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Abstract
Coal mining directly employs over 7 million workers and beneﬁts millions more through indirect
jobs. However, to meet the 1.5 °C global climate target, coal’s share in global energy supply should
decline between 73% and 97% by 2050. But what will happen to coal miners as coal jobs disappear ?
Answering this question is necessary to ensure a just transition and to ensure that politically powerful
coal mining interests do not impede energy transitions. Some suggest that coal miners can transition
to renewable jobs. However, prior research has not investigated the potential for renewable jobs to
replace ‘local’ coal mining jobs. Historic analyses of coal industry declines show that coal miners do
not migrate when they lose their jobs. By focusing on China, India, the US, and Australia, which
represent 70% of global coal production, we investigate: (1) the local solar and wind capacity required
in each coal mining area to enable all coal miners to transition to solar/wind jobs; (2) whether there
are suitable solar and wind power resources in coal mining areas in order to install solar/wind plants
and create those jobs; and (3) the scale of renewables deployment required to transition coal miners in
areas suitable for solar/wind power. We ﬁnd that with the exception of the US, several GWs of solar or
wind capacity would be required in each coal mining area to transition all coal miners to solar/wind
jobs. Moreover, while solar has more resource suitability than wind in coal mining areas, these
resources are not available everywhere. In China, the country with the largest coal mining workforce,
only 29% of coal mining areas are suitable for solar power. In all four countries, less than 7% of coal
mining areas have suitable wind resources. Further, countries would have to scale-up their current
solar capacity signiﬁcantly to transition coal miners who work in areas suitable for solar development.

1. Introduction
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s
1.5 °C report states that keeping global warming below
1.5 °C requires the share of coal in total primary energy
supply to decrease by 73%–97% by 2050 (IPCC 2018).
Meeting these targets would lead to a near elimination
of coal mining jobs related to production of coal for
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both electricity (hard coal and lignite) and nonelectricity sectors (metallurgical coal). A rich literature
is now emerging on the need for a ‘just transition’ for
coal miners whose livelihoods depend on coal production, in order to minimize the impact on those workers
(Newell and Mulvaney 2013, Baker et al 2014,
Abraham 2017). Just transition plans are also seen as
tools to overcome possible political resistance against
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the policies needed to phase out coal (Thurber 2019,
Healy and Barry 2017). Coal miners, who are typically
a formidable voting bloc, might support candidates
who favor the coal industry in the absence of just
transition plans (Healy and Barry 2017, Bennhold 2018, Buncombe 2018). In the United States
(US), coal miners helped support the rise of President
Donald Trump, who, once elected, pulled the US out
of the Paris climate agreement. Even autocratic states
like China have faced resistance from powerful coal
mining interests when attempting to close down coal
mines (Wright 2007).
Some scholars argue that just transition plans
should include retraining fossil fuel workers such as
coal miners for alternate jobs (Kammen et al 2004,
Miller et al 2013, Louie and Pearce 2016, Abraham 2017, Johnstone and Hielscher 2017). These
alternate job options for coal miners may vary across
a wide range of economic sectors, such as manufacturing or services, and are not limited to only renewable
energy (RE) jobs. However, in the last few years, the
policy debate and academic research regarding alternate jobs for coal miners has increasingly focused on
RE jobs for coal miners. This paper speciﬁcally focuses
on RE jobs for coal miners, in order to further our
understanding of this possibility.
Recently, scholarly articles on just transitions,
reports by inter-governmental organizations, and
numerous media reports highlight that coal miners
could be retrained in order to speciﬁcally switch to
jobs in the growing RE industries (Hancock 2016,
Louie and Pearce 2016, Collins 2018, European Commission 2018, Pollin and Callaci 2018). For example,
Louie and Pearce’s (2016, p 301) paper, focusing
on US coal workers (mine and power plant), concludes that, ‘Ka relatively minor investment in
retraining would allow the vast majority of coal
workers to switch to PV-related positions even in
the event of the elimination of the coal industry.’ A
recent European Commission (2018, p 112) report
also identiﬁes the wind and solar PV industries ‘as particularly suitable for reemploying coal workers after
adjustment of skills,’ and recommends that countries
should explore converting current coal mining sites
into solar/wind projects (which will result in the creation of corresponding jobs).
Apart from retraining aspects, past studies have
also claimed that RE jobs will offset fossil fuel job losses (including coal mining job losses) in terms of absolute numbers (ILO 2018, IRENA 2018a, 2018b). For
example, the International Labour Organization (ILO)
estimates that around 24 million ‘green-jobs,’ including RE jobs, could be created worldwide by 2030 if
governments take action to limit warming to 2 °C,
enough to offset fossil fuel industry job losses
(ILO 2018).
The idea that coal miners can make an employment transition to RE jobs is a current topic extending
2

