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Designing a fair coal phase-out strategy in Mexico is one of the most urgent measures to 
address the climate emergency and to ensure an energy transition under a perspective of 
justice, human rights, and gender equality. However, clear policy actions for a fair coal 
phase-out are not yet part of the public agenda. This policy paper points out the serious 
social, environmental, and human rights implications of the coal industry in the most 
important coal region of the country, the state of Coahuila. It also outlines several key 
elements for designing a fair coal phase-out plan with focus on community, dialogue, and 
participation. To this end, political, regulatory, and cultural barriers need to be overcome in 
Mexico.
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Sobre este documento:

R Electrification of transport is key to dramatically reducing transport emissions 

R Hydrogen could feature as the primary fuel for long distance heavy vehicles 

R Modal shifting and Transit Oriented Development are crucial to a resource e�cient 
transportation system but requires co-coordination between the multiple tiers of 
government streamlining legislative frameworks for e�ective integrated land and 
transport planning

R A low carbon transport transition will require decarbonisation of aviation (and 
maritime) transport fuels: the domestic synfuel complex could be repurposed for 
this role.

R A low carbon transport transition will require decarbonisation of the power sector 

R A just transition requires policies that address disruptions in the existing (fossil) 
liquid–fuels supply chain and in particular the linked chemicals sector.

R The Green Transport Strategy should outline a coherent approach to address 
climate change in the context of SA’s commitment to the Paris Accord
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ENERGY TRANSITION IN MEXICO:
A FAIR COAL PHASE-OUT FOR A PARIS COMPATIBLE 
SCENARIO IN MEXICO



Compared with the experience from South Africa, 
Germany, and other G20 countries, which have a long 
trajectory studying the social, environmental, and 
economic implications around coal and the pathways 
for a just transition, there is still a considerable 
knowledge and action gap in Mexico regarding a fair 
coal phase-out. Therefore, this policy paper aims to 
inform decision-makers on the importance of 
developing a plan for a fair coal phase-out and 
substitution plan with renewable energy sources. 

In addition to its high contribution to greenhouse gas emissions, 
coal mining has severe social and environmental implications. 

The �rst chapter points out the importance of accelerating the 
global coal phase-out (CPO) to keep the earth's temperature 
increase below 1.5°C, especially in those economies that still rely 
on coal to generate electricity. It also highlights Mexico’s 
insu�cient action to tackle the global climate crisis and the 
energy and climate policy setbacks.

The second chapter focuses on the socio-environmental 
impacts of the coal industry in Mexico and highlights the very 
serious human rights violations resulting from coal mining. It looks 
into recent analyses of pollution and degradation of natural 
resources in Coahuila’s coal region, emphasizes the severe health 
impacts on the population living near the coal mines, and points 
out the human rights violations caused by the working conditions 
in the mines. In addition, this section exposes the environmental 
and human rights impacts of air, water, and soil pollution, 
displacement and forced resettlement of populations, loss of 
territory, and access to land, among others.

The third chapter outlines the elements necessary to 
implement a plan that ensures the exit of coal under a climate 
justice and human rights approach. This section also contains the 
public policy principles regarding coal phase-out and emphasizes 
the importance of having a social justice approach to energy 
policy planning and decision-making. Finally, it integrates lessons 
learned from other organizations that have worked in the defense 
and protection of human rights in the regions most a�ected by 
the coal industry in Mexico.

The fourth chapter describes some of the main challenges a fair 
transition away from coal faces, such as political interests, lack of 
information, and economic dependency. It also explores the 
opportunities that the local communities and the national 
context have created to enhance the public debate around the 
subject. 
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INTRODUCTION

1. A FAIR COAL PHASE}OUT IN A PARIS
COMPATIBLE SCENARIO

 R A Fair Coal Phase-Out for a Paris 
Compatible Scenario in Mexico

i.
 

Methane gas (CH4) is a short-lived climate pollutant with a global warming potential approximately 25 times greater than CO2 in a 100-year scenario.

The �nal section remarks that coal and its phase-out have not 
received enough political attention in Mexico. It ends by highligh-
ting the most relevant challenges (cultural, social, political, 
economic, and regulatory) for implementing a CPO pathway 
from a bottom-up perspective and under a just energy transition 
approach as part of the domestic agenda.

