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Abstract: Geochemical characteristics of rocks in fault zones have been extensively studied, while
there are limited studies on coal occurring in fault zones of underground coal mine. In this study,
five coal samples were carefully collected from a reverse fault zone in Qi’nan colliery. Systematical
detection methods were employed to analyze the different chemical and physical characteristics of
fault-related coal samples. Through comparative analysis, the following insights are obtained. Three
subdivided fault zones were classified according to the deformation characteristics of coal samples.
Frictional heat and strong ductile deformation generated by fault motion led to the dissociation
of phenol and carboxyl groups in coal molecules, which sharply decreased the concentrations of
elements Co and Mo bound to these functional groups in zone I. The modified pore-cleat system in
zone I with higher pore volume and lower permeability allowed solutions containing enriched trace
elements to migrate through zone I locally. Concentrations of HREE, MREE and related elements
associated with the invasive solutions showed significant positive anomalies in zone I. Precipitation
and smearing of clay minerals in zone I led to poorer connectivity. Disruption and delamination
of laminar clay minerals by strong compression-shear stress significantly increased the adsorption
sites for related elements, especially the HREE and MREE. Nano-scale clay minerals resulting from
stress-induced scaly exfoliation also enhanced the retention capability of REE in zone I.

Keywords: minerals; trace elements; major elements; fault zone; tectonically deformed coal;
differentiation mechanism

1. Introduction

Geochemical and geophysical characteristics of fault rocks are primarily controlled by fault
zones or fault systems [1–5]. Fault zones in rocks are generally divided into fault core (comprised
of ultracataclasite), damage zone and undeformed zone (comprised of protolith) [6,7]. Geochemical
properties of fault rocks are altered in different ways. During faulting deformation, faults acting as
major conduits for fluid migration lead to strong fluid–rock interactions [8]. Fluid–rock interactions
in fault zones not only heal macro and micro fracture networks, but also lead to elemental variation
and weathering of the fault core [9,10]. Most of the elements in fault core are depleted compared with
those in the damage zone, which is ascribed to a stronger weathering process in the fault core [11].
Redistribution of elements and minerals in different subdivided zones could also result from the
pressure solution of soluble minerals and diffusive mass transfer [12–14]. The formation of clay
minerals in fault gouge is closely associated with the dehydration process and fluid–rock interactions
in fault zones [9].
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The permeability of fault rocks is both temporally and spatially heterogeneous. The permeability
controls the migration of fluid in different subdivided zones, which is important for the chemical
alteration of fault rocks [15–17]. A cyclic permeability evolution of fault zones occurs during the process
of faulting deformation [8]. During faulting deformation, fractures and cataclasis within the fault core
significantly increase the permeability of rocks, which is beneficial to the fluid migration [18,19]. After
faulting deformation, the fault core sealed by mineral cementation and diffusive mass transfer has
lower permeability [20–23]. Strong shear stress on fault planes leads to smearing of clay minerals
into thin films (even nano-sized clay films), which decreases the permeability of fault-related coal as
well [24,25]. As a summary, permeability evolution, fluid migration, and chemical alteration in fault
zones are auxiliary to each other in a faulting deformation process.

Similarly, faults in coal seams are related to tectonic stress concentration, which could strongly
alter intact coals into deformed ones [26]. In other words, fault structures control the local distribution
of tectonically deformed coals (TDCs). TDCs are defined as coals superimposed by tectonic stress [27].
The chemical structure (specifically referring to the organic structure), physical structure and optical
characteristics of TDCs are significantly affected by tectonic deformation [27–29]. Strong deformation
(especially ductile deformation) on coal significantly increases the total volume and specific surface
area of pore structures [30–36]. Moreover, it has been reported that there is early metamorphism of coal
molecular structures in TDCs [37,38]. Side chains in TDCs including aliphatic structures and functional
groups are disassociated by tectonic stress, which is followed by aromatic structures being collaged and
rearranged (especially in ductile deformed coal) [39,40]. Furthermore, relevant studies have shown that
coal molecular structures around faults are altered by strong deformation and frictional heat [41–43].
On the other hand, insufficient attention has been paid to the alteration of inorganic components in
TDCs, particularly in fault-related coals. Thus, a study on deformed coal around fault structures could
further advance the understanding of accumulation and dissipation mechanisms of elements under
the influence of tectonic structures.

Elements in coal have long been investigated by geologists for preserved geological information,
release of toxic elements during utilization process, and the potential economic significance of specific
valuable elements [44–49]. The distribution of elements and minerals in coal seams is influenced by
both syngenetic and epigenetic geological factors, for instance, the syngenetic inputs of terrigenous
debris, mesotrophic anoxic conditions, volcanic ashes etc., and the epigenetic factors of igneous
intrusion, circulating ground water etc. [47,50–56]. However, only few researchers have recognized that
the characteristics of inorganic components in TDCs are influenced by tectonic stress as well. Actually,
inorganic components in coal are closely associated with tectonic deformation [36,57–61]. For instance,
fluids migrating through brecciated coals in fault zones probably lead to cleat mineralization and
elemental enrichment [58,59,61]. Specifically, the concentrations of Ti, Sc, Ta, U and rare earth elements
all increase as the coal deformation increases, while the concentration of Mo decreases with increasing
deformation intensity, which can be mainly ascribed to the coal dynamic metamorphism accompanied
by frictional thermal effects [62–65]. Analogously, concentrations of rare earth elements in fault-related
boreholes are higher than those in unrelated boreholes in specific coal seams. Thus, it has been proposed
that fault structures are beneficial to the accumulation of rare earth elements [66]. Therefore, the
investigation of the geochemical alteration characteristics and mechanisms of deformed coals provides
another perspective to understand the coal deformation mechanisms [62]. More importantly, coal and
gas outbursts are considered to be closely related to strongly deformed coal, which is unpredictable
during coal production [38]. Once the elemental variation characteristics and mechanisms in deformed
coals are clarified, concentrations of elements could be applied as precise indicators of coal and gas
outbursts [62,65,67].