beyond academic and policy discourse. Some RE companies such as China-based Goldwind Americas have
ofﬁcially declared plans to retrain coal miners in wind
jobs (Cardwell 2017a). Moreover, recent media
reports indicate that coal miners in certain local coal
mining areas in China, the US, and Australia have
already transitioned to deployment jobs in the solar
and wind industries (Cardwell 2017b, Manson 2018,
Gribbin 2019).
Overall, the policy debate and academic research
regarding alternate jobs for coal miners has focused
either on retraining issues or on comparing the current number of coal jobs with projections for future
RE jobs. No study has assessed the potential for RE
jobs to replace ‘local’ coal mining jobs. In this paper,
we contribute to ﬁlling this knowledge gap by conducting the ﬁrst spatial analysis on this topic, focusing
on the world’s top coal-producing countries: China,
India, the US, and Australia.
We focus on local jobs because creating local jobs
for coal mine industry workers is considered crucial.
Past academic work on the decline of coal mining in
the academic ﬁelds of labor economics and geography
has shown that, unlike other professional workers who
migrate to ﬁnd new jobs when they are laid off, most
coal miners become ‘inactive’ when they lose their
jobs. This is due to a strong connection to their local
community, and the fact that most are older and less
skilled (Hollywood 2002, Danson 2005, Beatty et al
2007, Gore and Hollywood 2009). At the same time,
research has found that some younger coal miners
migrate within the region when they lose their jobs
(Hollywood 2002, Danson 2005, Gore and
Hollywood 2009).
Among various RE jobs, we focus on solar and
wind jobs because they represent over half of today’s
RE jobs (IRENA 2018a). While we focus on solar and
wind jobs, we fully recognize that coal miners can
transition to other RE production jobs or jobs in completely different industries. In fact, one of the contributions of this paper is that it describes and applies a
novel spatial methodology that can be used to conduct
similar assessments regarding coal miner transition to
other RE jobs such as geothermal or bioenergy, or jobs
in completely different sectors.
Speciﬁcally, we ﬁrst estimate the local solar and
wind capacity required to be built in coal mining areas
to enable all coal miners in these areas to transition to
solar or wind jobs. Next, we conduct a techno-economic resource suitability analysis to assess whether
there are suitable solar and wind power resources in
local areas around coal mines. Then, by using the
results from the techno-economic resource suitability
analysis and speciﬁcally focusing on coal mining areas
suitable for solar/wind power, we calculate the total
national solar/wind capacity required to transition all
coal miners living in suitable areas to solar or
wind jobs.

Environ. Res. Lett. 15 (2020) 034065

In addition, we conduct a regional techno-economic resource suitability analysis to assess whether
there are suitable solar and wind power resources in
the major coal-producing states/provinces within our
case study countries. This is in line with the past
research discussed above, which suggests that some
younger coal miners migrate for work within their
region.
In the next section (2) we explain our methods. In
section (3) we summarize our results. In the ﬁnal
section (4) we discuss our results in the context of
existing literature, and discuss the policy implications
and limitations of our study.

2. Methods and data
In this paper, we focus on China, India, the US, and
Australia. These are the top coal-producing countries
and account for over 70% of global coal production
(Enerdata 2018) (table 1).
Speciﬁcally, we focus on utility-scale solar and/or
wind power projects and related jobs. The jobs in these
projects can be divided into manufacturing jobs,
which can be located anywhere, and deployment jobs
such as operations and maintenance (O&M) jobs that
are located in speciﬁc areas (e.g. coal mining areas).
Deployment jobs are directly inﬂuenced by the distribution of solar or wind resources. There are also
some similarities worth noting between the nature and
skill requirements of solar and wind jobs on the one
hand and coal mining jobs on the other. Solar and
wind power includes permanent (O&M) jobs
(IRENA 2018a), similar to the permanent nature of
coal mining jobs (Pai and Carr-Wilson 2018). Additionally, although more country speciﬁc evidence is
required, at least for the US, scholars Louie and Pearce
(2016) state that all coal miners can transition to PV
jobs either directly or with some retraining.
We focus on the techno-economic resource
potential for creating utility-scale solar and/or wind
power projects in coal mining areas and in top coal
mining provinces/states in our focus countries. We do
this by assessing a key parameter for setting up solar
and/or wind projects—availability of suitable solar
and wind power resources in the area (Mahtta et al
2014, Clifton et al 2018), which is a key requirement
identiﬁed for developers/companies or governments
to start a solar or wind power project (Mahtta et al
2014, Clifton et al 2018).
2.1. Possibility of creating solar and wind power
plants in coal mining regions
In this paper, we used GIS tools to create four
composite maps (one for each country) that include
coal mine/ﬁeld locations and long-term averages of
solar and wind power resources (see supplementary
information for detailed explanations, available online
at stacks.iop.org/ERL/15/034065/mmedia). We use
3

these maps to show (1) the percentage of total local
coal mining areas in each country that are suitable for
solar and/or wind power generation; and, (2) the
percentage of areas in key coal-producing provinces/
states suitable for solar or wind power generation.
To calculate (1), we ﬁrst deﬁned areas where coal
mining is concentrated today and the surrounding areas
where coal miners live. We operationalized this parameter as the radius within 50 km of a speciﬁc coal mine.
For sensitivity analysis of this parameter, apart from the
50 km radius, we also conducted a similar analysis using
a 20 km radius, and a similar analysis using the mine
point itself. There was negligible change in results (less
than 5.21% for any country) (see supplementary section
‘Local Coal Mining Level Analysis’ available online at
stacks.iop.org/ERL/15/034065/mmedia).
Next, we calculated the average solar and/or wind
power potential of this 50 km coal mining area based on
measures of technical feasibility (see section 2.2) for solar
and wind power generation. We then used resource suitability limits for solar and wind power resources to calculate the percentage of local coal mining areas within a
country and province/state suitable for utility-scale solar
and/or wind power generation. For calculating (2), we
focused on the top coal-producing provinces/states
(table 1) and used the same resource suitability cut-offs
for the percentage calculation.
2.2. Deﬁning techno-economic resource suitability
To measure the techno-economic resource suitability,
we used the average long-term Global Horizontal
Irradiance (GHI) data for solar power generation
(Clifton et al, Mahtta et al 2014, He and Kammen 2016)
and the average wind speed at a hub height of 80 m for
wind power generation (Archer and Jacobson 2003,
Archer and Jacobson 2005, McElroy et al 2009, Holt
and Wang 2012, Hallgren et al 2014, Wang et al 2018)
in line with previous studies. For utility-scale solar and
wind power plants to be feasible, the long-term
average GHI must be 4 kWh m−2 d−1 (Mahtta et al
2014) and the long-term average wind speed must
be 6.9 m s−1 respectively (Archer and Jacobson 2003, Archer and Jacobson 2005, Archer and
Jacobson 2007, Yu et al 2016). We used these as lower
limits in our analysis. To verify our approach we
calculated what percentage of current utility-scale
solar installations in our focus countries are located in
areas with average GHI values 4 kWh m−2 d−1 and
found that between 82% and 100% are located in
such areas (supplementary information table 1 available
online at stacks.iop.org/ERL/15/034065/mmedia). For
wind, we do not have comparable data so we could not
conduct such analyses, but many previous studies have
utilized standard wind speed classes (1–7) (supplementary information table 2) and used the limit of 6.9 m s−1
(Class 3 wind speed) to calculate feasible wind power
potential (Archer and Jacobson 2005, Archer and
Jacobson 2003, 2007, Yu et al 2016).

