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In order to limit climate change to 2° Celsius above pre-industrial times, it is imperative to phase out 

the use of coal. The world’s five largest coal-producing countries are reacting very differently to this 

challenge. The US and China have recently imposed 3-year moratoria on the approval of new coal 

mining leases, while Indonesia announced that it will issue a similar temporary halt on mining 

permissions. Contrarily, Australia and India continue to issue new coal mine licences.  This paper 

examines whether the domestic moratoria on new coal mining leases in the two largest producing 

countries, China and the US, could eventually lead to a global moratorium, in accordance with 

Finnemore and Sikkink’s ‘life cycle’ theory of an international norm. To estimate whether a global 

moratorium could arise, it is vital to understand what the common and/or country-specific drivers are 

behind the (lack of) moratorium policies. We will therefore conduct a comparative analysis of coal 

mining policies in the five largest coal producers (China, the US, India, Indonesia and Australia), and 

assess the extent to which their coal mining policies are driven by factors such as economic interests 

(e.g., protecting coal companies and their workers from the over-capacity and low prices that are hitting 

the industry), environmental awareness, and public protests. The underlying goal is to gauge the extent 

to which the (uneven) spread of coal mining bans reflects the emergence of a global norm to keep coal 

under the ground. 

 

1. Introduction 

In order to limit climate change to ‘well below’ 2° Celsius above pre-industrial times, as agreed 

at the COP21 meeting in Paris, the bulk of fossil fuel reserves must be left in the ground. Coal is the 

fossil fuel with the greatest proportion that cannot be used, with a global total of 82% to be left unburned 

before 2050 (McGlade & Ekins, 2015).2 In August 2015, a global moratorium on new coal mines was 

therefore proposed by the president of Kiribati, one of the most climate vulnerable countries in the 

world.3 In the ensuing months, the two largest economies and largest coal producers in the world – China 

and the US – both adopted 3-year moratoria on the approval of new coal mining leases, while Indonesia, 

until recently the world’s largest coal exporter, has announced such a moratorium. Two other large 
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producers, Australia and India, by contrast, continue to approve new mining leases. This paper therefore 

asks: What explains the divergence in coal mining policies in these large producer states? 

We focus on those countries because they are the world’s five largest producers, responsible for 

over 77% of global coal production (BP, 2016). These countries are also pivotal actors in global climate 

negotiations, accounting collectively for a large share of emissions. Moreover, China and the US 

together account for over 60% of global coal consumption, so any sign of a change in mining policies 

is set to create waves in the global coal market. Yet, our interest here lies with the extraction policies of 

the named countries, not with their coal usage policies, although we consider potential linkages between 

the two. Table 1 illustrates the weight and significance of the five selected countries in the world coal 

markets.  

The underlying goal of this paper is to gauge the extent to which the (uneven) spread of coal 

mining bans reflects the emergence of a global norm to keep coal in the ground. The domestic bans in 

the two largest producing countries, China and US, could set a new international ‘standard of appropriate 

behaviour’ and thus pave the way for a global ban on coal mining in the medium or long term (Finnemore 

& Sikkink, 1998). According to Florini, norms adopted by major powers have more opportunities to be 

reproduced through the international system because of the capacity powerful states have in ‘persuading 

others of the rightness of their views’ (Florini, 1996).  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the five selected countries 

 Share in global coal … 

 … reserves … production … consumption … exports 

China 12,8% 47,7% 50,0% 0,7% (net importer) 

US 26,6% 11,9% 10,3% 7,4% 

Indonesia 3,1% 6,3% 2,1% 19,1% 

Australia 8,6% 7,2% 1,2% 38,7% 

India 6,8% 7,4% 10,6% 0,1% (net importer) 

All figures are for 2015. Data comes from BP’s Statistical Review (www.bp.com/statisticalreview), except for the data on 

exports, which is drawn from the ITC’s Trade Map (www.trademap.org). Coal exports includes coal, anthracite, bituminous 

coal and coal briquettes, but excludes lignite, peat, and coke. 

