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Abstract: A petrographic coal structure of Late Permian coals from the Liupanshui coalfield,
Western Guizhou, SW China, has been distinguished for its novel macro-lithological characteristics.
Petrographic, mineralogical and geochemical studies have been conducted for a typical coal sample
(No.3 coal, Songhe coalmine, Panzhou County, China) and its geological genesis and significance for
coalbed methane (CBM) evaluation is accordingly discussed. It was found that coal is characterized
by a banded structure with intensively fractured vitrain sublayers, where a great number of fractures
were developed and filled with massive inorganic matter. The study of coal quality, coal petrography,
mineralogy and lanthanides and yttrium (REY) geochemistry of the infilling mineral matter (IMM)
indicates that this fractured coal structure resulted from the tissues of coal-forming plants or coal
matrix shrinkage, as well as the precipitation of calcium rich groundwater and the addition of
terrigenous materials. The coal depositional environment and coal-forming plant are considered to
have played a role in inducing the special fractures. This provides a scientific reference for the study
of CBM for coal with this fractured structure, such as the Late Permian coal from the western border
of Guizhou Province, SW China.
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1. Introduction

Coal is a combustible organic rock composed of both organic and inorganic matter [1], where
the former is generally interpreted as being formed from plant residual material through complicated
biological, physical and chemical processes [2–4]. Unlike other rocks, coal is characterized by its
porous structure matrix that is intersected by many cleats, fractures, mineral matters and residuals
of coal-forming plants [5], which can be mainly attributed to the impact of stress fields, degrees of
alteration, petrologic types, vitrinite contents, and mineral infilling [6,7].

Coalbed methane (CBM), also known as coalbed gas, has been considered to be a hazard due to gas
outbursts and explosions during coal mining processes for over a century [8]. Researchers found that
the characteristics of the structure of coal are of great significance for the occurrence and flow status of
CBM, and it is thus crucial to improve safety conditions in coal mining [9–11]. CBM is now considered
to be both a hazardous gas, and also a resource commodity in terms of commercial exploitation of CBM
deposits. In fact, CBM has been commercially extracted in many countries, mainly Australia, Canada,
China, India, Poland and the USA [11]. According to statistical data [12], the geological resources of
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CBM with a depth of less than 2000 m in China amount to about 30 trillion cubic meters. A number
of authors stated that the prerequisite to obtain economically and technically viable projects in CBM
recovery, as well as in the prevention of coal mine methane-related disasters, was intimately related
to coal permeability, which depends on coal fracturing (such as the fracture spacing, length, height,
connectivity, aperture size and degree of mineral infilling) [7,10,13–18].

The term “cleat” was first used in 1925 as the general designation for a variety of fractures in coal [9].
However, cleat in coal is more often understood as jointing in competent rocks, which is the result
of shrinkage occurring during the process of coalification, stress release, and extensional strain [19].
Rodrigus [10] confirmed that the cleat system could be theoretically characterized by two main sets
of sub-parallel fractures, namely the “face cleat” and “butt cleat”, and both are mostly orthogonal to
bedding [5]. Since the coal fractures discussed in this paper do not have rock-joints-like morphological
features, as described above, the term “fracture”, instead of “cleat”, is used in the following discussion.

Apart from large-scale faults and joints, the opening-mode small-scale or micro-scale fractures are
also well developed in coal. These fractures usually cannot cross different lithotypes (such as vitrain,
clarain, durain and fusain) [9], which has been recognized by previous studies. Weniger suggested that
bright lithotypes tend to be more highly fractured than dull lithotypes [18]; here, the bright lithotype
refers to vitrain, while dull lithotype consists of clarain, durain or fusain. Su [14] and Cheng [16]
confirmed that the vitrain layer tends to develop intensive endogenetic fractures. In addition, some
other previous studies also revealed that, during diagenetic and epigenetic stages, authigenic minerals
may appear in the fracture walls [5,6,20], and the properties of those infilling mineral matter (IMM)
in the fractures were investigated and some encouraging results were obtained to better understand
the elemental and mineralogical anomalies in coal [21–24].