In this study, a series of deformed coal samples located at different distances from a reverse
fault are systematically studied from diverse perspectives. Based on the knowledge of geochemical
characteristics of fault-related coal samples, differentiation mechanisms of trace elements in the fault
zone are preliminarily clarified.
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2. Geological Settings and Fault Zone Architecture

2.1. Geological Settings

Suxian coal mine, adjacent to Tanlu fault, is on the southeastern margin of the Northern China
plate (Figure 1a). Multiple tectonic movements occurring in Suxian coal mine significantly altered the
regional and primary structural features of coal deposited in this area. In the late Triassic (Indo-Chinese
epoch), the collage and collision between Yangtze craton and North China craton led to the NS
extrusion of Suxian coal mine, which induced the emergence of EW-trending folds and faults in the
study area. The Yanshanian-Himalayan tectonic movement in early-middle Jurassic directly resulted
in the formation of East Suzhou syncline, South Suzhou syncline and Xisipo thrust fault [27], which
dominated the geological structure frame of Suxian coal mine (Figure 1b). South Suzhou syncline, with
an axial direction of NE-20◦, was cut into a half-baked syncline structure by Xisipo thrust fault. Under
the influence of the cutting, the dip angle of east flank (about 45◦) of South Suzhou syncline is greater
than that of the west flank (about 25◦). The main structural trace of Suxian coal mine is basically in the
NNE direction (Figure 1b).

Qi’nan colliery, the selected sampling area, is at the turn end of South Suzhou syncline. Faults
are the predominant structures that control the local distribution of TDCs in Qi’nan colliery. Two
secondary folds, nearly along the EW direction, are develop in the central part of Qi’nan colliery.
Samples were collected from a reverse fault that was adjacent to the axis of the Zhangxuewu syncline
(Figure 1c). The EW-trending reverse fault was formed under the squeezing of tectonic stress in a
NS direction originating from the Indo-China movement. This reverse fault was less affected by
Yanshanian-Himalayan tectonic movement.

Furthermore, Yanshanian igneous intrusion in Huaibei coalfield belongs to the circum-Pacific
tectonic magmatic belt. The Xierpu igneous rocks located in the northwest of Suzhou city were intruded
up to the shallow part of through north Suzhou fault (Figure 1b). Faults developed in Zhuxianzhuang
colliery are important magma transportation channels. Coal seam VI was influenced by the igneous
intrusion as well (Figure 1d).

Shanxi Formation of lower Permian and lower Shihezi Formation of middle Permian are major
coal-bearing strata in Qi’nan colliery (Figure 1d). Fault-related coal samples were collected in coal seam
VI, lower Shihezi formation. The lower Shihezi formation, as a fluvial-dominated delta plain deposit, is
mainly comprised of sandstone, mudstone and coal, which is conformable with the underlying Shanxi
Formation and distributed regionally. The direct roof and floor of coal seam VI are mainly mudstone.

The hydrogeological resources of Qi’nan colliery are mainly the fourth aquifer in Cenozoic and the
sandstone fissured aquifer of coal-bearing strata in Permian. The decreasing water level of the fourth
aquifer after coal mining indicates that the source of water in coal is mainly the fourth aquifer. The
sandstone-fissured aquifer could directly enter the coal seam through leaching and could be recharged
by the fourth aquifer. The pH value of ground water penetrating into coal seams from an overlying
aquifer is in the range of 7.2–7.9, which makes coal seam VI mildly alkaline as well [68].

2.2. Fault Zone Architecture

The dip direction and dip angle of the selected reverse fault are 358◦ and 35◦, respectively (Figure 2).
The direct roof and floor of coal seam VI are mainly grey mudstone, and the thick false roof and floor
are mainly grey green mudstone. Roof and floor rocks dislocated by the fault are broken into cataclastic
shapes near the fault plane followed by intact roof and floor rocks away from the fault plane. Field
observation showed that there were dragged folds developing in hanging and foot walls near the fault
plane (Figure 2). Coal, being more sensitive to tectonic stress, was broken into strongly deformed
structures in dragged fold zones (zone I) with widths of ~2 meters in both hanging and foot walls. The
influence of the fault on coal deformation became weak in the part with normal occurring roof and
floor rocks. At a distance of ~4 meters from zone I in both hanging and foot walls, dense associated
fractures cut most coal into mortar shapes (zone II). Coal beyond zone II showed relatively intact
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shapes (zone III). Besides, field observation showed that subdivided zones in the hanging wall were
slightly broader than those in the footwall.   
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Figure 1. The location of sampling sites and sequence. (a) Map of China. (b) Structural outline of 
Suxian coal mine. (c) Structural outline of Qi’nan colliery and distribution of sampling location 
(modified from Jiang et al. [27]; Li et al. [69]). (d) Detailed stratigraphic column of coal-bearing strata 
in Qi’nan colliery. 