We will first proceed with some existing insights from norm scholars, hereby discussing the 

relevancy with regard to the case of a global coal mining moratorium. Subsequently, we will explain the 

overarching rationale(s) behind the respective coal-mining policies of the five chosen countries. In our 

concluding section we will reflect on what this implies for the norm’s emergence and diffusion on a 

global level, and discuss some broader implications. 

2. Analytical framework 

http://www.bp.com/statisticalreview
http://www.trademap.org/
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Norms are shared understandings of what constitutes appropriate behaviour. If group members 

violate a norm, they become labelled as deviant. Norms exist at different scales of social life, from the 

individual all the way up to the international level. Norms are obeyed not because they are enforced, but 

because they are seen as legitimate (Florini, 1996). After their initial articulation, norms may ‘cascade 

through the international system (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998), undergo a ‘boomerang effect’ facilitated 

by transnational advocacy  networks (Keck & Sikkink, 1998), or go through a ‘spiral pattern of domestic 

change and resistance’ (Risse & Sikkink, 1999). Yet, not all norm processes prove to be successful. 

Some may be subject to backsliding, reinterpretation, replacement and even complete disappearance. 

Norms are a product of agency, embodied by what the literature describes as ‘norm 

entrepreneurs’ (Wunderlich, 2013). A growing strand within constructivist norm literature has focused 

on the role of states in articulating norms, aside from that of individuals and non-state actors (Florini, 

1996). Norms can not only be reproduced by powerful states, but also by small states that are military 

weak and economically less relevant but nonetheless have a strong social prestige (Ingebritsen, 2002). 

Yet norms that are held by powerful state actors are more easily reproduced through the international 

system due to a number of capacities these states possess in convincing others of the rightness of their 

view (Florini, 1996).  

In constructing their cognitive frames, norm entrepreneurs face external contestation from 

embedded norms and frames that create alternative perceptions of both appropriateness and interest 

(Krook & True, 2010). For example, the international coal lobby has firmly opposed any measures that 

would curtail coal production and consumption. It argues that coal is indispensable in alleviating energy 

poverty and providing a cheap resource for economic development (Milagros, 2016; World Coal 

Association, 2016). Internal contestation can relate to definitional, ideational and organisational 

differences among proponents of the norm. Environmentalists and mining corporations, for example, 

might converge on the broad idea of a moratorium, though the former prefer a permanent stop of coal 

extraction while the latter favour a temporary stop to help the industry survive the current crisis. 

Contestation can ‘prompt debate, denial and tactical concessions on the norm in question’, which 

consequently could result in emergence and advancement of the said norm (Badescu & Weiss, 2010).  

The current ‘anti-coal mining moratorium’ is still in a preliminary articulation phase, in what  is 

coined as the stage of ‘norm emergence’ (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). It is at this stage that the 

construction of norm entrepreneurs’ cognitive frames is most subject to both forms of contestation, since 

it is here that the current ‘standard of appropriateness’, i.e. coal extraction, is challenged. Given the 

contested and precarious nature of this emergent norm, it is important to understand the drivers and 

barriers to introduce coal mining bans. This will allow us to assess whether the moratoria introduced in 

China and the US are likely to ‘stick’ and spread around to other producers, or not. Before attempting 
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to explain the policy divergence, the next section describes and contrasts the coal mining policies in the 

five largest producer countries. 

3. Coal mining policies in key producer states 

This section describes recent evolutions in the coal mining policies of China, the US, Indonesia, 

Australia and India. We do not just describe whether these countries impose a ban on coal mining, but 

also the precise policy measures undertaken and how these are justified. What are the main, self-

proclaimed drivers for their decision (not) to implement a moratorium? Is coal mining policy actually 

framed as a climate issue, or are there other considerations at play? 