The Paris Agreement, signed in 2015 and rati�ed by Mexico in 
2016, is centered on three long-term goals. First, keeping the 
global average temperature increase below 2°C and ideally below 
1.5°C above pre-industrial levels. Second, increasing adaptive 
capacity to the adverse e�ects of climate change and promoting 
resilience. Third, increasing �nancial �ows to achieve resilient, low 
greenhouse gas emission development. It also highlights the 
importance of a just transition and climate justice while taking 
action to ful�ll its ambitions. 

Substituting coal from the global energy mix is a crucial step to 
accomplish the long-term goals outlined in the Paris Agreement 
and reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Coal is one of the most 
polluting fossil fuels for power generation, as it contributes to 
roughly 39% of global CO2 emissions from electricity generation 
(Friedlingstein, 2020). Furthermore, coal mining represents 11% 
of global methane  emissions (Kholod et al., 2020). Therefore, a 
coal phase-out is key for achieving the emissions scenario 
outlined in the Paris Agreement, which requires global methane 
emissions to drop 35% by 2050 and CO2 emissions to decrease 
45% by 2030 and reach net-zero emissions by 2050 (IPCC, 2018).

The G20 consumes and exports the world’s largest amount of 
coal, as this fossil fuel maintains a signi�cant share of their 
electricity generation (CT, 2020). Only �ve G20 countries have 
established dates for coal substitution2, and thirteen nations have 
de�ned limits on coal �nancing as part of their domestic and 
international policy (CT, 2020a). However, the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) member 
countries have increased coal power generation by 11% from 
January 2020 to January 2021 (IEA, 2021). This is a signi�cant 
challenge considering that being on track with the Paris 
Agreement goals implies that all countries should be substituting 
coal from their energy matrix by 2030 (UNEP, 2020).

COAL PHASE-OUT IN MEXICO

Canada, France, Germany, Italy, and the UK have set coal phase-out targets. Brazil, the EU, and China have policies to reduce coal consumption. For further information please visit: 
https://www.climate-transparency.org/g20-climate-performance/the-climate-transparency-report-2020

ii.



 R A Fair Coal Phase-Out for a Paris 
Compatible Scenario in Mexico

Climate action is particularly critical in the post-pandemic context. 
By the end of the year 2020, CO2 emissions in the G20 economies 
fell 7.5% compared to 2019, and a 4% to 9% reduction was 
registered worldwide (CT, 2020a). Nonetheless, the global 
emissions decline seems short-lived based on the current upward 
trends in the oil sector, coal extraction, and power generation in 
the United States and Southeast Asia (IEA, 2021a; IEA, 2021b). In 
addition, countries such as Canada, the UK, France, and Germany 
have �scal stimuli that are coherent with a path to a green 
recovery, yet the remaining G20 countries, including Mexico, 
support polluting industries, such as coal mining, or lack robust 
climate change criteria (CT, 2020b).

page 4/15COAL PHASE-OUT IN MEXICO

To comply with the provisions of the Paris Agreement’s, Mexico 
and all other countries must immediately curb their greenhouse 
gas emissions, reach peak emissions within this decade and 
initiate accelerated decarbonisation in all relevant sectors. 
Nonetheless, despite international commitments and domestic 
climate goals, Mexico has not established any coal phase-out 
strategy. 

The federal government is committing to fossil fuels and 
strengthening the coal industry (CFE, 2021; PEMEX, 2021). Over 
two-thirds (71%) of national emissions come from the energy 
sector, and one �fth (20.3%) of the emissions from the energy 
sector  come from electricity generation (INECC, 2018). While coal 
power plants only generate around 10% of the country’s 
electricity, they represent 22% of the sector emissions (INECC, 
2018). Therefore, substituting coal power generation should be a 
top priority of the Mexican government to contribute to its 
domestic climate goals and international e�orts to avoid the 
severe impacts of climate change.
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2. SOCIO}ENVIRONMENTAL
IMPACTS OF THE COAL INDUSTRY

  

Both the Climate Change General Law and the Energy Transition 
Law set the target of a minimum share of clean energy in 
electricity generation at 25% by 2018, 30% by 2021, and 35% by 
2024 (Ley de Transición Energética, 2015). Still, there are 
numerous inconsistencies and contradictory measures within the 
policy framework for decarbonizing the energy sector. For 
instance, in Mexico, the share of renewables in electricity 
generation is among the lowest of the G20, as it increased by only 
3% between 2014-2019 compared to the 20% average increase 
for G20 countries. Consequently, fossil fuels still account for 89% 
of Mexico's primary energy supply, one of the highest among G20 
economies (CT, 2020b).