2.2. Fault Zone Architecture 

The dip direction and dip angle of the selected reverse fault are 358° and 35°, respectively (Figure 
2). The direct roof and floor of coal seam VI are mainly grey mudstone, and the thick false roof and 
floor are mainly grey green mudstone. Roof and floor rocks dislocated by the fault are broken into 

Figure 1. The location of sampling sites and sequence. (a) Map of China. (b) Structural outline of Suxian
coal mine. (c) Structural outline of Qi’nan colliery and distribution of sampling location (modified from
Jiang et al. [27]; Li et al. [69]). (d) Detailed stratigraphic column of coal-bearing strata in Qi’nan colliery.
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Figure 2. Schematic of fault zone architecture and distribution of sampling sites.

According to the guidelines of GB482-1995 Standard [70], five TDC samples with typical
deformation characteristics in three subdivided zones were collected from the same sequence. Among
them, samples 1, 2 and 3 were collected from the hanging wall, and samples 4 and 5 were collected
from the foot wall. Samples 1 and 5 were collected in zone III; samples 2 and 4 were gathered in zone
II; and sample 3 was collected in zone I (Figure 2).

Samples in zone III: Samples 1 and 5 in zone III are defined as cataclastic coal (Figure 3a,e). Maceral
bands in these samples are clearly visible. Coal body with more integrated structures are mainly cut by
straight and sparse cleats with flat surfaces.Minerals 2019, 9 FOR PEER REVIEW  3 

3 
 

 
Figure 3. The macro and micro deformation characteristics of fault-related coal samples; (a–e) are 
images of micro and macro deformation characteristics of samples 1–5 sequentially (left images show 
macro deformation characteristics, right images show micro deformation characteristics). (f) Small 
folds and slip surface developed in sample 3. 

3. Experiments 

Bulk fault-related coal samples were firstly consolidated by injecting epoxy. Then, consolidated 
samples were polished perpendicular to marcel bands by using the sandpapers and Al2O3 colloidal 
solution. The micro deformation characteristics were observed through polished faces by using 
Polarizing Microscope Eclipse LV100N Pol (Nikon, Tokyo, Japan) in a reflected light. The polarizing 
microscope is equipped with illumination lamphouse (LV-LH50PC, Nikon, Tokyo, Japan). 

Ultimate analysis of the samples was performed using Vario Macro Cube element analyzer 
(manufactured by Elementar, Hanau, Germany). Specifically, the detection of total sulfur contents 
was based on ASTM standard D3177-02 (2002). The proximate analysis of fault-related coal samples 
was in accordance with the ASTM Standards including ASTM D3174-12 (2012), ASTM D3175-17 
(2017), ASTM D3173/D3173M-17a (2017), and ASTM D3175-17 (2017). Both ultimate analysis and 
proximate analysis were performed in Xuzhou Inspection Center of China National Administration 
of Coal Geology. 

Concentrations of trace elements in various TDCs were analyzed by using inductively coupled 
plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS, Agilent, Santa Clara, CA, USA) following a two-step digestion 
method. Firstly, dry powder samples (200 mesh) were ashed (500 °C) in a muffle furnace for 4 h. 
Then, the ash samples were extracted with HNO3, and the residue was dissolved by a mixture of 
HF:HNO3:HClO4 subsequently in a closed microwave digestion system with high pressure. 
Concentrations of trace elements in standard reference materials (SARM-19) and blank samples were 
also determined to calibrate the detection results. Concentrations of major element oxides in the high-
temperature (815 °C) ash were determined by means of X-ray fluorescence spectrometry (XRF, 
Bruker, Karlsruhe, Germany) in the Advanced Analysis and Computation Center of China University 
of Mining and Technology. 

Morphological characteristics of minerals in selected bulk TDC samples were observed by the 
FEI Quanta TM 250 scanning electron microscope equipped with an energy dispersive X-ray analyzer 
(SEM-EDX, FEI, Hillsboro, OR, USA) in the Advanced Analysis and Computation Center of China 
University of Mining and Technology. X-ray diffraction (XRD, Bruker, Karlsruhe, Germany) spectra 
for fault-related coal samples were acquired using Bruker D8 Advance instrument (Cu target, Kα 
radiation) equipped with 0.6-mm divergence slit and 8-mm anti-scatter slit systems. Operating 
conditions of the X-ray tube were U = 40 kV and I = 30 mA. 

Figure 3. The macro and micro deformation characteristics of fault-related coal samples; (a–e) are
images of micro and macro deformation characteristics of samples 1–5 sequentially (left images show
macro deformation characteristics, right images show micro deformation characteristics). (f) Small
folds and slip surface developed in sample 3.

Samples in zone II: Samples 2 and 4 in zone II are defined as mortar coal (Figure 3b,d). These
samples are smashed into pieces by compression stress, and they show lower mechanical strength to
the samples in zone III. The cleats developed in these two samples are denser compared with those of
samples 1 and 5. Shapes of coal particles are angular or sub-angular.

Sample in zone I: Sample 3 is defined as wrinkle coal (Figure 3c). Coal developed in zone I is
formed in a strong compression-shear stress environment. Sample 3 could easily be crumpled by
hand into powder or grains. Small micro “folds” are well developed in zone I, indicating a strong
ductile deformation (Figure 3c,f). Squeezing and slippage of the coal matrix led to the development of
frictional mirror surfaces (Figure 3f).
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3. Experiments

Bulk fault-related coal samples were firstly consolidated by injecting epoxy. Then, consolidated
samples were polished perpendicular to marcel bands by using the sandpapers and Al2O3 colloidal
solution. The micro deformation characteristics were observed through polished faces by using
Polarizing Microscope Eclipse LV100N Pol (Nikon, Tokyo, Japan) in a reflected light. The polarizing
microscope is equipped with illumination lamphouse (LV-LH50PC, Nikon, Tokyo, Japan).