3.1. China 

At the end of 2015, the Chinese State Council decided that no new coal mines would be approved 

for at least a three-year period in an attempt to ‘eliminate stockpiles and increase new-energy 

consumption’ (China Daily, 2015). No coal mining areas, coal types, or companies were to be spared, 

thus de facto installing a full moratorium on the approval of any new coal mine (China Daily, 2015).  

On top of the moratorium on approving new mines, China is also planning to close thousands of 

existing coal mines. It has decided that ‘coal mining capacity will be cut by 500 million tonnes over the 

next three to five years by closing small or outdated mines, and by another 500 million tonnes through 

consolidation of smaller and less productive mining companies’ (Greenpeace Energydesk, 2016a; 

Bloomberg, 2016). Further, the government also attempts to push coal prices higher by forcing all major 

coal mines to cut allowed days of operation by 16% — to 276 per year (Greenpeace Energydesk, 2016d). 

These measures were crafted to address the overcapacity in the Chinese coal sector, which has built up 

since 2012 and is estimated to be in the order of 1,500 million tonnes per year (Greenpeace Energydesk, 

2016a; Cornot-Gandolphe, 2014). 

The Chinese moratorium is accompanied by a set of flanking measures to alleviate possible 

negative consequences. According to the minister for human resources and social security, a total of 1.3 

million workers in the coal sector could lose jobs (Reuters, 2016a) and Chinese coal workers have 

already taken the streets to protest against Beijing’s plan for downsizing the coal sector (Financial 

Times, 2016). In April 2016, the Chinese government therefore announced a cross-sectorial general plan 

to help laid off labourers: redundant workers will receive financial concessions, relocation support will 

be offered to new-technology firms hiring former miners, a ‘back-to-work programme’ with career 

advice is organised, and local authorities are urged to enhance trans-regional cooperation to relocate 

people to regions with more employment opportunities. In the coming three years, the central 

government reserved 30 billion yuan ($4.57 billion) to support the relocation, according to a report 

issued by the Chinese economic planner (China Daily, 2016).  
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Another implication of overcapacity is that the National Energy Agency (NEA) in April 2016, 

introduced a new policy instrument, dubbed the ‘traffic light policy’, signalling which provinces should 

be allowed to build new coal-fired power plants. 28 out of 31 Chinese mainland provinces received a 

red light, meaning that these should suspend approvals for new coal plants. A month before, the NEA 

had already ordered 13 provincial governments to stop issuing approvals for new coal-fired power plants 

until the end of 2017 and had told 15 provinces to stop building new coal power plants that had already 

been approved (Greenpeace Energydesk, 2016b). 

The  3-year pause on coal mining permissions is mainly framed as an industrial policy that must 

help the coal sector through a protracted period of overcapacity (China Daily, 2015). The NEA explicitly 

framed the moratorium as a means ‘to eliminate stockpiles and increase new-energy consumption’ 

(China Daily, 2015). This crisis in the coal sector is due to the country’s slowing GDP growth, a shift 

away from heavy industry, rapid expansion of clean energy and slowed demand-growth for coal-fired 

power generated since 2012, as well as an overall fall in coal consumption since 2014 (Green & Stern, 

2016; Greenpeace Energydesk, 2016c; Qi, et al., 2016). Recent reports note the success of the excess 

capacity cuts, with stockpiles dropping, coal prices surging and Chinese coal imports -cautiously- on 

the rise again (Reuters, 2016b; Xinhua, 2016). 

Yet, economic restructuring is not the only argument for reform. The environmental argument 

indirectly played a role as well. Coal, accounting for 64% in the country’s energy mix, is the single most 

important source of air pollution in China (GBD MAPS Working Group, 2016; Qi, et al., 2016). China 

simultaneously plans to shift away from coal consumption to cleaner energy as part of the government’s 

overall plan to use green energy (China Daily, 2015). China’s intended nationally determined 

contribution (INDC) includes a new target to reduce its carbon intensity by 60-65% of 2005 levels by 

2030. China also says it will get 20% of its energy in 2030 from low-carbon sources (CarbonBrief, 2016; 

The White House Office of the Press Secretary, 2014). All these measures have affected the coal industry 

heavily, resulting in the said overcapacity (Qi, et al., 2016). 

