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Abstract: Minerals in coal provide useful information for not only paleo-environments of peat
accumulation, but also for geological evolution during later diagenesis and/or epigenesis. This paper
reports new data on coal quality and the mineralogical and geochemical compositions of 17 unaltered
(by intrusion) coal samples collected from the Huainan coalfield, providing new insight into the origins
and modes of occurrence of the minerals in coal and their geological evolution. The results showed
that the studied coal samples were low rank bituminous coal, with low ash yield (11.92–38.31%,
average 24.80%) and high volatile content (25.13–43.43%, average 37.29%). Minerals in the coal mainly
included kaolinite and quartz; varying proportions of calcite, siderite, ankerite, and pyrite; and traces
of chlorite, zircon, strontianite, apatite, and gorceixite. Typical modes of mineral occurrence could be
used to determine the formation stage of minerals. The detrital mineral, occurring as sub-angular
to rounded discrete fragments or thin layers intimately admixed with organic matter at particular
horizons, was of terrigenous origin, deposited during peat accumulation. Cell infillings, as well as
nodule siderites and polycrystalline aggregates of pyrite, precipitated during the syngenetic to early
diagenetic stages. Cleat infillings, compressed cell infillings, and fracture infillings precipitated in
the epigenetic stage. However, the stage of mineral formation of the pore infilling was difficult to
determine. Combined with coal quality, mineralogy, and geochemical analysis, the sedimentary
environment of Shanxi Formation was affected by seawater, and Fe-rich hydrothermal fluids filled
into the No. 3 coal seam in the epigenetic stage. The sedimentary environment of the No. 8 coal seam
had widespread reduction and acid conditions due to basin subsidence, and sulfate-rich hydrothermal
fluids may have been formed during the peat deposition stage. In contrast, the peat accumulation
environment of the Upper Shihezi Formation was oxidized with a low pH condition. Alkaline fluid
then flowed into the No. 13-1 coal seam in the epigenetic stage.

Keywords: minerals in unaltered coal; mode of mineral occurrence; geological significance; Permian
coal; Huainan coalfield

1. Introduction

Minerals, as inorganic constituents in coal, generally have adverse effects in coal utilization, but they
are also considered as potential sources of critical metals [1,2]. From an academic perspective, they can
provide a large amount of useful information for understanding coal formation and the geologic history
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of coal-bearing strata and individual coal seams because long-term geological evolution from syngenetic
to diagenetic and post-diagenetic stages may be recorded within minerals [1,3]. The origins of minerals
in coal include river water, flood inputs, airborne dust, volcanic ash, precipitates from underground
water, hydrothermal fluid, or others, or may be related to biological activity, especially in modern
peat swamps [4,5]. According to the formation stage, minerals can be classified as biogenic, detrital,
syngeneic, diagenetic, and epigenetic [5,6]. Syngenetic minerals formed during or shortly after peat
accumulation; epigenetic minerals precipitated from solutions that percolated through the coal after the
coal’s compaction, lithification, and rank advance [5–7]. Minerals may have been affected and altered by
interaction with fluids that permeated through the coal seam or the heat of the igneous intrusions [8,9].

Previous studies showed that some minerals are useful indicators of geological evolution.
Liu discussed the influence of sedimentary environments on the content of minerals in coal based
on 18 coal samples in China [10]. Kong et al. reported that Jurassic coal formed in a terrigenous
sedimentary environment because no pyrite was identified by XRD in Beipiao coal, Liaoning, China [11].
Spiro et al. revealed that the 87Sr/86Sr values of the gypsum in coal can be used as a chronometer to
determinate a temporal framework for geological processes during the Miocene age [12]. Some typical
minerals and their occurrence may indicate an effect of igneous intrusion. The carbonate minerals
and pyrite occurring as epigenetic cleat- and fracture-fillings were probably derived from igneous
fluids [13,14]. NH4-illite may have been formed by an interaction of kaolinite with nitrogen released
from coal organic matter caused by the igneous intrusion [15]. Gibbsite subjected to dehydration by the
heat of the igneous intrusion may have been altered to diaspore [16]. In the northern Huainan coalfield,
including the Dingji, Zhuji, and Pan3 mines, igneous intrusion events were reported and the effects
on coal quality, chemical and mineralogical compositions, and coalbed methane characteristics were
investigated [17–19]. Miao et al. determined the magmatic intrusive age and discussed its geological
significance in the Pan3 mine [20].

However, few have investigated the occurrence modes and origins of minerals in coal in the
non-igneous intrusion area in the Huainan coalfield. This paper reports the mineralogical and
geochemistry characteristics of Permian coal in the Huainan coalfield; the main research was conducted
in the P1 mine, involving five coal seams of Nos. 1, 3, 8, 11-2, and 13-1. Our aims were (1) to investigate
the relationship between the modes of mineral occurrence and the processes of mineral formation,
and (2) to understand the geological evolution of Permian coal-bearing seams in the Huainan coalfield.

2. Geological Setting

The Huainan coalfield is located in the southeastern North China Plate. The coalfield covers an
area of more than 2000 km2, 75 km in length and 25 km in width (Figure 1). The coal-bearing strata in
the Huainan coalfield mainly contain the Late Carboniferous Taiyuan Formation, the Early Permian
Shanxi Formation, the Middle Permian Lower Shihezi Formation, and the Late Permian Upper Shihezi
Formation. The coal seams from the Taiyuan Formation are not economically minable due to their thin
thickness and discontinuity. However, the Permian strata generally contain 40 layers of coal and in
a few cases, up to 56 layers. The total thickness of the coal seams in the Permian strata is 30–40 m,
and the minable thickness of the coal seams is 23–26 m. The No. 13-1 and No. 11-2 coal seams in the
Upper Shihezi Formation, No. 8 seam in the Lower Shihezi Formation, and Nos. 1 and 3 seams in the
Shanxi Formation were sampled in this study.
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Figure 1. (a) Location and (b) details in Huainan coalfield (modified from [21–23]). 

