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Coal is a black or brownish black rock that is burned to make energy. It takes millions of 

years to make coal. The energy in coal comes from energy stored in plants that lived 

hundreds of millions of years ago, when the earth was partly covered in swampy forests. 

At that time, plants would die and get covered by layers of water and dirt, trapping the 

energy. The heat and pressure from the top layers of dirt and water helped the plant 

remains turn into coal. 

Coal miners use giant machines to remove coal from the ground. After the coal comes 

out of the ground it is moved to a place where it is cleaned and processed (unwanted 

dirt, rocks, ash, etc. are removed). Then it is shipped (usually on a train) to a power plant 

where they burn it to make steam. The steam turns turbines that generate electricity. 

Coal hurts the environment for a few reasons. When digging for coal, habitat is lost and 

water is polluted. In some cases coal companies will use explosives to blow away entire 

mountain tops in search of coal. 

By 2014, Ontario is set to become the first jurisdiction in North America to be almost 

entirely coal-free! (99% of energy will be from non-coal sources).  

 



 

COAL 



Oil (or petroleum) is a smelly yellow to black liquid that is usually found underground. Oil was 

formed from the remains of plants and animals that lived millions of years ago in a marine 

environment before the dinosaurs. When these plant and animal remains were covered with layers 

of dirt and silt, the heat and pressure caused them to turn into oil. The word petroleum actually 

means “rock oil” or “oil from the earth”.  

To get oil, scientists and engineers drill holes deep into the earth. Above the hole, a structure called 

a “derrick” is built to house the tools and pipes going into the well. When finished, the drilled well 

will bring a steady flow of oil to the surface. After the oil comes out of the ground, it is refined 

(different parts of the oil are separated). The crude oil that comes from the ground can be 

separated to make gasoline, diesel, propane, and other petroleum products. Many people across 

North America use propane to heat their homes.  

Although oil products make our lives much easier, finding, producing, moving and using them can 

harm the environment through air and water pollution. When they are burned as fuel, they release 

harmful gases into the air (carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide, sulphur dioxide, etc.) These gases 

cause global warming, acid rain, etc. and can be very bad for human health.  

Finally, if oil is spilled into rivers or oceans, it can hurt or kill wildlife.  

  



 

  

 

OIL  


