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The structure of the world coal 

industry has changed considerably 

since the late fifties when coal lost 

its battle against oil. 

With the reemphasis on coal as an 
energy source after the 1973 and 

1979 oil crises, new ownership 

patterns have emerged. 

This article indicates which 

corporations dominate the industry 

and tries to analyse some aspects 
of world coal production and 

trade. 
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Introduction 

Until about 1920 coal was the world's 
most important energy source. 
However, when oil became widely and 
cheaply available, coal gradually lost its 
top position. This happened first in the 
United States, somewhat later in 
Western Europe. Between 1939and 1970 
the share of coal in the US energy supply 
declined from about 50 per cent to 20 
per cent. Many thousands of mines were 
closed down. 

In Western Europe the decline was 
much slower due to protectionistic 
measures by the governments of the pro-
ducing nations. 

Despite the stagnation in the con
sumption of coal many oil companies 
anticipated an important role for coal 
over the long term, as oil reserves would 
become progressively depleted. During 
the sixties they bought up small coal 
companies and their yet unexploited 
reserves, especially in the western 
United States. 

The oil companies thus initiated a 
major restructuring of the coal market. 
These structural changes accelerated in 
the course of the seventies. The OPEC 
oil embargo and oil price increases of 
1973 made the world aware of its 
dependence on oil, particularly in those 
countries where most of the oil had to be 
imported. Coal thus became an attrac
tive possibility for diversification. 
Moreover, the oil price increases made 
coal competitive on those markets 
where it could easily be supplied. The 
doubling of oil prices in 1979 
strengthened this effect so that long 
transportation routes no longer formed 
an unsurmountable obstacle. 

Massive investments in coal produc
tion were not only made by the oil com
panies. Mining companies joined in too, 
as well as some large consumers, in par
ticular power companies. This meant 
that although only a few large indepen
dent coal companies survived, especial
ly in the United States, South Africa and 
Australia, competition remained strong 
in the world market. 

In Western Europe the situation was 
quite different. Since the fifties most of 
Europe's coal industries were national
ized and large, centralized state-mono
polies, such as the British National Coal 
Board (NCB) and the French Charbon
nages de France (CdF) have been cre
ated. The domestic coal consumers were 
(and still are) obliged to take a certain 
percentage of their needs from this 
domestically and expensively produced 

coal. 

The market for hard coal 

There are two main markets for hard 
coal: on the one hand the steel industry 
for metallurgical or coking coal, on the 
other hand the power companies, ce
ment industry and the households for 
steaming coal. 

Metallurgical or coking coal is used as 
support, energy source and reducing 
agent in the blast furnaces of the steel 
industry. Consumption and trade in 
coking coal is thus dependent on the 
weel and woe of the steel market. As 
steel production tripled from the early 
fifties to the early seventies, consump
tion of coking coal increased too, 
though less than twofold. New steel 
making techniques requiring less coal 
were responsible for this. 

Consumption and trade in coking 
coal have stabilized since the mid
seventies due to the stagnation in the 
steel industry. Coking coal production 
fell 9 per cent between 1973 and 1983, 
while coking coal trade grew by 19 Mt.' 
This growth is the result of a partial shift 
in steel production to a number of less 
developed countries (LDCs), mainly in 
Asia and Latin America. 

Prior to 1973 most of the interna
tional trade in coal was comprised of 
coking coal. In 1983 its share had de
clined to 50 per cent, which correspond
ed to 3 0  per cent of world demand, i e 
1 35 Mt, in 1983. 2 

Steaming coal has to compete with 
other energy sources such as oil and 
nuclear power. Prior to 1973 steaming 
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sented through the Cape Breton Devel

opment Corp, Petro Canada, and a 

number of power companies. 
The oil majors, as elsewhere, control a 

substantial part of coal production. Im
portant producers include Crows Nest 
Resources (Royal Dutch/Shell) and 
McIntyre Mines (Superior Oil). British 