Aligning national e�orts to global climate goals requires 
transformational changes within the next few years, such as 
transitioning away from coal and heavy oil in power generation. 
According to an assessment by ICM, Carbon Trust, and WRI 
(2019), aligning emissions to the 6.8GtCO2e sectoral budget for a 
1.5°C pathway requires a complete phase-out of coal-�red power 
generation by 2030. In addition, the decarbonization of the 
energy sector requires a robust political framework and a 
consistent plan to include net-zero emission technologies such 
as renewables for power generation. 

Moreover, Mexico has been a member of the Powering Past Coal 
Alliance (PPCA) since 2017, where it committed to "achieve a 
sustainable and inclusive phase-out of traditional coal-�red 
power plants and work on a plan for the substitution of electricity 
by renewable energy and the adaptation of electricity 
infrastructure" by 2030 (PPCA, 2017). Nevertheless, the Mexican 
government has not designed a single plan or program to phase 
out or replace its 5,378 MW of coal power installed capacity, with 
two power plants located in the northern state of Coahuila and 
one in the southern state of Guerrero. On the contrary, the federal 
government even announced its commitment to buy more coal, 
modernize existing power plants, and create a new coal-�red 
power plant with a capacity of 1,400 MW (Climate Scorecard, 
2019).

If Mexico aims to comply with its climate change commitments, 
the Federal Electricity Commission (CFE, for its Spanish acronym) 
needs to retire its coal power plants as soon as possible and 
implement a socially inclusive, participatory, and just coal 
phase-out pathway considering its economic, social and 
environmental impacts. The actions taken in this sector could 
contribute to the climate change mitigation agenda and provide 
signi�cant economic, environmental and human health bene�ts.

Climate change contribution is not the only impact from the coal 
industry. Mexico’s government needs to protect and guarantee 
the human right to a healthy environment and public health. 
Therefore, acting on coal means protecting its population from 
the profound social, environmental, and health impacts of coal 
power generation.

In Mexico, the coal industry is linked to substantial negative 
environmental, health, and social impacts. Furthermore, there are 
documented violations of human rights associated with the 
working conditions and health of miners, as well as vulnerable 
communities’ access to a clean environment. From mining to 
coal burning, the economic chain of coal power generation has 
been the subject of public discussion due to constant claims of 
human rights abuse, social inequalities, and rugged land and 
water pollution impacts, among others (Martínez et al., 2018).

Coal is one of the most polluting fuels as a source of electricity. 
Burning coal releases various pollutants and toxins into the air, 
such as mercury, lead, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, heavy 
metals, and particulates. These pollutants are linked with various 
impacts on communities' health, such as respiratory diseases, 
cancer, neurological disorders, and brain damage. In addition, 
coal power generation emits ash that accumulates in rivers and 
other surface water bodies, which generates imbalances in 
ecosystems and a�ects the quality of the water used for human 
consumption, thereby a�ecting the human rights to a healthy 
environment, health, water, life, and physical integrity, 
endangering local livelihoods and limiting alternative economic 
activities.

COAL PHASE-OUT IN MEXICO
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According to preliminary studies, pollutant emissions from 
Coahuila’s two power plants expose roughly 800,000 people to 
sulfur dioxide (SO2) concentrations that exceed the World Health 
Organization (WHO) guidelines and 670,000 people to high 
inhalable particulate matter (PM2.5) concentrations (CREA, 2021). 
In addition, emissions combine with toxic depositions of heavy 
metals, such as mercury, carried by coal dust and �y ash. 
Furthermore, the PM2.5 concentrations, due to their diameter, 
a�ect certain population groups such as women and children 
more, as it can cause a decrease in their lung function and lead to 
the development of diseases such as asthma (Ortuza, F., Tornel, C., 
2016). Consequently, around 431 excess deaths are attributable 
to coal burning, particularly related to severe cases of ischemic 
heart diseases or respiratory infections (CREA, 2021).