Ultimate analysis of the samples was performed using Vario Macro Cube element analyzer
(manufactured by Elementar, Hanau, Germany). Specifically, the detection of total sulfur contents was
based on ASTM standard D3177-02 (2002). The proximate analysis of fault-related coal samples was in
accordance with the ASTM Standards including ASTM D3174-12 (2012), ASTM D3175-17 (2017), ASTM
D3173/D3173M-17a (2017), and ASTM D3175-17 (2017). Both ultimate analysis and proximate analysis
were performed in Xuzhou Inspection Center of China National Administration of Coal Geology.

Concentrations of trace elements in various TDCs were analyzed by using inductively coupled
plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS, Agilent, Santa Clara, CA, USA) following a two-step digestion
method. Firstly, dry powder samples (200 mesh) were ashed (500 ◦C) in a muffle furnace for 4 h.
Then, the ash samples were extracted with HNO3, and the residue was dissolved by a mixture
of HF:HNO3:HClO4 subsequently in a closed microwave digestion system with high pressure.
Concentrations of trace elements in standard reference materials (SARM-19) and blank samples were
also determined to calibrate the detection results. Concentrations of major element oxides in the
high-temperature (815 ◦C) ash were determined by means of X-ray fluorescence spectrometry (XRF,
Bruker, Karlsruhe, Germany) in the Advanced Analysis and Computation Center of China University
of Mining and Technology.

Morphological characteristics of minerals in selected bulk TDC samples were observed by the
FEI Quanta TM 250 scanning electron microscope equipped with an energy dispersive X-ray analyzer
(SEM-EDX, FEI, Hillsboro, OR, USA) in the Advanced Analysis and Computation Center of China
University of Mining and Technology. X-ray diffraction (XRD, Bruker, Karlsruhe, Germany) spectra for
fault-related coal samples were acquired using Bruker D8 Advance instrument (Cu target, Kα radiation)
equipped with 0.6-mm divergence slit and 8-mm anti-scatter slit systems. Operating conditions of the
X-ray tube were U = 40 kV and I = 30 mA.

Characteristics of hydroxyl groups in organic and inorganic compounds of coal were analyzed
by using Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR, Bruker, Karlsruhe, Germany). Powdered
whole coal samples (0.9 mg, higher than 200 mesh) were initially ground with 80 mg of potassium
bromide (KBr) for 20 min in an agate mortar. The powder mixture was pressed into a transparent disc
for 10 min using a tablet machine. Pure ground KBr was used to obtain a reference spectrum. The
discs were analyzed by VERTEX-70 FT-IR (Bruker, Germany), and the spectra were recorded in the
range of 400 to 4000 cm−1 with a resolution of 4 cm−1.

Characteristics of a pore-cleat system of fault-related coals were detected by using Macromerities
9500-type mercury porosimetry (Micromeritics, Drive Norcross, GA, USA) with a pore diameter
ranging from 3 nm to 0.23 mm and pressure up to 413 MPa at the Key Laboratory of Coalbed Methane
Resources and Reservoir Formation Process, China Ministry of Education. Pores with diverse pore
sizes from millimeters to nanometers could be measured by this method [71].

4. Results

4.1. Coal Chemistry

As shown in Table 1, the fixed carbon (FCd) values of the five samples were in the range of
51.81–55.78% and the volatile matter (Vdaf) ranged from 34.27% to 35.88%, indicating high volatile
bituminous coals according to the ASTM D388-18 standard. Samples with total sulfur content lower
than 1% were classified as low grade based on the GB/T standard 15224.2-2004. The ash yields of
samples 2 and 3 were slightly higher than others. Furthermore, the Ro,max of sample 3 was a little
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higher than the other samples, indicating that sample 3 was of higher maturation degree (Table 1).
The early-coalification phenomenon that occurred in sample 3 was mainly attributed to the dynamic
metamorphism of intensive tectonic deformation [40–42].

Table 1. Proximate and ultimate analyses of fault-related coal samples.

Coal
Samples

Ro,max
(%)

Proximate Analysis Ultimate Analysis

Mad Ad Vdaf
Coking
Index FCd St.d Odaf Cdaf Hdaf Ndaf

1 0.90 1.04 16.95 35.00 6 52.88 0.12 8.79 84.35 5.43 1.28
2 0.89 1.41 19.21 34.27 6 52.30 0.18 9.55 83.42 5.30 1.50
3 0.91 1.45 18.52 35.88 6 51.31 0.19 9.86 83.83 4.68 1.39
4 0.92 1.21 17.10 34.93 6 51.81 0.17 10.90 82.57 4.98 1.32
5 0.88 1.20 12.18 35.71 6 55.78 0.20 8.43 84.84 5.02 1.48

Note: Ro,max: Maximum reflectance of vitrinite; Mad: Inherent moisture content with air-dried basis; Ad: Ash yield
with dry basis; Vdaf: Volatile matter yield with dry-ash-free basis; FCd: Fixed carbon content with dry basis; ad:
Air-dried basis; d: dry basis; daf: Dry-ash-free basis.

4.2. Minerals in the Reverse Fault Zone

XRD results showed that the minerals of five coal samples were mainly composed of clay minerals,
carbonates and quartz (Figure 4). Clay minerals occupying the first place in samples mainly consisted
of nacrite, kaolinite and dickite; and carbonates in the second place were mainly composed of calcite
and dolomite. Compared with samples 2–4, quartz and carbonate were more developed in samples
1 and 5 respectively, while dickite could only be found in sample 3. Additionally, SEM-EDX results
showed that sulfide and sulfate minerals could also be found in fault-related samples, for example,
pyrite and sulphate.
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with the structural failure of fusinite. Besides, calcite and dolomite in the samples always occurred 
as cleat fillings (Figure 6g,i). Furthermore, pyrite in sample 3 was observed as cleat infillings, 
indicating the post-depositional mineralization process [72]. However, pyrite in other samples 
commonly occurred as syngenetic lumps or cell infillings. Therefore, different occurrence modes of 
minerals indicated that sample 3 was significantly affected by epigenetic factors compared with other 
samples. 