From the Early Permian to the Middle Permian, the Huainan coalfield underwent repeated 
marine transgression and regression in which the marine regression toward the south was dominant 
[24,25]. Lan et al. [26] first described the evolution of the Permian strata, from the Shanxi Formation 
deposited in a tidal-flat delta influenced by brackish water, to the Lower Shihezi Formation deposited 
in a lower delta plain occasionally influenced by seawater incursion, to the Upper Shihezi Formation 
deposited in an upper delta plain. According to the boron content in the rock, Sun et al. [27] concluded 
that all the Permian strata were affected by seawater and fresh water alternately, whereas Chen et al. 
[28] argued that the Shanxi Formation was influenced by persistent seawater. Zhao et al. [29] 
contrasted the distribution patterns of rare earth elements (REE) in each formation of the Permian 
strata. The results also suggested that the depositional environment of the Shanxi Formation was 
different from that of the Upper Shihezi and Lower Shihezi Formations. 

During the early Cretaceous, multiple tectonic activities occurred with different intensities of 
magmatic activity in the Huainan coalfield, and the Mesozoic Yanshanian magmatic activity was the 
most intense [19]. From No. 17-1 to No. 1, coalbeds were influenced by the igneous intrusion to 
various extents, although the lower part was more seriously damaged than the upper [20,30]. The 
intrusive rocks were mainly distributed in the south wing of Panji anticline, including aplite, syenite 
porphyry, and lamprophyre. The coal quality and rank, to some extent, were changed by the activity 
of igneous intrusions [31]. However, igneous intrusion has only been reported in the northern section 
of the Huainan coalfield, including the Dingji, Zhuji, and Pan3 mines [22,27,30]. The stratigraphic and 
lithologic characteristics of Permian strata in the Pan1 mine are depicted in Figure 2.  

Figure 1. (a) Location and (b) details in Huainan coalfield (modified from [21–23]).

From the Early Permian to the Middle Permian, the Huainan coalfield underwent repeated marine
transgression and regression in which the marine regression toward the south was dominant [24,25].
Lan et al. [26] first described the evolution of the Permian strata, from the Shanxi Formation deposited
in a tidal-flat delta influenced by brackish water, to the Lower Shihezi Formation deposited in a lower
delta plain occasionally influenced by seawater incursion, to the Upper Shihezi Formation deposited
in an upper delta plain. According to the boron content in the rock, Sun et al. [27] concluded that
all the Permian strata were affected by seawater and fresh water alternately, whereas Chen et al. [28]
argued that the Shanxi Formation was influenced by persistent seawater. Zhao et al. [29] contrasted the
distribution patterns of rare earth elements (REE) in each formation of the Permian strata. The results
also suggested that the depositional environment of the Shanxi Formation was different from that of
the Upper Shihezi and Lower Shihezi Formations.

During the early Cretaceous, multiple tectonic activities occurred with different intensities of
magmatic activity in the Huainan coalfield, and the Mesozoic Yanshanian magmatic activity was the
most intense [19]. From No. 17-1 to No. 1, coalbeds were influenced by the igneous intrusion to various
extents, although the lower part was more seriously damaged than the upper [20,30]. The intrusive
rocks were mainly distributed in the south wing of Panji anticline, including aplite, syenite porphyry,
and lamprophyre. The coal quality and rank, to some extent, were changed by the activity of igneous
intrusions [31]. However, igneous intrusion has only been reported in the northern section of the
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Huainan coalfield, including the Dingji, Zhuji, and Pan3 mines [22,27,30]. The stratigraphic and
lithologic characteristics of Permian strata in the Pan1 mine are depicted in Figure 2.
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Coal proximate analyses including ash yield, moisture, and volatile matter were determined in 
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[32–34], respectively. Total sulfur was measured following ASTM Standard D4239-18e1 (2018) [35]. 

Polished epoxy-bound particulate pellets were prepared to observe the optical characterizations 
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3. Materials and Methods

A total of 17 coal samples were collected from Permian coalbeds in different boreholes at four coal
mines, of which 14 coal samples were obtained from four boreholes in the Pan1 mine (P1) (Table 1),
and the remaining three were from the Guqiao mine (GQ, No. S10), Wangfenggang mine (WFG,
No. S6), and Xinzizhuang mine (XZZ, No. S11) in the Huainan coalfield (Figure 1). All samples were
immediately stored in plastic bags to prevent contamination and oxidation.

Coal proximate analyses including ash yield, moisture, and volatile matter were determined in
accordance with ASTM Standards D3174-12 (2018), D3173/D3173M-17 (2017), and D3175-18 (2018) [32–34],
respectively. Total sulfur was measured following ASTM Standard D4239-18e1 (2018) [35].

Polished epoxy-bound particulate pellets were prepared to observe the optical characterizations of
minerals under the reflected lights of a Leitz Laborlux 12POL optical microscope (Leica Microsystems,
Wetzlar, Germany).
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A scanning electron microscope (JSM-6700F, JEOL, Tokyo, Japan) in conjunction with an
energy-dispersive X-ray spectrometer (INCA, Oxford Instruments, High Wycombe, UK) were used
to identify the minerals and some elements in the coal. The operating parameters were set to 20 kV
acceleration voltage, high vacuum mode.