According to “China Mineral Resources 2019”, released by Ministry of Natural Resources, People’s
Republic of China [12], China held an estimated 1709 Gt of identified coal reserves, the third largest in
the world, behind the United States and Russia. Guizhou Province of SW China, known as the “coal
sea in South China”, has identified coal resources of 75 Gt (mainly Late Permian coal), ranking fifth in
the country [25]. However, frequently occurring safety accidents, e.g., CBM outbursts and explosions,
have been a prominent problem encountered in the coal industry in the region. As mentioned above,
understanding the coal fracture features is of great significance for predicting the occurrence modes
and flow features of CBM, which is crucial for both coalbed methane accident prevention and gas
extraction [18]. In this study, petrographic, mineralogical and geochemical studies were conducted
for a Late Permian coal site, and the results might provide a valuable reference to better understand
the genesis of coal fractures, thereby providing a scientific reference for CBM study.

2. Geological Settings

Western Guizhou was a part of a stable intra-cratonic basin within the west margin of the Yangtze
Block during the Late Paleozoic, situated between the Khangdian upland to the west and the Cathaysian
landmass to the east [26,27]. It has been interpreted that the geological evolution of Western Guizhou
was accompanied by multi-stage tectonic movements [28]. Intensive volcanic activity, known as
the “Emei Mantle Plume”, occurred in the Mid-Late Permian, leaving not only extremely thick
basalt over the Kangdian upland, but also causing rock mass (dolerite) intrusion and hydrothermal
activities, thus resulting in a relatively complicated geological setting for coal accumulation. Since
Western Guizhou is located in the east side of the Khangdian upland, it is the weathered products
of Emeishan basalts that provide major terrestrial-derived clastic material for coal basins in the east
(Figure 1). The multi-stage tectonic movements triggered magma and low-temperature hydrothermal
activities, which also contributed to inorganic impurities in the Late Permian coal. As stated by
Dai [29], source rock, volcanic ash, low-temperature hydrothermal fluid, groundwater, and magmatic
hydrothermal inputs were important factors for the geochemical and mineralogical anomalies of coals
in Western Guizhou.
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With the rise of the Emei mantle-plume in Late Permian, seawater entered Guizhou from
the SE to NW. The transgression and regression of the seawater formed a wide transitional zone
between the land and sea, which provided favorable conditions for peat accumulation. As a result,
the Late Permian paleogeography in Western Guizhou varied, generally from NW to SE, from alluvial
and fluvial plains, via rivers, deltas and tidal flats to shallow marines (carbonate platform) and abyssal
basins [27,29,30]. Terrestrial and paralic coal measures were widely developed in the Late Permian
coal-bearing strata, which was subdivided into Longtan Formation (equivalent of Wuchiapingian)
and Changxing Formation (Changhsingian).
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Figure 1. Late Permian paleogeography of Guizhou Province, Southwestern China (modified from
Guizhou Bureau of Geology and Mineral Exploration, 1987 [31]). 1—river; 2—river dominated
upper delta plain; 3—distributary channel; 4—transitional delta (interdistributary bay); 5—tide
dominated lower delta plain; 6—tidal flat and lagoon; 7—restricted platform; 8—open platform;
9—deep basin; 10—reef limestone; 11—upland; 12—terrigenous direction; 13—transgression direction;
14—sampling location.