Environ. Res. Lett. 15 (2020) 034065

Table 1. Coal production, reserves, miners, and major coal-producing regions for China, India, The US, and Australia. Together, these countries account for 70% of global annual coal production. Within each country we also focused on
the top coal-producing provinces/states, responsible for over 85% of each country’s coal production.
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Country

Coal production
(million tonnes)a
(Enerdata 2018)

Coal reserves
(million tonnes)b

Coal miners
(thousands)c

Provinces/states covered in this paper

% of national
production coveredd

China
India
US
Australia

3349
717
701
478

138 819
97 728
250 916
144 818

6110
485
52
50

Shanxi, Inner Mongolia, Shaanxi, Anhui, Heilongjiang, Xinjiang, Shandong, Henan, Guizhou
Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Telangana
Wyoming, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, Illinois, Kentucky, Texas, Montana, Indiana, North Dakota
New South Wales, Queensland, Victoria

90%
85%
90%
99%

Enerdata (2018).
British Petroleum (2018).
c
Ministry of Coal (2017), Song et al (2017), Bureau of Labor Statistics (2018), Minerals Council of Australia (2018).
d
Maslyuk and Dharmaratna (2013), Ministry of Coal (2016), Energy Information Administration (2017), Bai et al (2018).
a

b
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Table 2. Employment factors for solar and wind technologies (O&M jobs) in different countries.
Countries

Solar employment factors (Jobs/GWe)a

Wind employment factors (Jobs/GWe)b

China
India
US
Australia

497
500
225
130

378
500
400
100

a
b

Roam Consulting (2014), IRENA (2018a), Solar foundation (2018), Kuldeep et al (2019).
Wei et al (2010), Cai et al (2011), Roam Consulting (2014), Kuldeep et al (2019).

2.3. Assessing solar or wind capacity required to
transition coal miners to solar or wind jobs
To estimate the local solar or wind capacity required to
transition all coal miners to solar and wind jobs, we
ﬁrst calculated the average number of coal miners
working in each coal mining area by country. Next,
using this average, and the data on country-speciﬁc
‘employment factors,’ or how many workers are
employed per GW of installed capacity (Jobs/GW) for
O&M jobs for solar and wind power projects, we
calculated the local solar and wind capacity (in GW)
required to transition all coal miners living in these
areas to solar or wind jobs. Here, we focused on O&M
jobs as they are typically long-term permanent jobs
similar to coal mining jobs.
Further, using the results from our local technoeconomic resource suitability analysis and focusing
only on coal mining areas suitable for solar or wind
power, we calculated the national aggregate renewable
energy capacity required to transition all coal miners
just in those suitable areas to local solar or wind jobs.
We then compared this required national capacity to
current deployment of solar and wind in all four countries (IRENA 2019).
2.4. Data collection
For solar power potential, we utilized the latest GHI
data from the Global Solar Atlas, owned by the World
Bank Group (2016) and provided by Solargis, to
create the maps that provide average GHI value for
the period from ‘1994, 1999, or 2007 (depending on
the geographical region) to 2015’. For wind potential,
we used Vaisala’s Global Wind datasets for 5 km
onshore wind speed at 80 m hub height that provide
average wind speed calculated over a 10 year period
(IRENA 2018c).
We used shapeﬁles for coal mine locations from
nationally-speciﬁc sources: for China, we used the US
Geological Survey (USGS) dataset (Trippi et al 2014);
for the US, we used the US Energy Information
Administration (2018) dataset; for Australia, we used
the Geoscience (2015) dataset. For India, since coal
mine datasets are not available, we used the USGS’s
coalﬁelds dataset (Trippi and Tewalt 2011) and highlighted the key coalﬁelds where large-scale coal mining
is currently happening. We conducted our analysis
using the coalﬁelds dataset and operationalized the
5

50 km radius concept for India. This did not affect our
results (See supplementary information data analysis).
We also collected the latest country-speciﬁc employment factors (Jobs/GW) data (for O&M jobs) to calculate the required solar or wind capacity locally and
nationally (table 2). We collected this employment factors data from academic literature, consultancy reports,
and reports by international organisations. However, the
solar power employment factors for China and the US
were not available. We calculated the employment factors for these countries by collecting the actual O&M
jobs data from IRENA (2018) and the US Solar foundation (2018) respectively, and then dividing it by total
capacity for the same year (IRENA 2019).