The samples used for X-ray fluorescence spectrometry (XRF) and X-ray diffraction (XRD) analysis
were crushed and ground to less than 200 mesh. A Rigaka D/Max-RC powder diffractometer (Rigaku
Corporation, Tokyo, Japan) with Cu-Kα1 radiation was used to determine the mineral compositions of
the raw coal samples. The diffractograms were obtained at 40 kV and 80 mA. The XRD pattern was
recorded over a 2θ interval of 10–60◦ and a step size of 0.01◦. Semiquantitative mineralogical analysis
was performed using the matrix-flushing method devised by Chung [36], also known as the K value
method. The K value is a constant determined by each crystalline phase and the internal standard.
The powder coal samples under study were spiked with the internal standard (fluorite) using the
XRD intensity ratio between a crystalline phase and an internal standard and constant K to obtain the
proportions of each crystalline phase of the sample.

Powder coal samples were ashed in a muffle furnace at 815 ◦C. The concentrations of the major
element oxides of coal ash were determined by XRF (Thermo ADVANT XP+, Thermo Fisher, Waltham,
MA, USA), including SiO2, Al2O3, CaO, K2O, Na2O, Fe2O3, SO3, MgO, and TiO2. The borate fusion
technique was used. Each ash sample (1 g) was mixed with a mixed flux (10 g, 50% Li2B4O7 + 50%
LiBO2) in a 95% Pt/5% Au crucible. The crucible was heated in a Globar furnace. These two points
were followed to obtain more accurate and precise sulfur content: (1) heat for 10 min at 700 ◦C to
convert the sulfur completely to SO3; (2) raise the temperature until the flux melts, but keep the heating
temperature below 1000 ◦C to prevent sulfur volatilization. The results were normalized to indicate
the concentrations of the major element oxides in the inorganic fraction of each coal sample.

Table 1. Proximate analyses (%) and total sulfur (%) of the coal samples from the Huainan coalfield.

Coal Mine Borehole Coal Seam No. Sample No. Mad Ad Vdaf St,d

P1 B1-9 13-1 S1 1.30 32.39 41.33 0.20
P1 B1-1 13-1 S2 1.48 29.60 43.41 0.13
P1 B2-3 13-1 S4 0.72 29.76 36.29 0.13

WFG * - 13-1 - 0.75 23.05 25.13 nd
P1 B1-9 11-2 S7 1.02 21.96 38.02 0.21
P1 B1-2 11-2 S8 1.02 17.23 37.53 0.26
P1 B2-3 11-2 S9 0.66 20.83 34.17 0.41
P1 B1-9 8 S12 1.08 38.31 37.34 0.31
P1 B1-1 8 S13 1.06 35.89 41.40 0.43
P1 B1-2 8 S14 1.14 31.47 38.88 0.29
P1 B2-3 8 S15 0.78 25.91 35.02 0.69

GQ ** - 8 - nd nd nd 1.20
XZZ ** - 8 - nd nd nd 0.69

P1 B1-9 3 S16 1.02 16.86 36.23 0.42
P1 B1-2 3 S17 0.89 11.92 36.66 0.51
P1 B1-9 1 S18 0.96 17.56 36.25 0.63
P1 B1-2 1 S19 1.10 19.21 35.66 1.51

Note: M, moisture; A, ash yield; V, volatile matter; St, total sulfur; ad, air-dry basis; d, dry basis; daf, dry and
ash-free basis; nd, no data; * From Ao [37]; ** From Jiang et al. [38].

4. Results

4.1. Coal Quality Parameters

The data of proximate analysis and forms of sulfur for each studied coal sample are listed in Table 1.
The ash yield of the coal samples varied between 11.92% and 38.31% (24.80% on average). Most of
them were medium to high ash coal according to Chinese National Standards (GB/T 15224.1-2018 [39],
10.01–20.00% for low ash coal, 20.01–30.00% for medium ash coal, and 30.01–40.00% for high ash coal).
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The volatile matter ranged from 25.13% to 43.41% (36.89% on average), corresponding to a high volatile
A bituminous to medium volatile bituminous coal rank (ASTM D388-15 [40]). The total sulfur content
ranged from 0.13% to 1.51% (average 0.50%) and mostly belonged to ultra-low sulfur coal according to
the Chinese standard classification for sulfur (GB/T15224.2-2010 [41]). The moisture contents of all
samples ranged from 0.66% to 1.48%, with an average of 1.00%.

4.2. Major Elements in the Coal

The percentages of major element oxides in Permian coals from the Huainan coalfield are
dominated by SiO2 and Al2O3, and the details are provided in Table 2.

Table 2. Concentration of major element oxides (%) of the coal samples from the Huainan coalfield.