3. Samples and Analysis Methods

A representative coal sample from No.3 coal seam of the Songhe coalmine, Panzhou mining area
of Western Guizhou (as the red star marked in Figure 1), was selected as the object for a detailed
study and the results are presented in this paper. Proximate analysis and sulfur content determination
were conducted according to Chinese standards GB/T 212-2008 (based on international standard ISO
11722:1999) [32] and GB/T 214-2007 (based on international standard ISO 334:1992, ISO 351:1996) [33],
respectively. The method of microscopically determining the maximum reflectance of vitrinite (Romax)
was GB/T 6948-2008 (based on international standard ISO 7404-5:1994) [34] with an optical thin slice
of the coal sample, which was made according to GB/T 16773-2008 (based on international standard
ISO 7404-2:1985) [35]. Polished thin sections of the vitrain layers of bulk samples were made to
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investigate the microstructure and mineral components by using both an optical microscope (Olympus,
Tokyo, Japan, CX21) and SEM-EDS (S-3400N, HITACHI, Tokyo, Japan,) in the National and Local
Joint Laboratory of Engineering for Effective Utilization of Regional Mineral Resources from Karst
Areas, and Analysis Center of Guizhou University, respectively. Specifically, polished thin sections
of the vitrain layers were made by the following steps: first, the coal sample is wrapped with gauze
to avoid breaking, then immersed in binder (mixture of rosin and paraffin wax) and heated at less
than 130 ◦C until the bubbles no longer occur. After stopping heating, wait 10 min before removing
the coal sample. A coal block (40 × 25 × 15 mm) is obtained by cutting the treated sample, and finally
a polished thin section is obtained through coarse grinding, fine grinding and polishing.

The IMM was extracted manually and ground into a fine powder (particle size less than 0.075 mm)
for trace elements analysis by ICP-MS (ELAN DRC-e, Perkin Elmer, Waltham, MA, USA), and mineral
contents determination by XRD, which were conducted in the State Key Laboratory of Ore Deposit
Geochemistry, Institute of Geochemistry of Chinese Academy of Sciences. As for the trace elements
analysis, the following procedures were applied: 50 mg of the sample is calcined at 750 ◦C for 2 h
and put into a PTEF crucible, together with 1 mL HF and 1 mL HNO3, sealed in a steel bushing
and kept in an oven at 190 ◦C for 36 h, then cooled and evaporated until dry, with 1 mL HNO3

added and dried again. After that, 500 ng Rh (interior label), 2 mL HNO3 and 3 mL deionized water
was added into the crucible and placed into the steel bushing again and heated at 140 ◦C for 5 h,
then cooled and diluted—it was then ready for testing. The relative standard deviation was less
than 10%. XRD patterns were collected on a Panalytical multifunction X-ray diffractometer equipped
with a 3D PIXcel detector (model: Empyrean, PANalytical, Eindhoven, The Netherlands). The XRD
measurement was performed in the 2θ range of 5–80◦, in the mode of continuous scanning with
0.026◦ in step size and a counting time of 30 s per step. The working voltage and current were 40 kV
and 40 mA, respectively.

Specifically, the separation process of vitrain layers and IMM from bulk coal is as follows: first,
select a bulk coal sample which has two exposed vitrain layers on both sides (the bottom and the top
side), then strip the two vitrain layers with a knife. A vitrain layer sample is obtained through
the coning and quartering method. The rest, which contains no vitrain layer, is thus considered to
be the “other parts”, in addition to the vitrain layer. Proximate analysis, sulfur content and Romax

determination are conducted for the sample of vitrain layers and the sample of other parts, respectively.
IMM particles are collected from the separated vitrain layer sample with a medical tweezer. About 5 g
of IMM was obtained and ground into powder with a particle size of less than 0.075 mm for XRD
and ICP-MS analysis.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Morphology of the Fractures

As shown in Figures 2 and 3, the coal has a banded structure, and it was found that the vitrain
sublayers developed intensive fractures that were filled with mineral matters. It is notable that on
the bedding surface of the vitrain sublayer, most of the fractures are extending, forking or intersecting
with each other, displaying plant-tissue-like patterns. It is not uncommon for coal fractures to be
filled with mineral matters; for example, Dai [22] studied coal from Yili Basin, northwestern China,
and found that micro-scale dendritic fractures were filled with massive mineral matters. However,
coals investigated in this study display a morphology of plant tissue, and there is still little attention
paid to the details of these plant-tissues-like fractures, as well as the property of the IMM and their
geologic origin.
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Figure 3. Photographs of coal structure (lateral section) with banded vitrain layers filled with mineral
matter, No.3 coal from Songhe coalmine, Liupanshui coalfield of Southwestern China.