3. Results
3.1. Majority of China’s coal mining areas have
limited suitability for solar power but even less
for wind
China, the world’s biggest coal-producer, accounts for
45% of global coal production (Enerdata 2018)
employing 6 million coal miners (Song et al 2017).
Coal production in China is concentrated in nine key
coal-producing provinces (table 1).
In China 5.73 GWe of solar capacity would need to
be installed in each coal mining area to transition all
coal miners in these areas to solar jobs. However, our
GIS analysis shows that only 29% of the coal mining
areas in China are suitable for solar power generation,
with heterogeneity between provinces ranging from
88% in Inner Mongolia to no suitable areas in some
provinces (table 3). For about 1.8 million coal miners
working in the coal mining areas that are suitable for
solar power, an additional 3565 GWe of capacity
would need to be deployed, roughly twenty times the
current 175 GWe capacity (table 4).
In terms of wind power, 7.54 GWe wind capacity
would need to be installed in each coal mining area to
transition coal miners to wind jobs. However, our analysis shows that only 5% of coal mining areas in the
country are suitable for wind power generation with
Inner Mongolia having 32% of its coal mining areas
suitable for wind and all other key coal provinces less
than 5% (ﬁgure 1). For the 0.3 million coal miners
who work in coal mines in areas that are suitable
for wind power, the national capacity required is
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Table 3. Percentage of coal mining areas, and percentage of areas within provinces/states suitable for solar or wind power
generation. Coal mining areas here means an area with a 50 km radius around the point location of a coal mine. For
suitable solar and wind power, average GHI value should be greater than or equal to 4 kWh m−2 d−1 (Mahtta et al 2014)
and wind speed at 80 m should be greater than or equal to 6.9 m s−1 (Archer and Jacobson 2003, 2007, Yu et al 2016)
respectively. The ﬁrst three columns show the percentage of total coal mining areas suitable for solar and/or wind. The
last two columns show the percentage of total areas within the province/state suitable for solar or wind power.

Percentage of coal mining areas suitable for K

Percentage of major coal-producing province/state areas
suitable for K

China

Solar power
29%

Wind power
5%

Solar and wind power
5%

Solar power
N/A

Wind power
N/A

Shanxi
Inner Mongolia
Shaanxi
Anhui
Heilongjiang
Xinjiang
Shandong
Henan
Guizhou

87%
88%
18%
0%
0%
58%
0%
0%
0%

1%
32%
0%
0%
5%
5%
0%
0%
0%

1%
31%
0%
0%
0%
5%
0%
0%
0%

81%
78%
38%
0%
2%
70%
9%
0%
1%

17%
28%
4%
0%
5%
18%
0%
1%
3%

India

99%

1%

1%

N/A

N/A

Chhattisgarh
Jharkhand
Orissa
Madhya Pradesh
Telangana

100%
100%
100%
100%
100%

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

100%
100%
100%
100%
100%

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

US

62%

7%

2%

N/A

N/A

Wyoming
West Virginia
Pennsylvania
Illinois
Kentucky
Texas
Montana
Indiana
North Dakota

100%
60%
0%
100%
100%
100%
83%
100%
0%

69%
2%
14%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
100%

69%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

98%
41%
15%
87%
100%
100%
66%
80%
12%

47%
13%
8%
1%
0%
34%
24%
1%
86%

Australia

96%

4%

2%

N/A

N/A

New South Wales
Queensland
Victoria

100%
100%
40%

0%
0%
40%

0%
0%
40%

100%
100%
89%

4%
2%
17%

808 GWe (table 5). This is roughly four times the current national wind capacity of 180 GWe.
We ﬁnd that only 5% of the coal mining areas are
suitable for both solar and wind power, mainly in
Inner Mongolia.
At the provincial level, we ﬁnd that suitability for
solar power generation ranges from 70% of provincial
areas to less than 10%. Our analysis for wind power
shows that less than 30% of the land area in all provinces is suitable for wind power (table 3).
3.2. Nearly all coal mining areas in India are suitable
for solar power but not for wind power
In India, 485 000 coal miners (Ministry of Coal 2017)
produce over 700 million tonnes (MT) of coal annually
6

(Enerdata 2018). Coal production in India is concentrated in ﬁve key states (table 1).
In India, 1.96 GWe of solar power capacity would
need to be installed in each local coal mining area to
transition all coal miners to local solar jobs. Our analysis shows that in India, nearly all the local coal mining
areas are suitable for solar power generation including
in the key coal-producing states (table 3). For about
0.5 million coal miners working in these coal mining
areas suitable for solar power, India would require
an additional 960 GWe of capacity (table 4). This
would mean increasing the current capacity by nearly
37 times (from today’s capacity of 27 GWe).
To replace local coal mining jobs with wind jobs,
India would need to install 1.96 GWe of wind power
capacity in each coal mining area. However, we ﬁnd
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Table 4. Solar capacity required to transition all coal miners working in coal mining areas suitable for solar power to solar jobs.
Average
coal coal
mining
areas jobs
per mine

Number of
coal mining
areas suitable
for solar
power

Number of workers in coal mining
areas suitable for
solar power

Local solar capacity
required in each coal
mining area to replace
coal mining jobs (GWe)

National solar capacity
required to replace coal
mining jobs in suitable
solar areas (GWe)

Current
solar installed capacity
(2018)
(GWe)a

2852
984
73
435

621
488
440
110

1771387
480081
32225
47826

5.73
1.96
0.32
3.34

3565
960
143
369

175
27
50
10

China
India
US
Australia
a

IRENA (2019).

Table 5. Wind capacity required to transition all coal miners working in coal mining areas suitable for wind power to wind jobs.

