a separate piece of research 
claimed that 38 out of 75 of the world’s largest asset managers are stalling on 
taking action on environmental, social and governance (ESG) issues.

The latest ranking by Asset Owners Disclosure Project, a scheme managed by 
the investment campaign group ShareAction, found that the 38 asset managers 
have weak or nonexistent policy commitments and fail to account for their real-
world impacts across their mainstream assets.



The survey also claimed that the investment managers often lack appropriate 
engagement and escalation processes on climate change, human rights and 
biodiversity.