Coal Mine Borehole Coal Seam No. Sample No. SiO2 TiO2 Al2O3 Fe2O3 MgO CaO Na2O K2O SO3

P1 B1-9 13-1 S1 53.90 1.21 33.51 3.73 1.11 3.94 0.66 1.01 0.93
P1 B1-1 13-1 S2 56.87 0.73 29.57 4.95 1.30 5.16 0.29 0.42 0.70
P1 B2-3 13-1 S4 56.47 1.26 30.58 4.03 1.10 4.17 0.46 1.07 0.87
P1 B1-9 11-2 S7 56.39 0.97 31.84 4.28 1.21 2.72 0.66 1.31 0.64
P1 B1-2 11-2 S8 52.83 1.23 34.38 5.33 1.06 2.50 0.41 1.42 0.83
P1 B2-3 11-2 S9 57.68 1.28 31.76 4.81 0.46 1.11 0.46 1.44 1.00
GQ B3-1 8 S10 53.69 0.96 32.51 5.53 1.05 2.63 0.41 0.61 2.62
XZZ B3-2 8 S11 57.38 1.16 30.84 5.37 0.56 1.24 0.68 1.14 1.65
P1 B1-9 8 S12 60.32 1.05 27.69 4.58 1.03 2.51 0.48 1.11 1.23
P1 B1-1 8 S13 56.54 1.25 31.72 4.47 1.03 2.63 0.41 0.71 1.25
P1 B1-2 8 S14 58.73 1.08 30.48 3.75 0.99 2.24 0.51 1.02 1.19
P1 B2-3 8 S15 58.51 1.21 30.27 5.09 0.51 1.18 0.53 1.37 1.32
P1 B1-9 3 S16 49.22 1.00 27.33 4.52 2.25 10.99 0.87 1.01 2.81
P1 B1-2 3 S17 55.56 1.07 24.72 3.88 1.88 7.15 0.41 1.27 4.06
P1 B1-9 1 S18 43.49 0.98 29.65 5.28 2.32 11.58 0.51 0.89 5.30
P1 B1-2 1 S19 45.69 1.52 28.86 9.53 1.67 6.09 0.41 1.57 4.65

In this study, most of Al and Si consist of clay minerals (kaolinite and chlorite), and some Si
occurs in quartz. Fe can be found in chlorite, carbonate minerals (siderite, ankerite), pyrite, and other
common iron-rich minerals. The percentages of CaO, MgO, and SO3 in the Shanxi Formation were
significantly higher than in the Lower and Upper Shihezi Formation. The element assembles in Nos. 1
and 3 coal seams were similar, having relatively high contents of Ca and S. The S was slightly enriched
in the Lower Shihezi Formation No. 8 coal seam. For the Upper Shihezi Formation, the No. 13-1 coal
seam was similar to the No. 11-2 coal seam except for the obviously elevated C content. Although the
specific reasons for the element content changes should be analyzed in combination with the mineral
composition and the mode of mineral occurrence, a relationship exists between these changes and
the environment of the peat accumulation stage or later than that. The cause of enrichment of every
element is discussed in Section 5.2.

4.3. Mineral Compositions in the Coal

The contents of each mineral identified by the XRD analysis of raw coal samples are provided
in Table 3. The mineral assemblage in the coal samples mainly consisted of kaolinite, and varying
proportions of quartz, calcite, and pyrite. Kaolinite is the most common clay mineral in high- to
medium-volatile bituminous coal [42], and is also considered a terrestrial source mineral far from the
marine depositional environment [43]. Pyrite was enriched in the No. 8 coal seam from different mine
areas of the Huainan coalfield, while calcite was less. The slightly high content of S in the No. 8 coal
seam occurred in response to the high pyrite percentage. The minerals in the No. 11-2 coal seam were
mostly composed of kaolinite and quartz.
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Table 3. Mineralogical composition of raw coal samples (%) determined by X-ray diffraction.

Coal Mine Borehole Coal Seam No. Sample No. Clay Quartz Calcite Pyrite

P1 B1-1 13-1 S2 84.9 5.2 9.9 bdl
WFG B3-3 13-1 S6 82.6 5.6 11.2 0.7

P1 B2-3 11-2 S9 88.9 10.9 0.2 bdl
GQ * - 8 - 67.6 8.4 1.6 22.5
XZZ * - 8 - 74.1 5.6 1.9 18.5

P1 B1-2 8 S14 77.6 5.2 3.4 13.8
P1 B1-9 3 S16 83.4 8.3 8.4 bdl
P1 B1-2 3 S17 88.2 11.4 0.4 bdl
P1 B1-9 1 S18 77.9 10.7 11.4 bdl
P1 B1-2 1 S19 77.6 15.2 7.1 bdl

Note: bdl, below detected limit; * From Jiang et al. [38].

4.4. Modes of Mineral Occurrence

The modes of mineral occurrence in these coals were mainly examined by SEM-EDS and an optical
microscope with reflected light (Figures 3–7).

4.4.1. Quartz

Some quartzes occur as sub-angular to sub-rounded grains surrounded by dispersedly compacted
layers of clay matrix (Figure 3a). The grain size of these quartzes was between 5 and 10 µm, which
is silt sized. Some quartzes occurred as pore infillings in intercrystalline pores and dissolved pores
(Figure 3b).
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Figure 3. SEM back-scattered electron images of quartz in the Huainan coalfield. (a) Quartz occurring 
as sub-rounded particles embedded in kaolinite matrix, S15, Pan1 (P1) mine, No. 8 coal seam; (b) 
quartz occurring as pore space infillings in a dissolved pore, S10, Guqiao (GQ) mine, No. 8 coal seam. 

4.4.2. Clay Minerals 

Kaolinite was the dominant clay mineral in the studied coal samples. There were two kinds of 
occurrences of kaolinite. The first type of kaolinite occurred as a matrix (Figure 4a), and, in some 
cases, was intimately admixed with organic matter and distributed along bedding (Figure 4b). The 
second type was fine grained kaolinite, occurring as infillings in cell lumens (Figure 4c) or fractures 
(Figure 4d). In addition, minor amounts of chlorite were observed under the SEM-EDS, occurring as 
compressed cell infillings (Figure 4e,f) in the No. 3 coal seam from the P1 mine. 