At first glance, the fractures run randomly, however, all the fractures show a certain regularity,
most of which are either “mainstream” fractures or “branch” fractures. In other words, fractures can be
identified as either trunk fractures with an average width of 0.5–1.0 mm or subordinate fractures with
an average width of less than 0.2–0.3 mm, which form branches of the trunks. An optical microscope
with reflected light was used to study the nature of the fractures (Figure 4). On a microscopic scale,
the fractures show similar characteristics as they are observed by the eyes. That is, each of them grows
out of smaller fractures, with fractal characteristics like that of leaf veins and plant roots. Overall, those
fractures present an image that grows naturally and gradually, rather than cutting or running through
the coal accidentally.
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Figure 4. Photomicrographs of fractures in the vitrain layer (reflected light), No.3 coal of Songhe
coalmine, Liupanshui coalfield, Southwestern China. (a): leaf vein-like infilled fractures; (b): root-like
infilled fractures.

4.2. Coal Quality and Petrology

Coal lithotypes include vitrain, clarain, durain and fusain, and vitrain has the highest glossiness
and can be easily distinguished in banded structural coals [6]. Since the fractures only develop in
the vitrain layers, coal quality tests were conducted individually for the vitrain layers and other parts
(clarain, durain and fusain as a whole). As shown in Table 1, the vitrain layers and other parts of
the coal are similar in terms of moisture content, total sulfur content and the maximum reflectance of
vitrinite (Romax). The dried basis volatile of the vitrain layer sample is much higher than other parts
of the coal, which is in accordance with the common conclusion that vitrain has the highest volatiles
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and strongest viscidity among all the four coal lithotypes [6]. However, the vitrain layer sample was
unexpectedly found to have a remarkably lower ash yield than the other parts of the coal.

Table 1. Values of coal quality and maximum reflectance of vitrinite of coal with cleated structures
from the Songhe coalmine, Liupanshui coalfield, Southwestern China.

Samples Mad, % Aad, % St,d, % Vad, % Romax, %

Vitrain layers 1.12 21.07 0.11 38.50 1.14
Other parts 1.20 27.87 0.11 26.11 1.16

Note: Mad—air-dried moisture content, Aad—air-dried basis ash yield, Vad—air-dried basis volatiles, St,d—air-dried
basis total sulfur content, Romax—maximum reflectance of vitrinite.

4.3. Mineralogy and Geochemistry of the IMM

A mineralogy study on IMM was conducted using optical microscopy identification, XRD
and SEM-EDS. An XRD study shows that the IMM primarily consists of calcite (98.51%), and a small
amount of quartz, dolomite and clay, such as kaolinite. Optical microscope identification and SEM-EDS
analysis provides more evidence of the mineralogical features of the IMM. It was found that the IMM
is dominated by calcite, most of which occurs in the shape of branches or roots (Figure 5). The mineral
veins show numerous ragged or twisted fractures, implying that the coal might have experienced slight
physical transformation during the formation of the IMM. As shown in Figure 6, chemical compositions
of the three spots are determined by SEM-EDS and the result shows that they are dominated by Ca,
C, and O. For example, the mass percent concentration of Ca, C and O of the spot in Figure 6a are
38.5%, 18.1% and 36.4%, respectively. According to the concentration of Ca, the theoretical content
of calcite was calculated as 73.1% because the mass ration of Ca, C and O in pure calcite is 1:0.3:0.6.
While for the spots in Figure 6b,c, the theoretical content of calcite is 70.0% and 78.2%, respectively.
While the theoretical calculation data are somewhat different from the XRD test results, it can basically
confirm that calcite is dominant in IMM.

Lanthanides and yttrium (abbreviated as REY) have gained relatively great attention in coal geology
research for many years as they can be considered to be provenance indications for the sedimentary
environment and inorganic matters in coal [36–42]. Therefore, the concentration and distribution
pattern of the REY of the IMM and the IMM-free Songhe coal were studied to determine the genesis
of the fractures. Besides, for comparison, the concentrations and distribution patterns of REY of
the average Liupanshui coal (based on 155 samples from Liupanshui coalfield [43]) and the average of
Emeishan basalt (based on 18 samples from Shuicheng, Liupanshui [44]) were also investigated. This is
because the No.3 Songhe coal was sampled from Panzhou, which is a part of the Liupanshui coalfield
of western Guzihou, and the Emeishan basalt derived from the Kangdian Upland has been considered
as the primary terrigenous input into the Late Permian coal-forming environment [27,29,43,45–47].

