
1910 California oil gusher. 
 (Library of Congress)

This photomicrograph of a coal sample shows the 
mineral pyrite (the whitish area), the principal 
source of sulfur emissions from burning coal.  
W

hen burned, the sulfur in the pyrite may be 
released to the air.  Large amounts of sulfur can 
mix with water in the air to form acid rain.  Acid 
rain has affected lakes (and fish populations) 
in the northeastern United States.  Acid rain 
can also have corrosive effects on limestone 
and marble buildings or sculptures and even 
automobile paints and other coatings.  

The first well to strike oil in Southern California was drilled in 1892 and by the early 1900’s California was in the midst of an oil 
boom.  This early oil production resulted in environmental effects that would later become part of the “reclamation” movement. 

Molten rock (magma) 
associated with active 
volcanoes and deep in 
the Earth’s crust provides 
the heat needed to create 
most high-temperature 
geothermal resources 
that have potential for 
electricity generation. 
USGS geologists and 

volcanologists are working to answer the question, 
“Can the Earth’s natural heat be usefully harnessed?”
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