Figure 3. SEM back-scattered electron images of quartz in the Huainan coalfield. (a) Quartz occurring
as sub-rounded particles embedded in kaolinite matrix, S15, Pan1 (P1) mine, No. 8 coal seam; (b) quartz
occurring as pore space infillings in a dissolved pore, S10, Guqiao (GQ) mine, No. 8 coal seam.

4.4.2. Clay Minerals

Kaolinite was the dominant clay mineral in the studied coal samples. There were two kinds of
occurrences of kaolinite. The first type of kaolinite occurred as a matrix (Figure 4a), and, in some cases,
was intimately admixed with organic matter and distributed along bedding (Figure 4b). The second
type was fine grained kaolinite, occurring as infillings in cell lumens (Figure 4c) or fractures (Figure 4d).
In addition, minor amounts of chlorite were observed under the SEM-EDS, occurring as compressed
cell infillings (Figure 4e,f) in the No. 3 coal seam from the P1 mine.
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Figure 4. Clay minerals in the coal of Huainan coalfield. (a) Kaolinite occurring as a matrix under the
SEM, S11, Xinzizhuang (XZZ) mine, No. 8 coal seam; (b) kaolinite intimately admixed with maceral
under an optical microscope, reflected light, S9, P1 mine, No. 11-2 coal seam, 200×; (c) kaolinite
occurring as cell infillings intergrown with pyrite under a SEM, S10, GQ mine, No. 8 coal seam;
(d) kaolinite occurring as fracture infillings under an optical microscope, reflected light, S9, P1 mine,
No. 11-2 coal seam, 200×; (e) chlorite occurring as compressed cell infillings under a SEM, S16, P1 mine,
No.3 coal seam; (f) X-ray EDS spectrum of chlorite in panel (e).

4.4.3. Carbonate Minerals

Carbonate minerals, including calcite, ankerite, and siderite, were identified by SEM-EDS. In most
cases, carbonate minerals were of authigenic origin as pore infillings (Figure 5a), or cleat and fracture
infillings. In a few cases, calcite coexisted with quartz or ankerite (Figure 5b,c). Ankerite also occurred
as pore fillings (Figure 5d). Strontianite was only present as cell lumen infillings in small proportions
(Figure 5e,f). Siderite was found as ellipsoidal nodules (Figure 5g) that bend the surrounding clay
minerals and organic matter bands. Siderite was also found in the form of compressed cell infillings
(Figure 5h,i) in coals.
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4.4.4. Pyrite 

Pyrite is the most common sulfide mineral in many coal seams [5,6]. The pyrite was identified 
by SEM in two forms of polycrystalline aggregates. The first one occurred in a framboidal form 
generally 10 μm or so in size and spherical in shape. Framboids were composed of small euhedral 
crystals, with the crystals aggregated into an overall spherical form (Figure 6a). The euhedral pyrite 
crystals of framboids were generally 1 μm or so in size and octahedral in shape (Figure 6b). The 
second one occurred as massive aggregates that consisted of multiple pyritohedral crystals (Figure 
6c,d). This type of pyrite was larger than the first, about 100 μm in size. 

Figure 5. SEM back-scattered electron images of carbonate minerals in the coals of Huainan coalfield.
(a) Authigenic calcite occurring as pore infillings, S2, P1 mine, No. 13-1 coal seam; (b) preexisting
quartz replaced partly by calcite, S2, P1 mine, No. 13-1 coal seam; (c) intergrown ankerite and calcite,
S6, Wangfenggang (WFG) mine, No. 13-1 coal seam; (d) ankerite occurring as pore infillings, S2, P1
mine, No. 13-1 coal seam; (e) strontianite occurring as pore infillings, S18, P1 mine, No. 1 coal seam;
(f) X-ray EDS spectrum of strontianite in panel (e); (g) siderite as ellipsoidal nodules surrounded by
deformed maceral and clay layers, S2, P1 mine, No. 13-1 coal seam; (h) siderite occurring as compressed
cell infillings, S6, WFG mine, No. 13-1 coal seam; and (i) X-ray EDS spectrum of siderite in panel (h).

4.4.4. Pyrite

Pyrite is the most common sulfide mineral in many coal seams [5,6]. The pyrite was identified by
SEM in two forms of polycrystalline aggregates. The first one occurred in a framboidal form generally
10 µm or so in size and spherical in shape. Framboids were composed of small euhedral crystals,
with the crystals aggregated into an overall spherical form (Figure 6a). The euhedral pyrite crystals
of framboids were generally 1 µm or so in size and octahedral in shape (Figure 6b). The second one
occurred as massive aggregates that consisted of multiple pyritohedral crystals (Figure 6c,d). This type
of pyrite was larger than the first, about 100 µm in size.
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Figure 6. SEM back-scattered electron images of pyrite in the coals of Huainan coalfield. (a) Pyrite
aggregates occurring as framboids, S10, GQ mine, No. 8 coal seam; (b) euhedral pyrite crystals
surrounded framboidal pyrite, an enlarged image of the yellow rectangle in (a); (c) pyrite aggregates
occurring as a massive form, S11, XZZ mine, No. 8 coal seam; (d) a pyritohedral pyrite crystal, an
enlarged image of the yellow rectangle in (c).