With the increase of coal deformation intensity, the phenomenon of mineral mix became more 
frequent. In sample 3, the sulphate usually coexisted with clay minerals or carbonates in cleats and 
fractures (Figure 6h). Besides, the mix between clay minerals and carbonates could also be observed 
in cleats and fractures (Figure 6i). Nevertheless, pyrite in sample 3 occurs in the cleat of coal matrix, 
sometimes even mixed with carbonates (Figure 6j,k). The phenomenon of mineral mix is primarily 
caused by the mechanical grinding of stronger tectonic stress. 

Figure 4. The XRD spectrums of fault-related coal samples.

In sample 3, clay minerals commonly precipitated in pore or cleat structures (Figure 6a–f). While for
other samples, clay minerals usually occur as syngenetic precipitates in the cell of fusinite (Figure 5a,b).
With a close distance to the fault structure, clay minerals filled in cells were obviously squeezed with
the structural failure of fusinite. Besides, calcite and dolomite in the samples always occurred as cleat
fillings (Figure 6g,i). Furthermore, pyrite in sample 3 was observed as cleat infillings, indicating the
post-depositional mineralization process [72]. However, pyrite in other samples commonly occurred
as syngenetic lumps or cell infillings. Therefore, different occurrence modes of minerals indicated that
sample 3 was significantly affected by epigenetic factors compared with other samples.
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More specifically, clay minerals in samples 1 and 5 were characterized by complete intact flakes. 
Particle sizes of clay minerals in samples 2 and 4 were slightly reduced under the influence of tectonic 
stress. Clay minerals appearing in zone I were broken into porphyritic shapes with smaller particle 
sizes compared with those in zone II (Figure 7). In zones I and II, clay minerals were less stacked 
compared with those in zone III. The same morphologies of clay minerals in TDCs were also found 
by Song et al. [62]. The assemblage characteristics of clay minerals was more complicated in sample 
3, and dickite started to appear in sample 3 (Figure 4). The formation of dickite may be related to the 
thermal fluid migration associated with tectonic deformation [73]. 
  

Figure 6. SEM-EDX images of minerals in fault-related coal samples. (a) Clay minerals occurring in
cleat (sample 3); (b,c) clay minerals attached on the cleat surfaces filled with carbonates. (d) EDX
spectrum of image c; (e,f) clay minerals filling in pore structures in sample 3; (g) distribution of calcite
veins; (h) sulphate attached on cleat surface in sample; (i) the mix of carbonate and clay minerals filling
in cleats; (j) the mix of carbonate, clay minerals and pyrite attached on cleat surface; (k) EDX spectrum
of image j.

With the increase of coal deformation intensity, the phenomenon of mineral mix became more
frequent. In sample 3, the sulphate usually coexisted with clay minerals or carbonates in cleats and
fractures (Figure 6h). Besides, the mix between clay minerals and carbonates could also be observed
in cleats and fractures (Figure 6i). Nevertheless, pyrite in sample 3 occurs in the cleat of coal matrix,
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sometimes even mixed with carbonates (Figure 6j,k). The phenomenon of mineral mix is primarily
caused by the mechanical grinding of stronger tectonic stress.

More specifically, clay minerals in samples 1 and 5 were characterized by complete intact flakes.
Particle sizes of clay minerals in samples 2 and 4 were slightly reduced under the influence of tectonic
stress. Clay minerals appearing in zone I were broken into porphyritic shapes with smaller particle
sizes compared with those in zone II (Figure 7). In zones I and II, clay minerals were less stacked
compared with those in zone III. The same morphologies of clay minerals in TDCs were also found by
Song et al. [62]. The assemblage characteristics of clay minerals was more complicated in sample 3,
and dickite started to appear in sample 3 (Figure 4). The formation of dickite may be related to the
thermal fluid migration associated with tectonic deformation [73].
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4.3. Distribution of Oxides of Major Elements

Contents of SiO2, CaO and Al2O3 were much higher than the contents of other oxides of major
elements, which is consistent with the XRD result that clay minerals, carbonates and quartz were the
main minerals developed in fault-related coals (Table 2, Figure 4). Higher SiO2/Al2O3 ratios of the five
samples (compared with theoretical ratio of kaolinite (1.18)) illustrated the existence of free SiO2 [50].
Oxides of major elements in fault-related coal samples did not show obvious variation regularity
(Figure 8).
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Table 2. Oxides of major elements (%) in fault-related coal samples.