China
India
US
Australia
a

Average
coal
mining
jobs
per mine

Number of
coal mining
areas suitable
for wind
power

Number of workers in coal mining
areas suitable for
wind power

Local wind capacity
required in each coal
mining area to replace
coal mining jobs (GWe)

National wind capacity
required to replace coal
mining jobs in suitable
wind areas (GWe)

Current
wind installed capacity
(2018)
(GWe)a

2852
984
73
435

107
5
50
5

305500
4850
3640
2000

7.54
1.96
0.18
4.35

808
10
9
20

180
35
94
6

IRENA (2019).

that almost no coal mining areas in India and its key
coal-producing states are suitable for wind power generation. For the small number of coal miners working
in these coal mining areas suitable for wind power
(4850) to transition to local wind jobs, the cumulative
national capacity required is 10 GWe (table 5).
Figure 2 shows solar and/or wind power potential in
India along with locations of coalﬁelds, particularly
highlighting the coalﬁelds in the key coal-producing
Indian states.
Furthermore, there are negligible (less than 1%)
coal mining areas that are suitable for both solar
and wind.
At the regional level, all key coal-producing states
are suitable for solar power generation, however, no
areas in the key coal-producing states are suitable for
wind power generation.
3.3. Majority of coal mining areas in the US are
suitable for solar power but not for wind power
The US boasts similar coal production to India and
employs 52 000 coal miners (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018). Coal production is concentrated in nine
states (table 1).
Overall, in the US, 0.32 GWe of solar capacity
would need to be installed in each coal mining area to
transition all coal miners in those areas to solar jobs.
Our analysis shows that around 62% of the local coal
mining areas in the US are suitable for solar power
generation—in some states over 80% of coal mining
areas are suitable for solar power and in others no coal

7

mining areas are suitable for solar power generation
(table 3). For the 32 000 mine workers who work in
coal mining areas suitable for solar power to get local
solar jobs, the US would require 143 GWe of cumulative capacity, roughly three times the current national
solar capacity (table 4).
In terms of wind power, 0.18 GWe of wind capacity would need to be installed in each coal mining area
to transition all coal miners to wind jobs. However,
only 7% of coal mining areas in the US are suitable for
wind power generation. The suitable areas for wind
power generation are concentrated in North Dakota,
where all the coal mining areas are suitable for wind
power, and in Wyoming where 70% of coal mining
areas have wind power suitability (table 3). Transitioning the small number of coal miners (3600) who work
in areas suitable for wind power to local wind jobs
would require increasing the national wind power
capacity by 9 GWe (table 5).
Moreover, we found that less than 2% of coal
mining areas in the US are suitable for both solar and
wind power, mostly concentrated in Wyoming
(ﬁgure 3).
At the state level, there is heterogeneity between
states in terms of solar power suitability—ranging
from over 80% in Wyoming, Texas, Illinois, Indiana,
and Kentucky to less than 15% in Pennsylvania and
North Dakota. In terms of state-wide wind suitability,
North Dakota has large areas (86%) suitable for wind
power generation and the rest of the states are
under 50%.
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Figure 1. Solar and/or wind potential, and coal mines in China. The coal mining areas with average GHI value greater than or equal to
4 kWh m−2 d−1 (Mahtta et al 2014) and wind speed at 80 m greater than or equal to 6.9 m s−1 (Archer and Jacobson 2003 2007, Yu
et al 2016) are considered suitable for solar and wind power generation respectively. The blue points represent locations of coal mines.
The map shows areas suitable for only solar power, only wind power, and for both solar and wind power. A large number of coal mines
in Eastern and South-Central China are located in places not suitable for either solar and/or wind power.

3.4. Nearly all coal mining areas in Australia are
suitable for solar power but not for wind power
Australia produces close to 500 MT of coal annually
and employs 50 000 miners (Enerdata 2018, Minerals
Council of Australia 2018). Coal production is concentrated in three states (table 1).
In Australia, 3.34 GWe of solar capacity would
need to be installed in each coal mining area to transition its coal miners to solar jobs. Here, we ﬁnd that
close to 96% of the coal mining areas are suitable for
solar power generation. All coal mining areas in NSW
and Queensland, and 40% in Victoria are suitable for
solar power generation (table 3). For transitioning coal
miners working in these suitable coal mining areas,
Australia would require 369 GWe of national capacity,
roughly 37 times the current 10 GWe capacity
(table 4).
In terms of wind, 4.35 GWe wind capacity would
need to be installed in each coal mining area to transition its coal miners to wind jobs. However, only 4% of
coal mining areas in Australia are suitable for wind
power generation—none in Queensland and NSW
and just 40% in Victoria. For the 2000 coal miners
who work in coal mining areas suitable for wind power
to transition to wind jobs locally, the cumulative capacity required is 20 GWe (table 5).
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Overall, our analysis shows that only 2% of coal
mining areas in Australia are suitable for both solar
and wind power (ﬁgure 4).
At the state level, all of NSW and Queensland and
the majority of Victoria (89%) is suitable for solar
power generation. In terms of wind power, less than
4% of the area in all three states is suitable for wind
power generation (table 3).

4. Discussion and conclusion
Prior studies on job options for coal miners have either
focused on issues like retraining (Louie and
Pearce’s 2016, Pollin and Callaci 2018) or comparing
the current number of coal jobs with projections for
future RE jobs (ILO 2018, IRENA 2018a, 2018b).
While these studies make important contributions to
the literature, they do not explore whether RE jobs can
be created locally for coal miners. This is an important
question since past studies have shown that out-ofwork coal miners typically do not migrate for work.
Based on this historical understanding, we focused
on evaluating the local solar and wind capacity
required in each coal mining area to enable all coal
miners to transition to solar or wind jobs, and assessed
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Figure 2. Solar and/or wind potential, and coalﬁelds in India. The coal mining areas with average GHI value greater than or equal to
4 kWh m−2 d−1 (Mahtta et al 2014) and wind speed at 80 m greater than or equal to 6.9 m s−1 are considered suitable for solar and
wind power generation (Archer and Jacobson 2003, 2007, Yu et al 2016) respectively. The blue points represent locations of coalﬁelds
in India. The map shows areas suitable for only solar power, only wind power, and both solar and wind power. The map shows nearly
all coalﬁelds (including all key coalﬁelds in Eastern and Central India) are located in areas suitable for solar power generation. On the
other hand, all major coalﬁelds in Eastern and Central India are located in areas not suitable for wind power generation.