3.1. The US 

The second largest coal producer, the US, has also issued a temporary pause in coal mining 

approvals in early 2016. Yet, the US moratorium differs in stringency, timing and flanking measures 

from the Chinese one. The trigger for the moratorium was a report by the US Department of the Interior 

(DOI), which has jurisdiction over the nation’s public lands. The report said that, ‘despite rules adopted 

in the 1980s devised to ensure competition, more than 80% of coal lease sales in the past 20 years had 

received only one bid’ (The New York Times, 2013). After a series of listening sessions organised in 

2015, Secretary of the Interior, Sally Jewell, ordered a programmatic review of the federal coal lease 

programme (PEIS) in January 2016, which will likely take 3 years to complete. During this period, no 

new coal leases for federal lands will be issued. 
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The moratorium is largely symbolic, though. Mining on private lands, which account for 

approximately 59% of coal production in the US, is not affected by this moratorium. Moreover, the 

pause also does not apply to existing coal production activities on federal land. Further exceptions have 

been made to the pause, including for metallurgical coal, small lease modifications, and emergency 

modifications (Secretary of the Interior, 2016). The exception for metallurgical coal mining is allowed 

since it is produced in far fewer mines and in much smaller amounts than thermal coal and production 

levels for this resource, should a pause be issued, would not suffice to keep up with demand from the 

steel-producing industry (Secretary of the Interior, 2016). 

This moratorium was not introduced out of thin air. As soon as Secretary Jewell took office in 

2013, she was urged by a consortium of organisations from civil society to install ‘an immediate 

moratorium on new coal leasing in the Powder River Basin and [start] a comprehensive review of the 

federal coal leasing programme’ (Greenpeace, 2013). At that point, the non-competitive nature of the 

federal leasing programme was already being reviewed by the Interior Department’s inspector general 

and was the subject of an audit by the Government Accountability Office. In a 2012 report by the 

Cleveland-based Institute for Energy Economics and Financial Analysis (Sanzillo, 2012) the programme 

was already criticised for auctioning coal mining rights to a single bidder, which reportedly had cost 

taxpayers as much as $28.9 billion since the last programmatic review took place in the 1980s (The 

Washington Post, 2012). 

The DOI’s decision is also framed differently than the Chinese one. The current PEIS, and its 

consequential moratorium, came about as a result from three main concerns that were raised by the 

industry, civil society, as well as other public and private stakeholders: 1) fair return on public coal 

resources for American taxpayers; 2) The Federal Administration’s conflicting coal and climate policies, 

including price adjustments based on externalities; 3) Structure of the lease programme in light of 

current market conditions, including how the public programme influences coal markets and coal-

dependent communities (Secretary of the Interior, 2016). In other words, the framing of the PEIS’ 

objectives mainly revolves around fiscal justice, industrial policy and economic competitiveness, 

climate change, environmental concerns, and public health consequences. 

3.3. Indonesia 

Indonesia, the fifth-largest producer and second largest coal exporter in the world has also 

announced plans to implement a moratorium on new coal mining permissions. The country plays a 

particularly important exporting role as a regional supplier to Asian markets. Yet, declining international 

coal prices since 2011 and the drop in global demand, predominantly from China, have negatively 

impacted Indonesia's coal production and revenues since 2013 (EIA, 2015). In April 2016, President 

Widodo stated that the government was ‘preparing a moratorium on palm oil and mining areas’ (The 

Jakarta Post, 2016). In August 2016 this commitment was reiterated. More specifics regarding when, 
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how long and to which types of coal mining this would apply are lacking at this point (Indonesia 

Investments, 2016).  