Sample 1 2 3 4 5

SiO2 26.92 14.95 10.7 7.68 13.55
TiO2 1.25 0.583 0.491 0.283 0.566

Al2O3 11.77 11.6 8.59 5.18 10.2
Fe2O3 0.601 1.19 0.966 0.8113 1.23
MgO 0.17 0.222 0.14 0.083 0.198
CaO 0.288 1.66 2.39 5.406 0.667

Na2O 0.13 0.092 0.062 0.045 0.22
K2O 0.327 0.294 0.2 0.023 0.551

S 0.247 0.381 0.4 0.383 0.382

4.4. Distribution of Trace Elements

4.4.1. Distribution of Rare Earth Elements (REE)

REE in this research included La, Ce, Pr, Nd, Sm, Eu, Gd, Tb, Dy, Y, Ho, Er, Tm, Yb, and Lu. It
is worth noting that Y with a very similar ion radius as Ho was included in REE as well [74]. REE
in fault-related coals were subdivided into three groups, viz. light (LREE: La, Ce, Pr, Nd, and Sm),
medium (MREE: Eu, Gd, Tb, Dy, and Y), and heavy (HREE: Ho, Er, Tm, Yb, and Lu) rare earth
elements [75]. Concentrations of REE were normalized to the average value for upper continental crust
as reported by Taylor and McLennan [76] (Figure 9).Minerals 2019, 9 FOR PEER REVIEW  9 
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Interference of Ba on the anomalies of Eu should be clarified to ensure the reliability of data from
ICP-MS analysis [74]. Fortunately, the ratios of Ba/Eu for the five samples were all lower than 1000
(Table 3), indicating that the interference of Ba could be ignored [77].

Table 3. Ratios of Ba/ Eu of five coal samples.

Samples 1 2 3 4 5

Ba/Eu 374.00 223.64 160.71 294.92 246.27
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Calculated parameters of REE help to understand their distribution patterns. The LaN/SmN

ratio of samples 2–5 was higher than the GdN/YbN ratio (Table 4), indicating that the fraction degree
of elements La–Eu was higher than that of elements Gd–Lu in samples 2–5. Similarly, CeN/YbN of
coals was much lower than the average value (4.6) [78], which indicated the enrichment of HREE
and MREE compared with LREE. The distribution patterns of REE in samples 2–5 were H-type with
LaN/LuN lower than 1. In sample 1, distribution pattern of REE belonged to L-type (LaN/LuN > 1).
Samples with H-type REE were probably affected by natural waters circulating in the coal basins
(especially for sample 3 with LaN/LuN = 0.16) [74,75], which is consistent with the above analysis and
the hypothesis proposed by Yang et al [66]. Weak positive Eu anomalies (EuN/EuN* ranging from
1.01 to 1.13) illustrated that coals in the fault zone were less affected by reducing conditions and high
temperature (>250 degrees). YN/HoN in Chinese coal commonly shows very weak anomalies [74].
However, Y concentration in sample 3 showed obvious anomalies in comparison with others. Weak Ce
anomalies (0.89–0.93) were observed in the five samples, indicating that the source origin of coals in
the fault zone was terrigenous materials [74].

Table 4. Parameters calculation of normalized REE concentrations.

Samples LaN/SmN GdN/YbN CeN/YbN LaN/LuN GdN/LuN CeN/CeN* EuN/EuN* YN/HoN

1 1.18 1.31 1.21 1.42 1.31 0.93 1.13 0.84
2 0.88 0.84 0.63 0.81 0.94 0.91 1.02 1.07
3 0.70 0.29 0.14 0.16 0.29 0.87 1.04 1.12
4 1.02 0.86 0.70 0.91 0.93 0.90 1.07 0.91
5 1.07 0.78 0.69 0.91 0.88 0.92 1.01 0.88

Note: EuN/EuN* = EuN/(0.5SmN + 0.5GdN), where EuN refers to normalized concentration of element Eu.

Concentration coefficients (CCs) (which refer to ratios of concentrations of trace elements in
fault-related coals to regional value) of trace elements in coal are useful parameters for estimating
relative enrichment of those elements. Regional concentrations of trace elements provided by Zheng
et al. [79,80] are used as a reference. According to the categorization scheme proposed by Dai et
al. [74,81,82], CCs of fault-related coals were classified into four categories: enriched (5 < CC < 10),
slightly enriched (2 < CC < 5), normal (0.5 < CC <2), and depleted (CC < 0.5). Average CCs of trace
elements in samples 1 and 5 were used to represent CCs in zone III, and average CCs of samples 2 and
4 were applied to characterize CCs in zone II. Figure 10 shows that elements La–Gd were distributed in
the three zones with normal value. Partial MREE (Tb, Dy and Y) and HREE were classified as enriched
or slightly enriched types in Zone I. CCs of REE in zones II and III were all in the range of 0.5–2 without
any exception.
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Figure 10. Distribution of CCs of REE in three subdivided zones.

Comparison of diverse TDCs showed that HREE and MREE were highly concentrated in sample 3.
Concentrations of HREE and MREE in samples 2 and 4 were lower than those in samples 1 and 5
in zone II (Figure 11a, Table 5). Concentrations of LREE were higher in samples 1, 3 and 5, which is
different from the distribution characteristics of HREE and MREE (Figure 11b).
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Figure 11. Distribution of REE in diverse fault-related coals. (a) Distribution of HREE and MREE in
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Table 5. Concentrations of trace elements (µg/g) in fault-related coal samples.