Mexico’s coal mining is concentrated in Coahuila’s Coal Region 
(99%). Although this industry is closely related to the local 
economy, it also causes signi�cant environmental impacts. Large 
mining companies often operate without Environmental Impact 
Assessments (EIAs) and environmental management practices 
(Martínez et al., 2018). In the last decade, illegal open-pit mining 
has increased in the region, leading to ecosystem fragmentation 
and its impact on biodiversity and natural habitats. Later, these 
extractions are discarded, exposing toxic waste materials which 
leads to water and soil acidi�cation that a�ects both 
groundwaters and social environments. The fundamental right of 
access to clean water is severely impacted by the physical 
alteration of underground and super�cial hydrographic networks 
caused by mineral extraction.

Due to the inhalation of dust and other chemicals, mineworkers 

have a high incidence of lung cancer and other respiratory 
diseases such as asthma, pneumoconiosis, and chronic 
pulmonary obstruction (Iriarte P., Irina T., 2014). Besides, miners 
have a higher occurrence of other forms of cancer—colon, 
leukemia, and kidney—, chronic heart and kidney disease, 
hypertension, and depression. However, health risks are not 
restricted to workers. As a result of water pollution, there is a 
greater risk of low birth weight, congenital disabilities, infants' 
lower cognitive development, and di�erent types of cancer in 
communities adjacent to mines.  Health risks rise signi�cantly 
with the increased intensity of mining activity (Hendryx, M., 2015).

While coal mining in Coahuila generates more than 6,000 direct 
and indirect jobs (Dávila y Valdés, 2021), miners are exposed to 
occupational hazards and human rights violations. Coal mining 
has been associated with human tragedies, such as that of the 
Pasta de Conchos mine (2006), in which 63 miners lost their lives. 
In addition, this industry has been characterized by a lack of 
investment in the safety of its operations. In Coahuila, between 
2006 and 2017, 180 miners lost their lives in work-related 
accidents, and it is estimated that for each death, there were 10 
cases of injured miners and 600 safety incidents (Martínez et al., 
2018). In the most recent accident in Muzquiz, Coahuila in June 
2021, the mine collapsed and left seven miners dead. Moreover, 
in the last two decades, informal employment of miners and job 
insecurity have also grown. Furthermore, the local economic 
bene�ts are limited. The average salary equals two minimum 
wages, and 11,000 homes (21%) have a roof made of metal 
sheets, asbestos, or even cardboard, in a region where 
temperatures reach below zero in the winter, thus illustrating the 
economic inequalities.

COAL PHASE-OUT IN MEXICO
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Chart 1:   Most prevalent negative impacts of coal mining and coal power generation

The dominance of the coal industry limits economic, educational, 
and training alternatives for workers in the region. The region's 
development is intricately linked to the economic �ows of the 
industry, causing mass migration and high unemployment rates 
when coal extraction is low and periods of a more dynamic 
economic activity when more coal is bought and mined. A fair 
coal phase-out needs to consider these dynamics, where the coal 
industry shapes the local economy, employment, land use, and 
health. 
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3. CRITICAL INSIGHTS FOR A FAIR COAL
PHASE}OUT PATHWAY

■

A fair coal phase-out pathway mitigates not only GHG but also 
recognizes and attends to the inequalities created by the 
technology and its transition and delivers social bene�ts at the 
local level. Mexico is highly vulnerable to climate change impacts, 
whose e�ects are particularly severe for low-income and rural 
communities. Building a fair coal phase-out process can reduce 
vulnerability and maximize local bene�ts and opportunities, such 
as adding value to the economic chain, creating job 
opportunities, providing clean energy supplies, reducing energy 
poverty, and promoting gender inclusion. However, a transition 
away from coal under these characteristics requires 
comprehensive planning that considers the many social, 
economic and political challenges.