the techno-economic resource suitability of creating
local solar and/or wind power projects (and their related jobs) in key coal-producing countries. We also
assessed the scale of renewable energy deployment
required to help coal miners transition to local solar or
wind jobs. By doing so, this paper makes a signiﬁcant
conceptual contribution to the emerging just transitions literature focusing on fossil fuel workers’ livelihood issues. Since spatial analysis is considered a
‘blind-spot’ in energy transitions studies (Coenen et al
2012, Bridge et al 2013), this paper also contributes
methodologically by explicitly considering the spatial
distribution of coal production versus solar/wind
potential.
Our results also show that except for the US, each
coal mining area would require several GWs of solar or
wind power capacity locally to enable all coal miners in
these areas to transition to solar or wind jobs. Furthermore, our GIS analysis shows that deploying solar and
wind power may not be techno-economically feasible
in all coal mining areas due to low suitability of the
resource. From our analysis it is clear that while solar
has greater techno-economic resource suitability than
9

wind for replacing local coal mining jobs, this suitability does not exist in all coal mining areas. In China,
only 29% of the coal mining areas have suitable solar
power resources. However, in India and Australia
nearly all coal mining areas are suitable for solar
power, while around 62% of the coal mining areas in
the US are suitable for solar power. Moreover, the
wind power suitability in coal mining areas is low in all
four countries, with less than 7% of coal mining areas
having suitable resources. Additionally, less than 5%
of coal mining areas are suitable for both solar and
wind power generation. Even at the provincial/state
level, our analysis shows that solar has more resource
potential than wind to replace coal mining jobs.
Yet, even for solar, countries would need to substantially increase their current installed solar capacity
(from 3 times in the US to 37 times in India), to transition only those coal miners who live in suitable solar
areas to solar jobs. The scale of deployment of renewable energy required raises serious questions about the
viability of a transition path that depends solely on
local renewable energy jobs for coal miners. This is
true at both the local level where several GWe of
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Figure 3. Solar and/or wind potential, and coal mines in the US. The coal mining areas with average GHI value greater than or equal to
4 kWh m−2 d−1 (Mahtta et al 2014) and wind speed at 80 m greater than or equal to 6.9 m s−1 are considered suitable for solar and
wind power generation (Archer and Jacobson 2003, 2007, Yu et al 2016) respectively. The blue points represent locations of coal
mines. The map shows areas suitable for only solar power, only wind power, and for both solar and wind power. Except coal mines in
parts of the Eastern US and North Dakota, most other coal mines are located in suitable solar power generation areas. The majority of
coal mines in the US are located in places not suitable for wind power generation. Wyoming is the only state with several coal mines
located in areas suitable for both solar and wind power generation.

installed capacity would be required per coal mining
area and in aggregate where several times national
capacity would be required just for absorbing mining
jobs in areas suitable for RE deployment. This means,
in practical terms, not all coal miners may be able to
transition to solar or wind jobs locally even in areas
with suitable resources. Policy makers, other stakeholders, and analysts concerned about transitioning
coal mining workers should, therefore, consider
expanding the scope of their options beyond renewable energy jobs. Policy interventions considering
employment in other sectors could build on the methodology developed in this paper to assess the suitability of other industries such as tourism.
While this paper contributes conceptually and
methodologically to thinking about employment transitions in a spatial sense, it has a few limitations that are
avenues for future work on this topic. We did not conduct a skills transferability analysis between coal
mining jobs and RE jobs, which is an opportunity for
further research. Further, the O&M job employment
factors used in this study were collected from secondary data, and this data may include different work
types in different countries. In the future, more disaggregated data with detailed work types could be
10

collected at the country level using surveys or other
primary data collection methods. We also did not
account for detailed local land-use planning and policy assessments, which would inﬂuence the distribution of solar or wind power projects in each of these
coal mining areas. We also did not calculate the number of declining coal mining jobs versus number of
potential solar/wind jobs in different coal mining
areas, given that job intensity in each coal mining area
will vary due to factors such as labor and capital productivity, therefore, such analysis is most suitable
initially for a few select coal mining areas. Future
research can use our results to select speciﬁc coal
mining areas suitable for solar or wind power to conduct more detailed local analyses.
If the world is serious about meeting the 1.5 °C climate target, it is indispensable that politically-powerful coal mining interests do not block coal phase-outs.
One innovative way would be to provide coal miners
with alternate jobs. Overall, our ﬁndings provide policymakers, industry, and non-proﬁt organizations
who are already invested in retraining coal miners for
solar and wind jobs insight on where to target their
efforts. However, we also show that while solar jobs
could be the answer in some coal mining areas,
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Figure 4. Solar and/or wind potential, and coal mines in Australia. The coal mining areas with average GHI value greater than or equal
to 4 kWh m−2 d−1 (Mahtta et al 2014) and wind speed at 80 m greater than or equal to 6.9 m s−1 are considered suitable for solar and
wind power generation (Archer and Jacobson 2003, 2007, Yu et al 2016) respectively. The blue points represent locations of coal
mines. The map shows areas suitable for only solar power, only wind power, and for both solar and wind power. Except for some
mines in Tasmania and in Victoria, all other coal mines are located in suitable solar resource potential areas. On the other hand, coal
mines in Queensland and NSW are located in places not suitable for wind power generation. In the whole country, only two coal
mines in Victoria are located in areas suitable for both solar and wind power.

policymakers would need to focus on a variety of
industries including both renewables and non-renewables to help coal miners make an employment transition locally.

Acknowledgments
This work was supported by the ‘Contractions project’
funded by the Norwegian Research Council Grant No.
267528/E10 (Analyzing past and future energy industry contractions: towards a better understanding of the
ﬂip-side of energy transitions).