As shown in Table 2, IMM has a relatively high REY concentration of 412.4 µg/g, which is much
higher than the IMM-free Songhe coal (56.8 µg/g) and the average Liupanshui coal (95.1 µg/g), and is
also much higher than the Emeishan basalt (321.8 µg/g), indicating an abnormal enrichment of REY
in the IMM of the investigated coal. To better understand the origin of the IMM in coal, the upper
continental crust (UCC) [48], rather than chondrite, is selected as a standard value for normalization of
REY in coal because the former is sedimentary rock that has a similar genetic origin to coal [40,41].

As shown in Figure 7, the UCC normalized pattern of REY in the IMM is characterized by
a pronounced left incline with a LaN/LuN value of 0.11. The curve also shows an obvious Eu depletion
(δEu 0.64) and slight Ce depletion (δCe 0.95). Similarly, in the case of the IMM-free Songhe coal, a left
incline pattern is also observed, in both LaN/LuN, at 0.48, and an obvious Eu depletion (δEu = 0.80);
however, no Ce anomalies are found as δCe = 1.00. While for the Liupanshui coal, the REY distribution
pattern is of normal type, showing slightly weak light rare earth elements (LREY) (LaN/LuN = 0.82),
and negative Ce and Eu anomalies (δCe = 0.90, δEu = 0.95). The REY distribution pattern of the Emeishan
basalt is of M-type (LaN/SmN = 0.58 < 1, GdN/LuN = 1.69 > 1), which is distinct in characteristics from
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that of the samples mentioned above. In addition, the curve exhibits negative Ce anomalies (δCe = 0.94)
and strong positive Eu anomalies (δEu = 1.55).
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Figure 5. Vein-like calcite and quartz of the infilling mineral matter (IMM) under polarized light
(a1,b1,c1,d1) and crossed polarizer light (a2,b2,c2,d2) of cleated structural coal from the No.3 coal seam,
Songhe coalmine, Liupanshui coalfield. Abbreviation: Cal—Calcite, Qtz—Quartz, Org—Organic matter.

Cerium and europium in coal mainly displays negative, weakly negative, or no anomalies [41].
The Liupanshui coal, the IMM and the IMM-free Songhe coal show weakly negative or no Ce anomalies
(Table 2), and this may be related to the weakly negative Ce anomalies of the Emeishan basalt in
the sediment source region [41,49]. However, previous studies suggested that silicic volcanic rock
detrital [47] and felsic or felsic-intermediate rocks [23] from the Kangdian Upland may also provide
terrigenous materials for the Late Permian coal-bearing strata in SW China and influence the REY
in coal, although they are not dominant contributors. Surface water, which has negative or strongly
negative Ce anomalies, probably played a role in the REY fraction in coal [50].
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Figure 6. Results of SEM-EDS analysis of the infilling mineral matter (IMM) of the cleated structure
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twisted pattern; (b): Intersecting calcite vein; (c): Veined calcite with a root-like pattern.
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Table 2. Rare earth elements concentration and characteristic values of the IMM of fracture- structural coal, the IMM-free Songhe coal, the Liupanshui coal
and the Emeishan basalt, Western Guizhou, Southwestern China (µg/g).