One aspect to consider during the design of a fair transition away 
from coal is the historical ties of the industry with the 
communities. The state of Coahuila, for instance, concentrates 
48.3% of coal power installed capacity and 99% of the national 
coal extraction. Over 100 years of coal mining activities have 
shaped the cultural identity of the region. Moreover, the two coal 
power plants, Carbon I and II, generate around 7,596 million 
pesos of income �ow and 6,056 jobs in the state (Dávila and 
Ibarra, 2021). Therefore, implementing a coal phase-out without a 

human rights approach and gender perspective and without 
acknowledging the local context and implications might deepen 
social inequalities among di�erent social groups, including 
miners, women, and youth.

Implementing a phase-out with a gender perspective can reduce 
the existing gender inequalities in the region. For example, coal 
mining has been an activity dominated mainly by men, which 
increases women's economic dependence and an unequal 
distribution of women's participation in the local economy. 
According to locals, women are usually only seen as the widows 
or mothers of miners.

Additional to the technical dimension, a fair transition should be 
framed under the following dimensions:

COAL PHASE-OUT IN MEXICO

1. Political dimension: build a robust governance structure
based on transparency, enabling access to reliable
information, inclusive participation, open dialogues among
decision-makers and social groups, promoting consistent
commitments with climate goals and social needs, as well as
accountability mechanisms.

 R A Fair Coal Phase-Out for a Paris 
Compatible Scenario in Mexico
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The following orientations are critical for driving a fair CPO process:
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Assessments:

2. Social dimension: use a bottom-up inclusive approach with 
a fair distribution of costs and bene�ts that guarantees human 
rights, mitigating the industry’s social and environmental
impacts, working toward long-lasting, environmental, and
socially sustainable solutions.

Develop social, cultural, and economic impacts assessments of a transition away from coal. This process 
must guarantee the participation of local populations to address their needs and concerns. 
Explicitly and clearly incorporate the imperative of justice, gender perspective and a human rights approach 
from the design phase onwards.

Open the dialogue:

Build a broad dialogue and consultation process with all potential stakeholders, sponsored by national and 
local authorities, focusing on historically excluded sectors such as women, youth, and seniors. This dialogue 
must take part early in the decision-making process, and it must have the power to in�uence the design and 
implementation of every stage of the pathway.

Transparency:

De�ne, create and strengthen transparency and accountability mechanisms as cross-cutting approaches 
throughout the pathway.
Establish the necessary mechanisms to secure free and informed participation in decision-making 
processes.
Guarantee access to clear, timely, reliable, and consistent data regarding health impacts and transition 
costs, among others.
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Addressing injustices:

Implement mitigation and adaptation strategies to address and remedy previous environmental and 
health impacts caused by the industry.
Establish compensation mechanisms for environmental and social impacts. 
Implement robust and independent assessment and monitoring mechanisms of the positive and negative 
outcomes of the transition.

Generating alternatives:
Guarantee investment in clean alternatives and suspend future investment for any coal-related project.
Establish tax incentives for clean technologies and social enterprises in the region to create job 
opportunities, local development, and environmental services.
Pursue the creation of enough quality jobs in clean alternatives and training programs directed toward the 
impacted workforce, according to their own determination for their future. 
Foster strategies to reduce energy intensity and consumption and increase the e�ciency of the local 
economy.

Guaranteeing resources: 

Incorporation of provisions in local and federal regulation to guarantee resource availability and process 
evaluation. 
Review how budget decisions are made and ensure they are based on climate change criteria. For example, 
guarantee the long-term allocation of resources necessary for the retirement of power plants, renewable 
energies incentives, secure early retirement funds, training programs in green jobs, monitoring and evaluation 
of programs, among others. 

A
ct

io
ns

 to
 g

ua
ra

nt
ee

 lo
ng

-t
er

m
 

re
su

lt
s 

COAL PHASE-OUT IN MEXICO

 R A Fair Coal Phase-Out for a Paris 
Compatible Scenario in Mexico



page 10 /15

4. CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

A fair energy transition must guarantee and safeguard human 
rights, including work, health, participation, and access to a clean 
environment. In addition, a transition means a widespread 
economic restructuring and diversi�cation, and as such, it is the 
opportunity for every stakeholder to address, attend and remedy 
the present and future impacts of the coal industry through a 
democratic, inclusive, and transparent process. 