President Widodo repeatedly pointed at the need to ‘enhance and ensure protection of the 

environment so that future generations can enjoy the beauty and benefits of the rich environment’ 

(Indonesia Investments, 2016; The Jakarta Post, 2016). The moratorium was also announced in the wake 

of the severe forest fires that held the country in a grip between June and October 2015, resulting in a 

toxic haze that spread to other parts of Southeast Asia. This lead to international criticism on the 

country’s (lack of) environmental policies and the devastating effects of forest fires on the global climate 

(World Resources Institute, 2015). Furthermore, the moratorium could also block mining companies’ 

ambitions to purchase new concessions for a relatively cheap price (with current low market prices for 

coal) and would allow for a comprehensive review of the leasing and concession programme that is 

currently under scrutiny (Indonesia Investments, 2016).  

3.4. Australia 

Australia, the largest coal exporter in the world, is against a moratorium, despite multiple calls 

from civil society (The Guardian, 2015b). The conservative Australian prime minister, Malcolm 

Turnbull, in a response to the ‘No new coal mines’ campaign launched by the Australia Institute (AUI), 

and an open letter by prominent Australians, stated that ‘[an export moratorium] would make not the 

blindest bit of difference to global emissions, because importers would buy it from elsewhere’ (The 

Guardian, 2015b). However, Mr Turnbull cunningly shifted the discussion away from a global 

moratorium on coal mining, for which the AUI was arguing, towards one on Australia’s coal export. 

The Australian government argues that its coal exports are critical in alleviating hunger and 

‘promoting prosperity around the world’. In the midst of discussions around the approval of the planned 

Adani Carmichael mine in Queensland, the Minister for the Environment, Josh Frydenberg, emphasised 

that there is a ‘strong moral case for coal’. He considers it a detrimental resource to provide universal 

energy access, as envisaged by the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. Furthermore, Frydenberg and 

the Queensland government stress that project such as the Carmichael mine are important because they 

would ‘create thousands of jobs and it will see billions of dollars invested into those regional economies 

(The Guardian, 2015a). The framing around Australia’s continued support for coal mining is thus based 

on a moral obligation to provide ‘clean coal’ to large importers and energy-poor nations such as India, 

and as an economic necessity to provide jobs and sustained economic growth (Lucas, 2016; Baer, 2016). 

3.5. India 

Similarly to Australia, India has so far shown no interest in issuing a coal moratorium, since it 

plans to rely heavily on this resource to provide universal access to electricity in the country by 2022. 

The plans for rapidly developing renewable energy do not signal a move away from coal; quite the 
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contrary, the Government has announced plans to almost double its coal output to one billion tonnes by 

2020 (Office of the Chief Economist, 2015).  

The Indian government, mostly through its Ministry for Coal, is a strong advocate for coal. 

Driven by the rising population, expanding economy and need for energy access, energy usage in India 

is expected to rise. Considering the limited reserves of petroleum and natural gas, eco-conservation 

restrictions on hydroelectric projects and geo-political perception of nuclear power, ‘coal will continue 

to occupy centre-stage of India 's energy scenario’ (Ministry of Coal, 2013). India is very reluctant to 

shift away from coal as it frames it as the cheapest, most abundant fuel that can help alleviate energy 

poverty in the country and fuel economic development (Subramanian, 2015). 

Table 2. main coal mining policy orientations and key official arguments of the five selected 

countries 

           

 
China US Indonesia India Australia 

Moratorium in 

place? 