4.4.5. Other Minerals

Well-rounded trace proportions of zircons were observed by SEM, mostly ranging from 5 to 10 µm,
distributed in organic matter and the kaolinite matrix (Figure 7a,b). The occurrence of apatite found
in the S11 coal sample was scattered over the kaolinite (Figure 7c,d). The mineral occurring as cell
infillings in the S6 coal sample was gorceixite according to X-ray EDS spectra (Figure 7e,f), which is a
kind of Ca- and Ba-rich aluminophosphate mineral.
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thin layers intimately admixed with the organic matter at particular horizons [6,44]. 

The silt-sized quartz (Figure 3a) in the No. 8 coal seam of P1 mine was most likely of detrital 
origin, introduced into the peat swamp by water flow from the swamp margin, in accordance with 
the characteristics of detrital quartz from the results reported by Ward [45]. Kaolinite is the dominant 
mineral in bituminous coal, decreasing and even disappearing the anthracite [46]. The kaolinite 
admixed with organic materials distributed along bedding planes (Figure 5b) in the No. 11-2 coal 
seam of the P1 mine formed from the same detrital origin. 

Figure 7. SEM back-scattered electron images and X-ray EDS spectrograms of minerals in the coals of
Huainan coalfield. (a) Zircon occurring as a sub-round grain, S15, P1 mine, No. 8 coal seam; (b) X-ray
EDS spectrum of zircon in (a); (c) apatite scattered over the kaolinite, S11, XZZ mine, No. 8 coal seam;
(d) X-ray EDS spectrum of apatite in (c); (e) gorceixite occurring as cell infillings, S6, WFG mine, No. 13-1
coal seam; and (f) X-ray EDS spectrum of gorceixite in (e).

5. Discussion

5.1. Origin of Minerals in the Coal Samples

5.1.1. Detrital Input

Detrital mineral material, including some of the mineral particles, was introduced into the peat
accumulation environments by river water and flood inputs, airborne dust, and other epiclastic
processes. These detrital minerals generally occur as sub-angular to rounded discrete fragments or
thin layers intimately admixed with the organic matter at particular horizons [6,44].

The silt-sized quartz (Figure 3a) in the No. 8 coal seam of P1 mine was most likely of detrital
origin, introduced into the peat swamp by water flow from the swamp margin, in accordance with
the characteristics of detrital quartz from the results reported by Ward [45]. Kaolinite is the dominant
mineral in bituminous coal, decreasing and even disappearing the anthracite [46]. The kaolinite
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admixed with organic materials distributed along bedding planes (Figure 5b) in the No. 11-2 coal seam
of the P1 mine formed from the same detrital origin.

Dai et al. found that the detrital zircon in the No. 6 coal seam of the Junger coalfield was derived
from the Benxi Formation bauxite [47]. The weathered crust of Benxi Formation in Northern China
contains heavy minerals, such as zircon, rutile, and galena [47]. It is likely that the well-rounded
zircon in the No. 8 coal seam of the P1 mine (Figure 7a) was a detrital material of terrigenous origin
transported into the peat mire from bauxite by the fluvial system.

5.1.2. Syngenetic and Early Diagenetic Precipitation

In the syn-depositional and early diagenetic stages, the peat layer is not compressed or slightly
compressed, so cell infilling is a typical mode of occurrence of syngenetic minerals. For example, the
kaolinite in the form of a flat lens (Figure 6c) in the No. 8 coal seam of the GQ mine, the strontianite in the
No. 1 coal seam of the P1 mine (Figure 5e), and the gorceixite in the No. 13-1 coal seam of the WFG mine
(Figure 7e) were all formed by the precipitation of fluids during the syn-depositional to early diagenetic
stages. The precipitation of the gorceixite requires low pH (pH < 3) and oxidizing conditions [48].
Al may have been derived from the bauxite on the weathered crust surface of the Benxi Formation
in the sediment-source region [9]. Oxidation conditions facilitate the leaching of phosphorus from
organic matter during plant decay [48]. Dissolved Al, Si, Ba, Ca, and P transferred with swamp water
to someplace in the peat deposit in which pH conditions were suitable for precipitation. Syngenetic
kaolinite precipitates from Al- and Si-rich fluids in acidic conditions. The strontianite precipitates from
a Sr-rich fluid derived from seawater. Apatite and gorceixite are formed in a similar precipitation
process. The difference is that aluminum is available when gorceixite is formed, whereas there is no Al
when apatite is formed. The apatite was scattered over the kaolinite matrix in the No. 8 coal seam of
the XZZ mine (Figures 4a and 7c), indicating that apatite was deposited in the intercrystalline pores of
kaolinite after kaolinite formation.

Nodule siderite and polycrystalline aggregates of pyrite are also typical syngenetic minerals.
Nodule siderite is commonly formed in a reducing and sulfur-poor environment that allows ferrous
ions to combine with carbonate to form siderite. The nodule siderite in the No. 13-1 coal seam (Figure 5g)
was clearly formed in the syngenetic stages because the clay minerals and organic matter bands around
it are bent. In addition to a reducing condition, the most favorable pH for siderite formation is 7–7.8.
If Mg2+ and Ca2+ are available, syngenetic ankerite forms in reducing and more alkaline conditions
(pH > 7.8) [8]. The framboidal pyrite forming processes have been discussed broadly. It can be
the result of pyritization of bacteria [49] or abiotic transformations within the Fe-S system [50,51].
Kostova et al. distinguished the difference of textures and morphology between bacterial and inorganic
framboidal pyrite. Bacterial framboidal pyrite does not contain euhedral pyrite, while the microcrystals
in inorganic framboidal pyrite are octahedral, pentagonal dodecahedral, and cubic [52]. The pyrite in
No. 8 coal seam of study area was clearly of inorganic origin. The Lower Shihezi formation where the
No. 8 coal seam is located was developed in a transitional zone environment of lower and upper deltaic
plains without or with weak seawater influence [27,53–55]. Considering its depositional environment
and the modes of occurrence, the pyrite in the No. 8 coal seam was probably derived from hydrothermal
fluids. Butler and Rickard experimentally determined that the formation of framboidal pyrite in the
hydrothermal system is reasonable [56]. The mechanism of the reaction was proposed by Rickard and
Luther [57]. Although coexisting pyrite and siderite were not common, the presence indicates the pH
changed from slightly acidic through neutral to slightly alkaline [8], and syngenetic pyrite formed
prior to siderite.