Substituting coal in a coal-dependent region faces numerous 
challenges, from energy policies and political interests to 
economic diversi�cation and information. However, coal 
phase-out also opens a wide range of opportunities. Other 
countries' experiences implementing a fair coal phase-out 
pathway prove that implementing a just transition allows 
communities to build a sustainable future through dialogue and 
participation. Moreover, accelerating the participation of clean 
and fair power alternatives could reduce health impacts by 
improving air and water quality and addressing historical 
inequalities, including land access and labor rights. It is crucial to 
consider the challenges associated with the implementation of a 
fair coal phase-out pathway to ensure long-lasting bene�ts in the 
socio-environmental and economic spheres.

Mexico's current energy policies pose a signi�cant challenge. 
Historically, Mexico has linked energy sovereignty to the use and 
exploitation of fossil fuels. Federal policies favor the use of fossil 
fuels in the power sector, with coal and fuel oil standing out. For 
example, during the �rst year of President López's administration 
(2019), about 9 out of every 10 pesos allocated to the energy 

sector were assigned to strengthen state-owned companies to 
increase oil production. Only the remaining 8% of the sector's 
budget supported institutions that promote clean energy, such 
as the National Commission for the E�cient Use of Energy 
(CONUEE), the National Institute of Electricity and Clean Energy, 
and the National Institute of Nuclear Research (PEF, 2019).

Several initiatives promoted by the president have targeted the 
2013 Energy Reform secondary laws impacting clean energy 
transition goals and renewable energy projects. Proposed 
changes to the Electric Industry Law (LIE) and proposed electricity 
reform mainly seek to modify the energy dispatch rules to 
prioritize CFE power plants (Presidencia de la República, 2021). 
These actions represent a challenge to the development of and 
investment in community, small-scale, and privately-owned 
renewable energies, a�ecting the region’s ability to generate 
clean energy alternatives to coal.

 R A Fair Coal Phase-Out for a Paris 
Compatible Scenario in Mexico
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Another challenge is that a fair transition is not part of the political 
debate, and therefore, it is not part of the government’s priorities. 
However, in recent years, climate change e�ects (such as 
heatwaves, �oods, and other extreme weather events) and local 
impacts derived from coal have increased public awareness 
towards the urgency of a transition away from coal within certain 
groups in the Coahuila region. For instance, collectives 
representing miners' rights asking for a just transition have 
emerged, making their voices heard and asking for appropriate 
and practical solutions. 

Locally, mining communities face the challenge of agreeing on 
the alternatives for economic diversi�cation. With few 
alternatives, most solutions proposed by power groups are 
carbon and energy-intensive activities such as steel production or 
environmentally unacceptable options such as fracking. 
Moreover, local moguls and entrepreneurs who bene�t from the 
coal industry are pressuring the communities to support 
additional mining activities and economic development linked to 
the coal value chain. Recently, local populations have pushed for 
the creation of local economic value chains and community ties 
through grassroots initiatives such as urban gardens, organic 
greenhouses, sustainable tourism, among others. 

For both policymakers and communities, access to information 
has been a primary challenge in the coal industry. In order to have 

a fair transition, it is essential to narrow the information gaps 
concerning the coal industry, including its impacts, activities, 
contracts, localized data, and stakeholders involved. Several 
NGOs and communities have emphatically pushed for more 
transparency in the coal and mining industry in general. 

In addition, international instruments such as the Regional 
Agreement on Access to Information, Public Participation and 
Justice in Environmental Matters in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (known as the Escazú Agreement) aims to guarantee 
the right of access to information about the environment, public 
participation in environmental decision-making and 
environmental justice. By ratifying this agreement, Mexico 
committed to guaranteeing those conditions, and, if properly 
implemented, can be used as tools to overcome this challenge.

This chapter underpins that a fair transition away from coal faces 
many challenges at the national and local levels. Moreover, each 
of the challenges is linked to opportunities to drive coal away 
from the region. Recent data shows that coal extraction and 
burning have declined in Mexico’s coal region. There is a historic 
opportunity to make Coahuila a region free from coal power 
generation.
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5. CONCLUSION

As the Paris Agreement and the Powering Past Coal Alliance 
deadlines approach, the social, economic, and environmental 
implications of climate change continue to worsen. Although 
countries worldwide have expressed their interest in achieving 
carbon-neutrality through renewable energy goals, nature-based 
solutions, climate �nance, among other measures, the de�nition 
and implementation of a fair coal phase-out plan is not part of the 
political discussion in all countries. 

