
Fossils to 
Fuel

Early Forests and Oceans

The first plants on land appeared on Earth around 
470 million years ago. Fossils show that many of 
these plants looked like the plants we recognise 
today. 

This images shows fossil of a fern. It is similar to 
the ferns you would find growing nowadays in the 
countryside around Britain. 

Point your device at the picture to see what the 
fern looked like. OAR

This is what Earth might have looked like around 400 million years ago. It 
was called the Devonian Period.  

At this time the world was quite 
warm. The seas would have been 
full of all kinds of fish and animals. 
Animals such as ammonites and 
early primitive sharks. Many of 
the plants and animals alive at 
this time became the coal and oil 
that we burn today.
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Fossils to 
Fuel

Fossil Fuels
Coal has been burnt as a fuel for thousands of years. It helped change the world during 
the Industrial Revolution.  Coal was burned to power the steam engines and factories in 
the early 19th Century.  Humans still burn a lot of coal and oil today.

Coal
This lump of coal is made up of layers of 
fossilised plants. Plants absorb carbon dioxide 
(CO2) when they are alive. They use the CO2 
create their energy and grow. When a plant 
dies and becomes a fossil, the CO2 gets locked 
away inside.  When we burn coal the CO2 is 
released into the air which warms the planet.

Oil
Millions of years ago, tiny animals and plants died in 
the oceans. They slowly fell to the soft silt at the 
bottom of the sea. Over millions of years, the silt 
became rock. The fossil remains in the silt become oil. 
Like coal, the CO2 absorbed by the prehistoric plants 
and animals is released when we burn it.  Adding all 
this extra CO2 to the atmosphere is warming up the 
Earth. Oil is also used to make plastics. Plastics are 
everywhere, and they take many years to break down 
once we have thrown them away.
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