Yes Yes  Announced No  No 

 

Time schedule 

 

2016 – 2019 

2016 – End of 

review period 

(approx. 3 

years) 

Unknown n/a n/a 

Central 

argument 

Cut 

overcapacity 

Fiscal justice Environmental 

preservation 

Meet 

demand of 

national 

economy 

Meet 

(inter)national 

demand 

Environmental  

Argument 

- As a means to 

an end  

stricter 

environmental 

standards to 

fight 

overcapacity  

- Climate 

Change 

- Public 

Health 

- Preservation 

of 

environment 

- forest fires & 

toxic haze  

development 

of 

renewable 

energy 

-Science-

based 

approvals by 

the govt. for 

mining 

projects  

-‘Clean coal’ 

Political 

Economy 

Argument 

- Industrial          

overcapacity 

- Low prices 

- 

Supply/demand 

 

- Public 

revenues: 

concerns 

about fair 

return 

- Current 

market 

conditions & 

changes 

 

- Block 

ambitions of 

mining 

companies to 

buy mines 

amid low coal 

prices 

-Combatting 

energy 

poverty 

- Economic 

development 

- cheapest 

and most 

abundant 

fuel 

-Employment 

- economic 

development 

- key 

industrial 

sector 

 

4. Explaining diverging policies 

In this section we attempt to clarify the diverging policies regarding coal extraction of the five 

major producing countries. As said, understanding the sources of this divergence could go a long way 
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toward helping us gauge whether a new ‘standard of appropriate behaviour’ – or, indeed, an international 

norm – is emerging. In the field of comparative environmental and climate politics, the interplay 

between three main levels of study come to the fore: interests, ideas and institutions (Hall, 1997; Purdon, 

2015; Steinberg & VanDeveer, 2012). 

4.1. Ideas 

The differences in regulation of the upstream coal industry could stem from differences in ideas 

and ideologies. Put simply, it might be easier to impose a moratorium in countries with a dirigiste 

tradition of economic governance, where there is a strong role for centralised economic planning, as 

opposed to countries with a more liberal tradition of unfettered and laissez-faire market capitalism 

(Purdon, 2015). Across the five countries that we studied, there is a large variance in the dominant ideas 

about the appropriate role of the state in governing the economy. 

On the face of it, this explanation seems to work well for the cases of China and Australia. Both 

can be situated at the opposite end of the continuum of economic governance. China, which describes 

itself as a “socialist state” in its constitution, has a long tradition of planning and intervening in the 

regulation of industries. The 1996 Coal Industry Law regulates all coal mining activities, allowing the 

state ownership of the coal resources, even if ownership or right to use of the land which the coal 

resources are attached to, change (Standing Committee of the National People's Congress, 1996). In 

other words, the central government has the only authority to decide how much coal may be produced 

and if a moratorium is necessary. 

Australia, by contrast, strongly adheres to neoliberal capitalist principles, especially under the 

current conservative Turnbull government. Market forces are what should and will, in the future, drive 

coal production (The Guardian, 2015a, 2015b). Moreover, the country’s current Energy and 

Environment minister was previously minister of Resources, Energy and Northern Australia. In that 

capacity he was a strong proponent of coal mining and coal export (The Guardian, 2015). The strongly 

rooted conviction that Australia’s coal export has a moral duty to fulfil also influences the government’s 

coal mining policies.  

Yet, such an economic-ideational explanation seems less applicable to other countries. In the 

US, home of neoliberal capitalism, the state did move to enact a temporary moratorium regarding 

federally-owned lands. Admittedly, the US moratorium is less impressive than the Chinese one. India 

and Indonesia have both mixed economic systems and have both adopted different coal mining policies. 

With India, similar to Australia, also referring to the ideational morality of alleviating energy poverty 

and providing universal energy access for its population. 

4.2. Institutions 
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The policy divergences might also stem from differences in domestic political institutions, or 

the organisational structures of the political economy. The openness of a political system toward 

particular interests, for example, might be an important factor, one that could mediate the impact of 

advocacy and lobbying.  

China has a one-party political system. While the ruling party is not immune for pressures 

emanating from society, it is fair to say that the country’s polity is more closed compared to democratic 

societies to such pressures. This might explain why the government could push forward its plans to 

restructure the coal industry, defying protests and manifestations from the many mine workers who are 

about to lose their jobs as a result of the government’s policies (Financial Times, 2016).  