In 2017, the launch of the Powering Past Coal Alliance answered 
the social demands and science behind a cleaner energy future. It 
provided an opportunity to direct governments' attention 
toward phasing out coal because of the industry's 
socio-environmental implications and its importance for their 
domestic climate agendas. However, a transition away from coal 
revealed more complex realities than initially planned: most of 
the regions dependent on coal have deep cultural and economic 
ties with this fossil fuel as it is a source of employment, income, 
and therefore the economic livelihood of families. As a result, 
people and governments in several coal regions worldwide 
closed ranks against a transition without proper compensations 
and alternatives. The Solidarity and Just Transition Silesia 
Declaration in 2018 explicitly recognizes the social dimension on 
the transformation of regions and industries, acknowledging that 
a people-centered approach during coal phase-out scenarios is 
critical.

In Mexico, the discussion on coal phase-out has been absent 
during the current federal administration. Even though several 
countries are encouraging coal phase-out projects, Mexico's 
President Andrés Manuel López Obrador announced plans to 
expand the generation and extraction of this fossil fuel in the 
coal-mining region in the state of Coahuila (CFE, 2020b)—where 
99% of the coal is extracted. Local populations and environments 
are the most a�ected by these policies.

A considerable challenge for a just transition in Mexico is the lack 
of transparent and reliable information about the 
socio-environmental and human rights impacts of the coal 
industry. Constantly, the absence of consistent databases, 
homogenized methodologies, and participatory processes in 
decision-making gives room to opacity and policy simulation. 
CFE, for instance, does not have publicly available data on its 
impacts and monitoring stations around the region. However, 
most impacts can be contrasted through publicly available 
environmental impact assessments, local NGO campaigns, press 
releases, and independent studies from similar regions around 
the world. As explained throughout this document, huge health 
impacts reach thousands of people; environmental devastation is 
widespread and visible; water scarcity and pollution are part of 
everyday life in the region; human rights abuses are present and 
local power groups control resources, among other negative 
social impacts.

There are multiple challenges for a just transition. Locally, industry 
moguls want to keep the coal power and iron and steel 
industries, pressuring local and federal governments to maintain 
the status quo. At the federal level, the current administration has 

promoted the CFE power generation, including coal (CFE, 2021; 
PEMEX 2021). Although the new proposed energy dispatch 
prioritizes renewable energy, it keeps this fossil fuel in the 
electricity mix, which, as mentioned before, goes against 
international and national climate goals. 

Moreover, further discussion on the use of coal in other industries 
is pending. Evaluation of the impacts of coal along its value chain, 
from mining to burning—in any industry—is essential to tackle 
all coal-related emissions. Metallurgy and the iron and steel 
industry use more than half of the coal resources in Mexico. 
Therefore, a comprehensive coal phase-out pathway seeking to 
reduce emissions, create development alternatives to mining 
regions, and address its impacts must take into account 
coal-burning in all industries.

A just and socially inclusive transition away from coal means 
designing a phase-out pathway that considers all these social, 
environmental, economic, political, and cultural elements. It also 
means including the local population and potential stakeholders 
in the process. A fair transition is not possible if past injustices are 
not addressed and if mining communities are left without safe 
and sustainable alternatives. This process also needs to recognize 
and thoroughly mitigate past, present, and future impacts on the 
health of workers and the general population. It also needs to 
work on remedy plans to address the vast environmental impacts 
of the coal industry, such as clearing thousands of acres of topsoil 
and vegetation, water pollution by heavy metals and other toxins, 
and water availability. 

Social, health, and environmental impacts are worsening in the 
coal region and the climate crisis requires urgent action. Mexico 
has a chance to guarantee the human right to a safe environment 
and participation while complying with its international 
commitments established in the Paris Agreement, PPCA, and 
Silesia Declaration. Establishing clear targets in the country's 
NDCs to substitute coal as a fuel is one of many steps needed 
towards a cleaner and healthier future. As demanded by the local 
population, NGOs, and environmentalists: Mexico needs a public 
dialogue and open process to design a socially inclusive coal 
phase-out pathway, to mitigate past and present impacts of the 
industry, and to create sustainable alternatives. 
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