5.1.3. Epigenetic Precipitation

In the diagenetic stage, peat layers gradually lithify into coal seams. Following compaction and
rank advance, cell cavities that unfilled became compressed and cleats appeared. Therefore, cleat
infillings and compressed cell infillings probably indicate epigenetic deposition, such as the chlorite in
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the No. 3 coal seam of the P1 mine (Figure 4e) and siderite in the No. 13-1 coal seam of the WFG mine
(Figure 5h). Fracture infilling is another typical mode of occurrence of epigenetic minerals, like the
kaolinite in the No. 11-2 coal seam of the P1 mine (Figure 4d).

Except for nodule siderite, most carbonate minerals formed in the epigenetic stage. Carbonate
minerals dissolve in acid conditions, so the precipitation of the calcite and ankerite (Figure 5a,d) in the
No. 13-1 coal seam of the P1 mine and the ankerite occurring as fracture infillings in the No. 13-1 coal
seam of the WFG mine (Figure 5c) indicate an alkaline fluid in the pore space.

In many studies, chlorite is regarded as one of the representative minerals in anthracite coal [7,58].
However, in a few cases, chlorite is also present in low-rank coal, which seems related to low-temperature
hydrothermal fluids [59,60]. In the study area, chlorite also occurs in medium-high to high volatile
matter bituminous coals. The mode of occurrence of chlorite in the No. 3 coal seam of the P1 mine
suggests that it formed from Fe-rich hydrothermal fluids filling in the cleats.

Epigenetic minerals can also be precipitated or changed in relation to diagenetic activity
(e.g., dissolution and metasomatism), tectonism, and magmatic activity. For example, the quartz in the
No. 8 coal seam of the GQ mine (Figure 3b) precipitated in the dissolution pore. Preexisting quartz
may have been partly displaced by calcite in the No. 13-1 coal seam of P1 mine (Figure 5b) due to the
alkaline solutions permeated into the coal seam and the fracture-filling minerals formed by migration
fluids flowing into fractures after epigenetic tectonic activities.

Notably, pore filling is a special mode of mineral occurrence that cannot be used to determine the
stage of mineral formation. Pores are formed from the peatification stage through the coalification
stage to the epigenetic stage, so pore filling can occur in every stage of peat accumulation to epigenesis.

5.2. Implication for Geological Evolution

The ash yield of coal seams in the Shanxi Formation was significantly lower than in the Upper
and Lower Shihezi Formations (Figure 8) due to their coal-forming environment. Coals in the Shanxi
Formation were deposited in a subaqueous deltaic plain environment with marine regressions; coals
in the Lower Shihezi Formation were developed in a transitional zone of lower and upper deltaic
plains; coals in the Upper Shihezi Formation were formed in a fluvial channel system on the deltaic
plain [26,28,54,55,61]. The influence of marine water and less input of terrigenous clastics in the Shanxi
Formation collectively led to its lowest ash yields in the three formations. Although the Lower and
Upper Shihezi Formations both developed in a fluvial affected deltaic plain environment, the ash yield in
the Lower Shihezi Formation was higher than in the Upper Shihezi Formation (Figure 8). This trend also
appears in the Dingji mine [53], mainly due to the relatively high accommodation/peat accumulation
ratio or high groundwater table of the peat mire favoring minerals accumulation [62] during the
Lower Shihezi Formation period, when the basin underwent an accelerating basin subsidence [53].
The accelerating basin subsidence resulted in a rising groundwater table and increasing detrital
input [53], such as detrital zircon and quartz. The reasons for the high ash yield of the No. 13-1 coal
seam are related to terrigenous detritus input and epigenetic hydrothermal minerals.

Although the volatile content in the WFG mine was low, it was still within the volatile content
range of unaltered (by intrusion) coal. Ao [37] found that the volatile content of WFG coal was
generally less than 30%; the correlation of volatile matter with depth is shown in Figure 9a. The author
contended that the WFG mine plutonic metamorphism and dynamic metamorphism may be the main
reasons for the low volatile content rather than contact metamorphism. Previous studies showed that
coals altered by intrusion from most basins are characterized by increasing ash yield and decreasing
volatile matter near the intrusion [13,14,63]. However, all samples in this study displayed a positive
correlation between ash yield and volatiles; the range of volatiles was higher than that of the altered
coals (Figure 9b). Therefore, we confirmed that the samples in our study area were unaltered coals.

For the Shanxi Formation, significantly high percentages of CaO, MgO, and SO3 suggest that it
developed in a subaqueous deltaic plain environment influenced by seawater. The origin of strontium
in strontianite in the No. 1 coal seam is also likely from seawater.



Minerals 2020, 10, 399 14 of 19

Minerals 2020, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 19 

 

 
Figure 8. Variation of ash yield from studied coal samples of the three formations. 