Sample 1 2 3 4 5 Sample 1 2 3 4 5

Li 10 11 32 16 23 Ba 374 123 225 174 165
Be 1.6 1.1 6.6 1.2 1.6 La 38 16 27 19 23
Sc 7.3 4.0 19 6.1 8.0 Ce 68 29 50 33 42
Cr 39 18 84 28 30 Pr 6.9 3.4 6.2 3.6 4.4
Mn 9.8 6.9 43 28 19 Nd 28 14 26 15 18
Co 19 22 11 16 18 Sm 4.8 2.6 5.7 2.7 3.2
Ni 14 15 14 16 15 Eu 1.0 0.55 1.4 0.59 0.67
Cu 29 18 45 18 20 Gd 4.4 2.3 6.1 2.4 2.8
Zn 32 8.4 96 12 33 Tb 0.60 0.39 1.2 0.41 0.51
Ga 11 8.2 15 8.5 8.9 Dy 3.9 2.5 12 3.0 3.3
Rb 17 1.9 9.3 8.1 9.0 Ho 0.80 0.52 2.9 0.58 0.72
Sr 70 86 68 360 81 Er 2.3 1.5 9.8 1.5 1.8
Y 18 15 90 14 17 Tm 0.27 0.21 1.4 0.21 0.25

Nb 8.4 4.3 19 5.5 6.8 Yb 1.9 1.6 12 1.6 2.1
Mo 2.7 4.5 1.4 5.2 3.5 Lu 0.28 0.21 1.8 0.22 0.27
Cd 0.08 0.04 0.12 0.05 0.08 Ta 0.70 0.34 1.6 0.34 0.60
In 0.04 0.02 0.07 0.03 0.04 W 0.96 0.75 1.9 0.91 0.92
Cs 1.2 0.40 0.71 1.0 1.2 Tl 0.45 0.09 0.15 0.15 0.13
Pb 21 7.3 35 7.5 13 Th 5.7 3.0 15 3.9 6.6
Bi 0.22 0.19 0.36 0.16 0.22 U 2.1 1.1 8.0 1.5 1.5

4.4.2. Distribution of Other Trace Elements

In zone I, CCs of elements Li, Be, Sc, Cr, Zn, Nb, Pb, Ta, Th, and U ranged from 2 to 5 indicating
a slight enrichment of those elements (Figure 12). Elements Li, Be, Sc, Cr, Nb, Ta, and U in zones II
and III are within the global average values (0.5 < CC < 2). Elements Zn, Pb and Th were depleted
(CC < 0.5) in zone II followed by normal CCs in zone III. CCs of elements Ni, Ga, In, Cs, Ba, W, and Tl
were all at a normal level in the three zones, while CC of element Bi was lower than 0.5 in the three
zones. Elements Cu and Rb with normal values in zones I and III were depleted in zone II. Element Sr
with normal CCs in zones II and III was slightly enriched in zone II. Element Co which was slightly
enriched in zones II and III showed normal concentration in zone I. Element Mo, depleted in zone
I, showed constant normal distribution in zones II and III, while the distribution of element Cd was
inverse in the three zones.
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For different types of TDCs, elements Li, Be, Sc, Cr, Cu, Mn, Zn, Ga, Nb, Cd, Bi, Ta, W, and U were
significantly enriched in sample 3 (Figure 13a,b). Concentrations of elements Co and Mo were low in
zone I, while they were relatively accumulated in zones II and III (Figure 13c). The distribution of
elements Ni, Rb, Sr, Cs, Ba, and Tl belonged to disordered type (Figure 14).
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Li 10 11 32 16 23 Ba 374 123 225 174 165 
Be 1.6 1.1 6.6 1.2 1.6 La 38 16 27 19 23 
Sc 7.3 4.0 19 6.1 8.0 Ce 68 29 50 33 42 
Cr 39 18 84 28 30 Pr 6.9 3.4 6.2 3.6 4.4 
Mn 9.8 6.9 43 28 19 Nd 28 14 26 15 18 
Co 19 22 11 16 18 Sm 4.8 2.6 5.7 2.7 3.2 
Ni 14 15 14 16 15 Eu 1.0 0.55 1.4 0.59 0.67 
Cu 29 18 45 18 20 Gd 4.4 2.3 6.1 2.4 2.8 
Zn 32 8.4 96 12 33 Tb 0.60 0.39 1.2 0.41 0.51 
Ga 11 8.2 15 8.5 8.9 Dy 3.9 2.5 12 3.0 3.3 
Rb 17 1.9 9.3 8.1 9.0 Ho 0.80 0.52 2.9 0.58 0.72 
Sr 70 86 68 360 81 Er 2.3 1.5 9.8 1.5 1.8 
Y 18 15 90 14 17 Tm 0.27 0.21 1.4 0.21 0.25 

Nb 8.4 4.3 19 5.5 6.8 Yb 1.9 1.6 12 1.6 2.1 
Mo 2.7 4.5 1.4 5.2 3.5 Lu 0.28 0.21 1.8 0.22 0.27 
Cd 0.08 0.04 0.12 0.05 0.08 Ta 0.70 0.34 1.6 0.34 0.60 
In 0.04 0.02 0.07 0.03 0.04 W 0.96 0.75 1.9 0.91 0.92 
Cs 1.2 0.40 0.71 1.0 1.2 Tl 0.45 0.09 0.15 0.15 0.13 
Pb 21 7.3 35 7.5 13 Th 5.7 3.0 15 3.9 6.6 
Bi 0.22 0.19 0.36 0.16 0.22 U 2.1 1.1 8.0 1.5 1.5 

5. Discussion 

5.1. Elemental Geochemical Associations 

The key to understanding the differentiation mechanisms of trace elements is to determine their 
affinities. Concentrations of major element oxides, trace elements and ash yields were analyzed 
together with a hierarchical cluster analysis method (Figure 15). When 15 was adopted as the rescaled 
distance, all members could be classified into five groups. 