Petroleum is developing a mine, as is 

Socal (via Gulf Canada Resources). 
Many smaller oil companies are also 

present, even two Japanese ones. Other 
smaller participants in joint ventures are 
the Japanese trading houses, steel mills 

and power companies like Mitsui, Mit

subishi, the Japan Coal Development 
Corp (steel mills) and the Electric Power 

Development Corp (state-owned). Ko
rean steel mills like Pohang Steel have 
joined in recently. 23 

The European investors are not as 
well represented as in the Australian 

coal industry. CdF (Quintette Denison 
Mines) and Ruhrkohle are investing 
though. Their main reason is probably 

selling their technological know-how 
(see tidings in Mining Journal). 

Furthermore, the Coal Association of 

Canada lists a substantial number of 
non-producing members, many of them 

engaged in different stages of explora

tion, evaluation or awaiting approval of 
exploitation. 24 

The Canadian export is supplied by 
the companies indicated in Table 8. 

Westar Mining is the leading firm, fol

lowed by Denison, Fording and Luscar. 
Byron Creek only exports to Europe. 
The others produce large amounts of 
coking coal for the Far East markets. 

Canada is a federal state and all ex
ploration and exploitation licences are 
granted by the provincial governments. 

Restrictions imposed by them concern 

environmental and infrastructural mat

ters. But in general the governments are 

eager to encourage the developing coal 
industry as a major source of employ
ment. 

Foreign ownership is a matter of con
cern as there are no official limits to 

foreign shares in investments, as in 
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Australia. Although investments are 
controlled by the Foreign Investment 

Review Agency, a federal government 
agency, its regulatory powers do not 
seem to be very strong. Foreign par

ticipation was encouraged recently by 
the Canadian Minister of State (Mines), 
particularly in the development of new 
coal technologies. 25 However, invest
ment proposals can be rejected, as il
lustrated by the case of Sumitomo Coal 
Canada which has been denied invest
ment approval in a coal development 

scheme for this reason. 26 

Federal Republic of Germany 

There are only a few producing com
panies in Germany (See Table 9). Pro-

Table 9 

duction is concentrated in the Ruhr 
district in the western part of the coun

try. This area delivers 79 per cent of the 

country's output. 
Coal production has an long history 

in Germany, but has been steadily 
declining since 1957, when production 
reached 149.4 Mt. Coal mining has 

become increasingly expensive as most 
of the remaining deposits lie deep 
underground or in thin seams. 

Much of the country's coal output is 
of coking quality and some of it is ex
ported, whilst some steaming coal is im

ported. 

Six major companies provide for all 

of the country's output. Ruhrkohle AG, 
an extensive conglomerate of mines 
which was formed in 1969, produces 71 

Principal hard coal producing companies in the FR of Germany 1984 
(in Mt) 

Company Production Share(%) Owner 

Ruhrkohle AG 56.l 71.2 Major shareholder is 
VEBA AG (37.1%) 

Saarbergwerke AG 10.2 12.9 State-owned 
Eschweiler 5.1 6.5 Ar bed Finanz SA b 

Bergwer ksverein 

Gewerkschaft 3.0 3.8 BASF 

Auguste-Victoria 
Preussag AG Koble 2.3 2.9 Preussag AG 

Gewerkschaft 2.1 2.7 Dutch share-holders 

Sophia-Jacoba 

Totald 78.8 100.0 

Notes: 

• Bituminous coals only.

b Based in Luxemburg.

c Total production figure for 1984 differs from that given in BP's Statistical Review of World 

Energy for unknown reasons, which states a figure of 84.9 Mt. An equal difference is noted 
between the 1983 production figures, i e 81.7 and 89.6 Mt respectively. 

dTotal may not equal sum of components due to independent rounding. 

Source: 

Statistik der Kohlenwirtschaft e V (1985) and Commerzbank, Branchenbericht Bl0, 
1984-12-10. 
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