Samples La Ce Pr Nd Sm Eu Gd Tb Dy Y Ho Er Tm Yb Lu

IMM 28.70 61.70 7.61 32.00 10.10 1.77 15.36 3.53 29.80 174.00 6.17 18.20 2.74 17.90 2.87
IMM-free Songhe Coal 7.67 17.20 1.98 7.73 1.70 0.30 1.77 0.28 2.02 13.00 0.43 1.21 0.18 1.17 0.17

Liupanshui coal 16.92 31.29 3.68 13.98 2.82 0.55 2.64 0.43 2.63 16.10 0.54 1.58 0.23 1.44 0.22
Emeishan basalt 42.30 81.40 10.90 43.50 8.87 2.72 7.79 1.17 6.61 36.90 1.30 3.57 0.52 3.08 0.51

Samples
∑

REY LREY MREY HREY LaN/LuN δCe δEu YN/HoN

IMM 412.44 140.11 224.45 47.88 0.11 0.95 0.64 1.03
IMM-free Songhe Coal 56.81 36.28 17.37 3.16 0.48 1.00 0.80 1.10

Liupanshui coal 95.06 68.69 22.35 4.01 0.82 0.90 0.95 0.98
Emeishan basalt 321.76 244.40 66.24 10.58 0.94 0.94 1.55 0.88

Note:
∑

REY is the sum of all rare earth elements (La ~ Lu), LREY = Σ(La + Ce + Pr + Nd + Sm); MREY = Σ(Eu + Gd + Tb + Dy + Y); HREY = Σ(Ho + Er + Tm + Yb + Lu), δCe = CeN/(0.5
× LaN + 0.5×PrN); δEu = EuN/(0.5 × SmN + 0.5 × GdN); Subscript N stands for upper continental crust normalized value.
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IMM and IMM-free Songhe coal are both characterized by strongly negative Eu anomalies, with
a δEu of 0.64 and 0.80, respectively. However, Liupanshui coal shows a weak Eu anomaly (δEu = 0.95).
On the contrary, Emeishan basalt exhibits a pronounced positive Eu anomaly (δEu = 1.55). As indicated
by some researchers, Eu anomalies in coal are generally inherited from rocks in the sediment source
region or are influenced by high-temperature hydrothermal fluids, but are not easily affected by
weathering processes or the transportation of the source rock, e.g., [23,41,51,52]. Since the terrigenous
input into the Late Permian sedimentary rocks and coal-forming environment was mainly derived
from the Kangdian Upland, i.e., Emeishan large igneous province [24,42,47,53,54], the strong depletion
of Eu in the IMM may be attributed to Eu loss in reducing settings during the peat accumulation
and coalification process [55,56], or the input of some other materials with negative Eu anomaly.
For example, the No.25 coal from the Guxu coalfield, with a strongly negative Eu anomaly, was related
to the addition of terrigenous rocks characterized by felsic-intermediate compositions [23].

Bau [52] suggested that the YN to HoN ratio can be used as a Y anomalies indicator. Relative to
the UCC, YN/HoN for the IMM and IMM-free Songhe coal are 1.03 and 1.10, respectively, displaying
positive anomalies, while that of the Liupanshui coal and Emeishan basalt are 0.98 and 0.99, respectively,
showing slightly negative anomalies (Table 2). Yttrium anomalies in coal may be attributed to
previous geochemical processes within the sediment source rocks, the sedimentary environment,
and hydrothermal fluids [41]. Therefore, like Eu depletion, which has been discussed above, the positive
anomalies of Y in the IMM and the IMM-free Songhe coal cannot be simply attributed to the input of
the weathering product of Emeishan basalt because the latter is characterized by a negative Y anomaly
of 0.99.

4.4. Discussion

4.4.1. The IMM Origin

The mineral veins are generally continuous, with only a few tiny disconnections or penetrations,
which illustrates that the coal has not suffered serious deformation during or after the formation of
IMM. The IMM only appears in the vitrain sublayers, rather than cutting through the coal seam or
penetrating randomly into other coal petrologic sublayers. The IMM filling shows a feature of “sublayer
confinement”, or specifically, “vitrain-layer confinement”. This is consistent with previous studies that
suggested that bright coal lithotypes tend to develop more intensive fractures [6,14]. Therefore, these
“vitrain confined” mineral veins are thus considered to have been generated locally in vitrain sublayers,
instead of being introduced by factors like magmatic or hydrothermal inbreaking activities. In fact,
if these veins were caused by the invasion of mineral-rich fluids, it cannot fill vitrain layers without
damaging other coal matrixes. However, further study is still needed for the cause of the fractures.

