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Chapter 3 – Section 3 
Resources, Technology, and World Trade


Female Speaker: Our main use of coal is to burn it in power stations like this one, Drax in North Yorkshire. The energy in the coal is used to generate electricity. The electricity is delivered to where it is needed along a grid of cables. Everyday Drax consumes 33 train loads of coal, that’s a bag of coal burned in the time it takes to snap your fingers. The amount of energy transferred at power stations is awe inspiring. This one turbine generates enough electricity for a city the size of Leeds, and there are six of them at Drax, enough for one-tenth of our electricity, but that is a drawback. It comes as a surprise to most people to learn that most of the energy that comes into the power station goes to waste. Only about thirty-five percent of the energy that’s released from burning coal actually goes in to the electrical cables that supply our homes, schools and factories, the other sixty-five percent ends up as waste heat. That’s not because the designers and the engineers haven’t done their job well apart from being the largest, this is one of the cleanest and most efficient coal fired power stations in Europe. The reason so much energy goes to waste is that after the steam has done its work driving the turbines, it needs to be cooled down before it can be returned to the boilers and the process started again. These huge structures are cooling towers, inside them hot water from the power station is cooled by a draft of cold air. Coming out of the top of them is water vapor, just like you see coming out of the kettle at home, and while it doesn’t contain any polluting gases, it does represent a huge waste of energy. You could say that these machines are designed to dump energy. At the rate we’re using it up, we have enough coal within easy reach for another 250 years, but natural gas could start running out in sixty-five years and the oil wells could begin to run dry in just thirty years, well within our lifetime.
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