For the Lower Shihezi Formation, kaolinite, pyrite, and apatite were the main minerals in the 
No. 8 coal seam. They were all stable under acidic conditions formed in syngeneic stage, which 
indicates an acidic peat accumulation environment. The modes of occurrence of pyrite suggest an 
inorganic origin during early diagenetic stage, which indicates that sulfate-rich hydrothermal fluids 
may have existed during peat deposition stage. The formation of pyrite requires a reducing 
environment for bacterial reduction of sulfate ions [64,65], followed by H2S reacting with the 
dissolved iron to form pyrite. Syngenetic pyrite can derive from not only marine influenced 
environments but also freshwater dominated environments [5,65,66]. Therefore, it is not a useful 
mineral for distinguishing sedimentary environments, but a typical mineral formed in reductive 
environments.  

In contrast, the Upper Shihezi Formation formed in an oxidation and acidic peat accumulation 
environment. The high proportion of kaolinite and gorceixite-forming material may have been 
derived from the exposed bauxite of the Benxi Formation in the sediment source region. The peat 
sedimentary environment subjected to oxidation was conducive to the formation of low pH 
conditions (e.g., pH < 3), under which Al and other ions could be leached from detrital materials. The 
No. 13-1 coal seam had a high ash yield, which was attributed to the carbonate minerals in coal, unlike 
that of the No. 11-2 coal seam (S6–S9). The epigenetic carbonate minerals in the No. 13-1 coal seam 
suggested that alkaline solutions permeated into the coal seam during the late diagenetic to 
epigenetic stage. However, these epigenetic minerals may have derived from either a hydrothermal 
fluid that carried CO2 or alkaline groundwater. In addition, the existence of fracture infills in the No. 
11-2 coal seam indicates that epigenetic tectonic movements occurred after diagenesis. 

Figure 8. Variation of ash yield from studied coal samples of the three formations.

For the Lower Shihezi Formation, kaolinite, pyrite, and apatite were the main minerals in the No. 8
coal seam. They were all stable under acidic conditions formed in syngeneic stage, which indicates
an acidic peat accumulation environment. The modes of occurrence of pyrite suggest an inorganic
origin during early diagenetic stage, which indicates that sulfate-rich hydrothermal fluids may have
existed during peat deposition stage. The formation of pyrite requires a reducing environment for
bacterial reduction of sulfate ions [64,65], followed by H2S reacting with the dissolved iron to form
pyrite. Syngenetic pyrite can derive from not only marine influenced environments but also freshwater
dominated environments [5,65,66]. Therefore, it is not a useful mineral for distinguishing sedimentary
environments, but a typical mineral formed in reductive environments.

In contrast, the Upper Shihezi Formation formed in an oxidation and acidic peat accumulation
environment. The high proportion of kaolinite and gorceixite-forming material may have been derived
from the exposed bauxite of the Benxi Formation in the sediment source region. The peat sedimentary
environment subjected to oxidation was conducive to the formation of low pH conditions (e.g., pH < 3),
under which Al and other ions could be leached from detrital materials. The No. 13-1 coal seam had a
high ash yield, which was attributed to the carbonate minerals in coal, unlike that of the No. 11-2 coal
seam (S6–S9). The epigenetic carbonate minerals in the No. 13-1 coal seam suggested that alkaline
solutions permeated into the coal seam during the late diagenetic to epigenetic stage. However, these
epigenetic minerals may have derived from either a hydrothermal fluid that carried CO2 or alkaline
groundwater. In addition, the existence of fracture infills in the No. 11-2 coal seam indicates that
epigenetic tectonic movements occurred after diagenesis.
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coal of the Zhuji mine of the Huainan coalfield from Wu [18]).

6. Conclusions

In this paper, the modes of mineral occurrence, the origin of mineral formation, and the
geological evolution of Permian unaltered coals in the Huainan coalfield were investigated and
are summarized below:

(1) The studied coal samples were high volatile A bituminous to medium volatile coal, without
the influence of igneous intrusion. The ash yield of the coal samples varied between 11.92% and 38.31%
(24.80% on average). The total sulfur content and the moisture contents were both low values ranging
from 0.13% to 1.51% (average 0.50%) and 0.66% to 1.48% (average 1.00%), respectively;

(2) terrigenous clastic generally occurs as sub-angular to rounded grains and thin layers intimately
admixed with the organic matter in particular horizons. The authigenic mineral occurring as cell
infillings, as well as nodule siderites and polycrystalline aggregates of pyrite, precipitated during
the syngenetic to early diagenetic stages. The cleat infillings, compressed cell infillings, and fracture
infillings precipitated in the epigenetic stage. However, pore-fillings can be formed in every stage of
peat accumulation to epigenesis, so they cannot be used to determine the formation stage of minerals;

(3) combined with coal quality, mineralogy, and geochemical analysis, the Permian coal in the
Huainan coalfield has undergone the following geological evolution: the sedimentary environment of
the Shanxi Formation was affected by seawater, and Fe-rich hydrothermal fluids filled into the No. 3
coal seam in the epigenetic stage; the sedimentary environment of the No. 8 coal seam had widespread
reduction and acid conditions due to basin subsidence, and sulfate-rich hydrothermal fluids may have
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been flowed in peat during deposition stage; in contrast, the peat accumulation environment of the
Upper Shihezi Formation was oxidized with a low pH condition, then, alkaline fluid flowed into the
No. 13-1 coal seam in the epigenetic stage.
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