In addition, the vitrinite maximum reflectance (Romax) of the vitrain layer is close to that of
the adjacent sublayers of the investigated coal sample (Table 1). This also indicates a low possibility of
involvement of hydrothermal fluid or igneous activity during the formation of IMM. It seems that
the vitrain layer might not have experienced accidental thermal alteration.

A REY geochemistry study shows that the IMM displays higher REY abundance and a distinct
distribution pattern when compared to the local Late Permian coals and the sediment source rock,
Emeishan basalt. The IMM is characterized by a pronounced left incline REY distribution, a strongly
negative δEu value and a slightly positive YN/HoN value, which are distinct from Emeishan basalt.
Generally, the REY in carbonate rocks is relatively low, but Sun [57] studied the super high concentration
(up to 31,000 µg/g) of rare earth elements and strongly negative Ce and Eu in the carbonate rock
weathering profiles from Guizhou, SW China, and found that carbonate rock can supply enough
rare earth elements during weathering—that is, after the solution of carbonate materials, the alkali
barrier may be an important factor that causes rare earth enrichment. Thus, the enrichment of
REY in IMM of the studied sample may be derived from overlying carbonates via dissolution
and groundwater leaching.
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Since the IMM is dominated by calcite, it is supposed that the formation of IMM is primarily due to
Ca2+ precipitation and crystallization of calcite in the fractures. In the recrystallization process, heavy
rare earth ions have radiuses that are slightly smaller than calcium ions; thus, they can enter the calcite
crystal structure more easily than the light rare earth ions [58], leading to a pronounced left incline
pattern of the REY of the IMM. Thus, this REY fractional process may also influence the migration
of individual rare earth elements, partly resulting in the strong Eu anomaly of the IMM. However,
the effect of calcite crystallization and REY-Ca isomorphous replacement on Eu and Ce anomalies is
still not clear.

As discussed above, it is unlikely that the material source of the IMM was caused by epigenetic
hydrothermal-fluids or magmatic intrusions. Therefore, the IMM is probably of normal sedimentary
genesis (for example, precipitation of calcium rich groundwater), followed by a REY differentiation
during the peat accumulation and coalification process, or with certain additions of terrigenous
materials such as silicic volcanic rock detrital [47] or felsic or felsic-intermediate rocks [23].

4.4.2. The Formation of the Fractures

The fractures only occur in the vitrain layers, and patterns of which are distinctly different from
those of samples that have been affected by hydrothermal alteration with mineral vein intrusion,
e.g., [59]. Therefore, prior to being infilled with mineral matters, these “vitrain confined” fractures were
probably generated within the vitrain sublayers during the peatifcation or/and coalification process.
A possible explanation is that the fractures probably resulted from tissues of the coal-forming plant.
This is because, macroscopically, the morphological characteristic of the fractures exhibit leaf vein-like
or bark-like patterns (Figure 3). A previous study showed that, in southwestern China, Late Permian
was the age of flourish for Cathaysian flora. As typical representatives of Cathaysian flora, Gigantopterides,
Lepidodendron, as well as lycopod dominated–Sigillaria [60], were found to be characterized by very
broad fern leaves, diadromous and big caudexes [4,6,31]. Our field investigation confirmed that
plant fossil fragments (leaves, barks, etc.) are relatively rich in Late Permian coal-bearing strata in
the Liupanshui coalfield. For example, regular rhombus imprints may have resulted from plant fossils,
probably bark imprints (Figure 8), and a thin layer of net-like deposition on the surface of a fossil
plant-rich carbonaceous mudstone of the Late Permian coal-bearing strata (Figure 9). Therefore, after
the breakdown of the coal-forming plant, it was the slower decay and following vacation of some
plant tissues that lead to massive interspaces, which are now fractures. However, it was found that
the depth of these fractures would change with the thickness of the vitrain layers, which is difficult to
explain with the idea of plant tissue genesis.
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Another possible cause is that the fractures were of autogenetic genesis during the peatifcation
or/and coalification process. As mentioned above, coals with this unique fracture are of banded
structure, i.e., dark coal bands (vitrain layers) and light coal bands (clarain, durain and fusain layers),
which appear alternately. Fractures only appear in the vitrain layers, implying that the vitrain layers are
composed of different peat biomass from clarain, durain and fusain layers. This can be partly confirmed
by the fact that the vitrain layer has a much higher volatile (38.50%) than that of the other parts (26.11%)
(Table 2). In fact, a larger proportion of volatile matter means that the vitrain layer is prone to shrinking
during the diagenesis process, which induces the fractures. However, the genesis of dark and light
coal bands is confronted with contrasting explanations such as peat-forming plant community, degrees
of plant decomposition, and wet/dry conditions of peat-accumulation environments [4]. Thus, for
the vitrain layer, the relationship between the biomass nature and generation of fractures still needs
further study.