What is striking about the US’ institutional structure, is that it is not the Department of Energy 

which has implemented the moratorium but rather the DOI and its affiliate, the Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM). The reason is that the DOI has authority over federal, public lands, accounting for 

41% of the countries’ total coal production. This might explain why the moratorium has been framed 

more in terms of fiscal justice and competitiveness, rather than in energy or environmental terms. The 

US’ institutional set-up also explains the limited reach of the moratorium. Although a broad collection 

of federal, state and tribal laws govern the mining and use of coal in the US, the federal government 

does not have the capacity to enforce the moratorium, since it falls outside the scope of the federal coal 

lease programme (American Coal Foundation, 2016).  

In Indonesia all coal mining activities require approval and permission by the government. 

Permits are only issued by the government, yet may be granted to private companies (PWC, 2016). The 

government therefore has significant decision-making power at its disposal. Yet, the lack of central-

institutional control due to recent decentralisation processes also allows for local authorities to be bribed 

into issuing mining permits, possibly complicating the implementation of a moratorium.  

India is quite unique in terms of institutions. It has a Ministry of Coal, the only one of its kind 

of the five countries, which aims at ‘augmenting production through government companies […]’ 

(Ministry of Coal, 2013). With such a dedicated ministry attempting to shape the nation’s energy 

landscape, coal has significant impact on India’s political economy (Lahiri-Dutt, 2016), and it may make 

the government more vulnerable to regulatory capture (Stigler, 1971). The ministry, in cooperation with 

the state-owned enterprise Coal India Ltd (CIL), which contributes about 81% of total national coal 

production, set production targets for the industry, reflecting its large impact on India’s political 

economy (Lahiri-Dutt, 2016). 

4.3. Interests 

In the US, the process in the lead up to the moratorium seems to have been very much steered 

bottom-up, following calls from principal actors of civil society, the industry and other stakeholders to 
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review the existing coal leasing programme. Their concerns relate to the existing real, material interests 

these actors have incorporated.  The democratic openness of the government as a mediator for criticism 

from other institutions in society is therefore an important explanatory factor for why the moratorium 

came into being. As noted, this is quite contrary to the Chinese moratorium, since the pause on opening 

new mines was very much top-down driven, mainly as an industrial measure to counter oversupply. 

Bottom-up interests here are of no significance for governmental decisions..  

China mentioned reducing coal consumption in its INDC, while the US did not. Although it can 

be assumed that the Paris Agreement played a role given that both moratoria were announced within a 

month after the Paris deal was agreed upon. It remains a puzzling question whether the respective 

moratoria were communicated beforehand between US and China. 

Indonesia’s announcement is quite particular since it is currently the world’s second largest coal 

exporter. However, it does follow from a moratorium announced in April this year on palm oil 

concessions. A major event that triggered environmental awareness within the current government were 

the forest fires subsequent toxic haze that covered large parts of Southeast Asia. Such a ‘focusing event’ 

might have made the government more responsive to the wider public interest and the demand for 

environmental and health regulation, and less responsive to industry demands to help coal companies 

whether the storm. The practice of bribery of local authorities can also form a stumbling block for the 

central government to issue a moratorium, since it would against the interests of local bureaucrats.  

Australia is the country that has probably seen the most vocal and organised campaign in favour 

of a moratorium (the ‘No New Coal Mines’ campaign), yet it has not implemented one. The 

government’s continued opposition to a mining moratorium mainly stems from a focus on coal as an 

export commodity. The Australian coal industry continues to benefit from the lack of alternatives to 

metallurgical coal for global steel production, and the world’s ongoing reliance on coal for 40% of 

electricity (Lucas, 2016; IEA, 2015). Coal accounted for almost 13% of Australia’s total goods and 

services exports in 2012-13, down from 15% in 2011-12, but still making coal the nation’s second largest 

export earner after iron ore (Minerals Council of Australia, 2016). The coal mining also sector employs 

only about 54,900 people, less than 0.5% of total Australian workforce (The Australia Institute, sd). 