Declaration
It must be noted that the boundaries, colors, legends,
denominations, and any other information shown on
the maps created for this paper do not imply, on the
part of the authors, any judgement on the legal status
of any territory, or any endorsements or acceptance of
such boundaries.
11

Data availability statement
Any data that support the ﬁndings of this study are
included within the article.
Below are the same links to the data.
Solar GHI shapeﬁles data:
http://globalsolaratlas.info/downloads
Wind speed shapeﬁles data:
https://irena.masdar.ac.a.e./gallery/#map/543
China coal mine data:
https://pubs.er.usgs.gov/publication/ofr20141219
India coalﬁelds data:
https://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2011/1296
Australia coal mine data:
http://australianminesatlas.gov.au/mapping/
downloads.html
United States coal mine data:
https://eia.gov/maps/layer_info-m.php

Conﬂict of interest
The authors declare no conﬂict of interest.

Environ. Res. Lett. 15 (2020) 034065

ORCID iDs
Sandeep Pai https://orcid.org/0000-00019932-1629
Hisham Zerrifﬁ https://orcid.org/0000-00034890-2575
Jessica Jewell https://orcid.org/0000-00032846-9081

References
Abraham J 2017 Just transitions for the miners: labor
environmentalism in the Ruhr and appalachian coalﬁelds
New Political Sci. 39 218–40
Archer C L and Joacobson M Z 2005 Evaluation of global wind
power J. Geophys. Res. 110 1–20
Archer C L and Jacobson M Z 2003 Spatial and temporal
distributions of US winds and wind power at 80 m derived
from measurements J. Geophys. Res.: Atmos. 108 1–20
Archer C L and Jacobson M Z 2007 Supplying baseload power and
reducing transmission requirements by interconnecting wind
farms J. Appl. Meteorol. Clim. 46 1701–17
Bai X, Ding H, Lian J, Ma D, Yang X, Sun N and Chang Y 2018 Coal
production in China: past, present, and future projections
Int. Geol. Rev. 60 535–47
Baker L, Newell P and Phillips J 2014 The political economy of
energy transitions: the case of South Africa New Political Econ.
19 791–818
Beatty C, Fothergill S and Powell R S 2007 Twenty years on: has the
economy of the UK coalﬁelds recovered? Environ. Plan. A
39 1654–75
Bennhold K 2018 Workers of Germany, Unite: The New Siren Call
of the Far Right. The New York Times (https://nytimes.com/
2018/02/05/world/europe/afd-unions-socialdemocrats.html)
Bridge G, Bouzarovski S, Bradshaw M and Eyre N 2013 Geographies
of energy transition: space, place and the low-carbon
economy Energy Policy 53 331–40
British Petroleum 2018 BP Statistical Review of World
Energy (https://bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/
en/global/corporate/pdfs/energy-economics/statisticalreview/bp-stats-review-2018-full-report.pdf)
Buncombe A 2018 Why do these Trump voters love him more than
ever?For many, the answer is deep underground. The
Independent (https://independent.co.uk/news/world/
americas/us-politics/trump-voters-why-love-presidentcoal-industry-virginia-underground-grundya8162376.html)
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018 Aggregate coal mine average
employees 4 July 2018 (https://bls.gov/iag/tgs/iag212.htm)
Cai W, Wang C, Chen J and Wang S 2011 Green economy and green
jobs: Myth or reality? The case of China’s power generation
sector Energy 36 5994–6003
Cardwell D 2017a Wind Project in Wyoming Envisions Coal Miners
as Trainees. The New York Times (https://nytimes.com/
2017/05/21/business/energy-environment/wind-turbinejob-training-wyoming.html)
Cardwell D 2017b What’s Up in Coal Country: Alternative-Energy
Jobs. The New York Times (https://nytimes.com/2017/09/
30/business/energy-environment/coal-alternative-energyjobs.html)
Clifton A, Hodge B M, Draxl C, Badger J and Habte A 2018 Wind
and solar resource data sets Wiley Interdiscip. Rev.: Energy
Environ. 7 1–21
Coenen L, Benneworth P and Truffer B 2012 Toward a spatial
perspective on sustainability transitions Res. Policy. 41
968–79
Collins B 2018 Sunnier times for coal workers in renewables, tech.
Powering Past Coal Alliance (https://poweringpastcoal.org/