4.4.3. The Effect of the Fractures on CBM Behaviors

As discussed above, fractures in the coal are important for the investigation of the CBM occurrence
and flow behavior and is crucial for both safety production and gas utilization in the coal mining
industry [9–11]. The coal sample studied in this paper can be characterized by a banded structure
with intensively fractured vitrain layers. This banded and fractured coal structure may have a certain
influence on CBM flow, which is useful for CBM migration behavior prediction in coal seams. First,
the fractured vitrain layers appear alternately and repetitively along the coal seam profile, which makes
the coal seam more fragmented and provides more space for the flow of CBM. Secondly, the extending
direction of the sublayers (including the fractured vitrain layer) of the banded coal is generally consistent
with that of the entire coal seam, which creates a greater chance for CBM to flow in the extending
direction of the coal seam.

In addition, our previous field investigation suggested that coals with this type of special structure
can be found in coalmines, mainly from the boundary region of Western Guizhou Province, especially
the western part of Panzhou and Shuicheng county [43], where the river dominates the upper delta
plain and developed well during the coal-forming period (Late Permian) (Figure 1). The discovery of
this lends credence to the idea that the geographic distribution of this fractured structure coal may be
related to the coal-forming sedimentary environment of the studied region. Due to factors like climate
change, the frequent variation of the phreatic water tables of a coal-forming delta plain mire (constantly
changing between wet and dry) may result in different degrees of degradation of the organic material
in the peat [47], which in turn influence the gelatinization and periodic production of the vitrain layer,
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which has the highest degree of gelatinization and intensive fractures. Thus, we speculate that it is
the river-dominated upper delta plain that might have provided favorable conditions for the formation
of the special coal structure. This provides a new perspective for the evaluation of the CBM through
the recognition of peat depositional environments. However, there are many important considerations
in the analysis and interpretation of indicators for CBM evaluation, the potential connection between
the sedimentary environment and CBM occurrence and flow characteristics is not yet clear and further
investigation is needed in the future.

5. Conclusions

(1) A Late Permian coal from Southwestern China was found to have a banded structure with
intensively fractured vitrain sublayers. Those fractures exhibit patterns of leaf veins, roots or
barks and were filled with massive mineral matters (mainly calcite as for No.3 coal from Songhe
coal, Liupanshui coalfeld).

(2) Study on coal petrology, coal quality, as well as mineralogy and REY geochemistry of the IMM
show that the fractures probably resulted from tissues of coal-forming plant or of autogenetic
genesis (for example shrinkage) during the peatifcation or/and coalification process, while the IMM
in those fractures probably resulted from precipitation of the calcium rich groundwater and certain
addition of terrigenous materials.

(3) The banded structure and the intensive fractures only develop in the vitrain sublayers.
This provides a potential path for CBM flow and implies that the flow direction of the CBM
may be confined by the attitude of the coal seam. This, with respect to Late Permian coal from
the Western Guizhou border, suggests a possible relationship between CBM migration and specific
coal-forming paleogeography (such as the river dominated upper delta plain), although more
evidence is necessary.
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