Moreover, because the sector is mostly foreign-owned, 83% of the industry’s operating profits went 

overseas to foreign investors (Lucas, 2016). In its 2015 Energy White Paper, the government insisted 

on augmenting coal exports since it ‘will deliver more jobs, higher incomes and a higher standard of 

living for all Australians’ (Department of Industry and Science, 2015). Initiatives such as the AUI’s 

‘Now New Coal Mines’ campaign are eagerly swept under the carpet by the government (The Guardian, 

2015b).  

As noted above, India is ramping up its coal production levels to meet domestic demand for 

economic development and alleviation of energy poverty. India has absolutely no incentive (neither 



12 
 

bottom-up, nor top-down) to shift away from coal as primary energy resource. Economic and 

development interests seem decisive in the country’s decision-making on coal mining (Lahiri-Dutt, 

2016).  

5. Conclusions 

Addressing fossil-fuel supply as an effective climate policy measure has so far largely been 

ignored and has only recently started attracting attention (Lazarus, et al., 2015). This paper attempted to 

shed a light on the ideas, institutions and interests that underpin diverging coal mining policies, as a 

normative, supply-side tactic in climate policies of the five largest coal producing countries in the world.  

 We have shown that diverging policy outputs are shaped by diverse, and sometimes even 

colliding national concerns. While Australia and India firmly oppose a moratorium largely out of 

economic concerns, Indonesia announced one for environmental reasons, and the US and China each 

adopted 3-year moratoria based on multiple arguments. This discussion amongst the five states 

epitomizes the external contestation that a norm can be subject to. The emerging coal mining moratorium 

norm is currently still being opposed by a firmly embedded belief system, among certain states, that coal 

is an economic and moral necessity in today’s world.  

Even more surprisingly, countries that have adopted moratoria on new coal mines or federal leasing 

restrictions, i.e. similar outcomes, have not necessarily done so because they are driven by converging 

ideas, interests or institutions but rather because they follow different argumentation(s). China, for 

example, has implemented its moratorium and related flanking measures as industrial policies to combat 

growing overcapacity, whilst the US’ lease restrictions are part of a programmatic review mainly 

regarding fiscal justice of existing leasing programme. It remains to be seen whether Indonesia will 

actually proceed with its announced moratorium. These discussions, different decision-making 

processes and outcomes reflect the internal contestation a norm can face whilst being formulated and 

dispersed through the international system.  

In other words, although countries may have converging outcomes, the features and underlying 

mechanisms, as well as drivers (not) to reform can differentiate substantially. Moreover, it remains 

unclear whether certain standing policies currently exist in their definitive form. According to the 

rationale behind each country’s decision (not) to implement coal mining restrictions, outcomes might 

still change in the foreseeable future (e.g. China’s overcapacity dealt with). This means the emerging 

norm can ‘backslide’ or ‘fade away’ due to changing preferences of interest groups, altered beliefs or a 

restrictive institutional architecture.  

At this stage it is difficult to assess whether a global moratorium on coal mining, as an international 

norm, is readily cascading through the international system, being internalised by a ‘critical mass’ of 

states, given the severe internal and external contestation. The interests of the five main producers are 
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very far apart, depending on the significance of the coal industry within the country’s political economy, 

the role of civil society, and their respective means to influence government decisions. The political 

institutional character of a country influences decision-making on coal mining as well, just as ideational 

concerns on how the state-market nexus should be constituted.  

So far it has become clear that the role of the state should no longer be underestimated when addressing 

supply-side climate policy measures. Despite the existing scholarly and focus on existing global 

governance structures and other international platforms, (sub-)national levels of decision-making remain 

central in determining climate change mitigation strategies. With the recent turn towards ‘pledge and 

review’ framework of INDCs within the UNFCCC, national climate policies are at the centre stage of 

climate politics once again.  
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