12

insights/economy/sunnier-times-ahead-for-coal-workersin-renewables-tech)
Danson M 2005 Old industrial regions and employability Urban
Stud. 42 285–300
Enerdata 2018 Global Energy Statistical Yearbook 2018 4 July
2018 (https://yearbook.enerdata.net/coal-lignite/coalproduction-data.html)
Energy Information Administration 2017 Annual Coal Report 2016.
US Department of Energy (https://eia.gov/coal/annual/pdf/
acr.pdf)
Energy Information Administration 2018 Layer Information for
Interactive State Maps 1 July 2018 (https://eia.gov/maps/
layer_info-m.php)
European Commission 2018 EU coal regions: opportunities and
challenges ahead
Geoscience 2015 Downloads 3 July 2018 (http://
australianminesatlas.gov.au/mapping/downloads.html)
Gore T and Hollywood E 2009 The role of social networks and
geographical location in labour market participation in the
UK coalﬁelds Environ. Plan. 27 1008–21
Gribbin C 2019 In Queensland’s coal heartland, some locals are
leaving mining jobs to work in renewables ABC
news (https://abc.net.au/news/2019-06-04/meet-thequeenslanders-changing-the-energy-mix/11173962)
Hallgren W, Gunturu U B and Schlosser A 2014 The potential wind
power resource in Australia: A new perspective PLoS One 9 1–9
Hancock J 2016 How Mining, Oil And Gas Workers Are Retraining
For The Solar Economy Forbes (https://forbes.com/sites/
johnhancock/2016/11/10/how-mining-oil-and-gas-workersare-retraining-for-the-solar-economy/#1af405cdcb9e)
He G and Kammen D M 2016 Where, when and how much solar is
available? A provincial-scale solar resource assessment for
China Renew. Energy 850 74–82
Healy N and Barry J 2017 Politicizing energy justice and energy
system transitions: Fossil fuel divestment and a just transition
Energy Policy 108 451–59
Hollywood E 2002 Mining, migration and immobility: towards an
understanding of the relationship between migration and
occupation in the context of the UK mining industry Int. J.
Population Geogr. 8 297–314
Holt E and Wang J 2012 Trends in wind speed at wind turbine
height of 80 m over the contiguous United States using the
north American Regional Reanalysis (NARR) J. Appl.
Meteorol. Clim. 51 2188–2202
ILO 2018 Greening with jobs—World Employment and Social
Outlook 2018 (3 December 2018) (https://ilo.org/global/
publications/books/WCMS_628654/lang–en/index.htm)
IPCC 2018 IPCC special report on the impacts of global warming of
1.5 °C - Summary for policy makers (October 2018) (http://
ipcc.ch/report/sr15/)
IRENA 2019 Trends in renewable energy (https://public.tableau.
com/views/IRENARETimeSeries/Charts?:embed=y&:
showVizHome=no&publish=yes&:toolbar=no)
IRENA 2018a Renewable Energy and Jobs: Annual Review
2018 (https://irena.org/-/media/Files/IRENA/Agency/
Publication/2018/May/IRENA_RE_Jobs_Annual_Review_
2018.pdf)
IRENA 2018b Global Energy Transformation: A Roadmap to 2050
IRENA 2018c VAISALA Global wind and solar datasets 1 July
2018 (https://irena.masdar.ac.a.e./gallery/#map/543)
Johnstone P and Hielscher S 2017 Phasing out coal, sustaining coal
communities?Living with technological decline in
sustainability pathways Extractive Ind. Soc. 4 457–61
Kammen D M, Kapadia K and Fripp M 2004 Putting Renewables to
Work: How Many Jobs Can the Clean Energy Industry
Generate?RAEL Report (Berkeley: University of California)
Kuldeep N, Chawla K, Ghosh A, Jaiswal A, Kaur N, Kwatra S and
Chouksey K 2019 Future skills and job creation with renewable
energy in India CEEW-SCGJ
Louie E P and Pearce J M 2016 Retraining investment for US
transition from coal to solar photovoltaic employment
Energy Econ. 57 295–302

Environ. Res. Lett. 15 (2020) 034065

Mahtta R, Joshi P K and Jindal A K 2014 Solar power potential
mapping in India using remote sensing inputs and
environmental parameters Renew. Energy 71 255–62
Manson P 2018 Meet the ex-miners who are now walking on water.
BBC News (https://bbc.com/news/business-43864665)
Maslyuk S and Dharmaratna D 2013 Impact of shocks on australian
coal mining Lecture Notes Energy 16 231–55
McElroy M B, Lu X, Nielsen C P and Wang Y 2009 Potential for
wind-generated electricity in China Science 325 1378–80
Miller C A, Iles A and Jones C F 2013 The social dimensions of
energy transitions Sci. Culture 22 135–48
Minerals Council of Australia 2018 Employment 17 June
2018 (https://minerals.org.au/minerals/coal)
Ministry of Coal 2016 Provisional coal statistics 2015-16. Coal
controller’s organisation kolkata
Ministry of Coal 2017 Ministry of Coal Annual Report 2016–2017
(https://coal.nic.in/sites/upload_ﬁles/coal/ﬁles/
coalupload/AnnualReport1617.pdf)
Newell P and Mulvaney D 2013 The political economy of the ‘just
transition’ Geogr. J. 179 132–40
Pai S and Carr-Wilson S 2018 Total Transition: The Human Side of
the Renewable Energy Revolution (Victoria, Canada: Rocky
Mountain Books)
Pollin R and Callaci B 2018 The economics of just transition: a
framework for supporting fossil fuel–dependent workers and
communities in the United States Labor Stud. J. 44 93–138
Roam Consulting 2014 RET policy analysis (https://assets.
cleanenergycouncil.org.au/documents/advocacyinitiatives/ret-policy-analysis-report.pdf)

13

Song Z, Niu D and Xiao X 2017 Focus on the current
competitiveness of coal industry in China: has the depression
time gone? Resour. Policy 51 172–82
Solar Foundation 2018 Solar Jobs Census 2018. 28 October
2019 (https://solarstates.org/#states/solar-jobs/2018)
The World Bank Group 2016 Download maps for your country
or region 1 July 2018 (http://globalsolaratlas.info/
downloads)
Trippi M H, Belkin H E, Dai S, Tewalt S J and Chou C 2014 USGS
Compilation of Geographic Information System (GIS) Data
Representing Coal Mines and Coal-Bearing Areas in China
Trippi M H and Tewalt S J 2011 Geographic information system
(GIS) representation of coal-bearing areas in India and
Bangladesh: US Geological Survey Open-File Report
2011–1296, 27 (http:// pubs.usgs.gov/of/2011/1296)
Thurber M C 2019 Coal (Resources) (1st ed.) Polity
Wang M, Ullrich P and Millstein D 2018 The future of wind energy
in California: future projections with the variable-resolution
CESM Renew. Energy 127 242–57
Wei M, Patadia S and Kammen D M 2010 Putting renewables and
energy efﬁciency to work: how many jobs can the clean
energy industry generate in the US? Energy Policy 38 919–31
Wright T 2007 State capacity in contemporary China: closing the
pits and reducing coal production J. Contemp. China. 16
173–94
Yu L, Zhong S, Bian X and Heilman W E 2016 Climatology and
trend of wind power resources in China and its surrounding
regions: a revisit using Climate forecast system reanalysis data
Int. J. Climatol. 36 2173–88