Group I included elements MREE, HREE, Be, U, W, Bi, Ta, Cr, Nb, In, Zn, Th, Sc, Cu, Ga, Pb, Cd, 
Li, and Mn. Among them, REE were found in the clay minerals attached on the cleat surfaces in 
sample 3 (Figure 16). Element Zn mainly occurred in pyrite according to the EDX spectrum (Figure 
6j,k). Similarly, elements Cu and Pb were also closely correlated with sulfide minerals. Furthermore, 
the other elements that basically belong to lithophile elements also have aluminosilicate affinity to 
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5. Discussion

5.1. Elemental Geochemical Associations

The key to understanding the differentiation mechanisms of trace elements is to determine their
affinities. Concentrations of major element oxides, trace elements and ash yields were analyzed
together with a hierarchical cluster analysis method (Figure 15). When 15 was adopted as the rescaled
distance, all members could be classified into five groups.
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Figure 15. The family tree of hierarchical cluster analysis.

Group I included elements MREE, HREE, Be, U, W, Bi, Ta, Cr, Nb, In, Zn, Th, Sc, Cu, Ga, Pb, Cd,
Li, and Mn. Among them, REE were found in the clay minerals attached on the cleat surfaces in sample
3 (Figure 16). Element Zn mainly occurred in pyrite according to the EDX spectrum (Figure 6j,k).
Similarly, elements Cu and Pb were also closely correlated with sulfide minerals. Furthermore, the
other elements that basically belong to lithophile elements also have aluminosilicate affinity to some
extent as reported by Zhang et al. [83], Dai et al. [84], Tian et al. [85] and Finkelman et al. [86]. Elements
in group I with significant positive anomalies were significantly influenced by thermal fluid or leached
water as mentioned above.
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Group II included TiO2, SiO2, Ba, Tl, Rb, LREE, and Cs. Among them, the correlation coefficient
between TiO2 and Al2O3 was 0.782 and that between TiO2 and SiO2 is 0.988, indicating aluminosilicate
affinity. Besides, the SEM-EDX results showed that LREE could be directly observed in clay minerals
(Figure 16). In brief, elements in the group all showed aluminosilicate affinity.

Group III included MgO, Al2O3, Na2O, K2O, Fe2O3, and ash yield. Fe2O3 mainly occurred in
dolomite and pyrite in those fault-related samples. Al2O3 is the major component of clay minerals.
Besides, K2O could be found in clay minerals, while, MgO was observed in both clay minerals and
carbonates. Therefore, oxides of major elements in groups III were closely correlated with clay minerals
or carbonates.

Group IV only included Co and Mo. Elements Co and Mo were strongly correlated with Cdaf

(rCdaf = 0.806 and 0.785 respectively), indicating a possible organic affinity. Ni, Sr, CaO, and S in group
V were poorly correlated with ash yield or Al2O3. EDX data showed that element Ni was detected
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in the mix of sulphate minerals and carbonates, while Ni could not be detected in sole carbonate
(Figure 6h, Table 6). Therefore, elements Ni and Sr were probably associated with sulphate minerals.

Table 6. EDX data for sulphate in sample 3.

Element Concentration/wt.% Element Concentration/wt.%

O 18.07 Na 0.02
Al 2.06 Mg 0.01
C 49.68 K 0.02
Si 0.66 Ca 21.5
S 6.46 Fe 0.9

Ni 0.07

5.2. Accumulation Mechanisms of HREE, MREE and Related Elements

5.2.1. Evidences of the Injection of Solutions

Local distribution of trace elements might be influenced by the invasion of solutions with higher
concentrations of related elements [49]. The presence of dickite in sample 3 (Figure 4) might be related to
the thermal fluid migration associated with tectonic deformation [73]. Similarly, in zone I, the developed
fracture-fillings including carbonates, clay minerals and pyrite containing a higher concentration
of MREE, HREE and related elements illustrated that those elements probably originated from an
epigenetic process, such as the invasion hydrothermal fluids or leaching of meteoric water [50,87].

Furthermore, REE contains useful information on the epigenetic resources of related elements. For
sample 3, H-type of REE (LaN/LuN < 1) with a significant Y positive anomaly was probably affected
by invasive solutions [74,75]. Besides, Yb/La (=0.45) of sample 3 was much larger than common
word hard coal (Table 7). Furthermore, the presence of higher U/Th and Yb/La in sample 3 was also
caused by the elemental redistribution related to invasive solutions with higher concentrations of
related elements [87,88]. The hydrothermal fluid or meteoric water leaching through the overlying
clay partings caused the more active elements (U and Yb) to be deposited in coals [88].

Table 7. Calculated parameters of normalized REE concentrations.

Samples 1 2 3 4 5

U/Th 0.37 0.37 0.53 0.38 0.23
Yb/La 0.05 0.10 0.45 0.09 0.09

5.2.2. Migration

Higher CCs and concentrations of HREE and MREE of sample 3 compared to other samples
indicate the significant enrichment of HREE and MREE in zone I (Figures 10 and 11a). Similarly,
CCs and concentrations of related elements (Be, U, W, Bi, Ta, Cr, Nb, In, Zn, Th, Sc, Cu, Ga, Pb, Cd,
Li and Mn) in sample 3 were higher than those in other samples (Figures 12 and 13a,b). Pore and
cleat mineralization found in sample 3 (Figure 6a–f) can be considered another evidence of solutions
movement [72,89]. Solutions migrating through coal seam carry different types of trace elements and
play an important role in the enrichment of these elements [75,90,91]. Therefore, the accumulation of
HREE, MREE and related elements in sample 3 was mainly associated with the invasive solutions.

The migration of solutions depends on the development of a pore-cleat system in fault-related
coals. Coal samples collected around fault structures are altered by tectonic stress into TDCs with a
modified pore-cleat system [32,34,53,59,61,62,92,93]. Clarifying different fluid paths in fault-related
coal samples could provide useful information about the migration of solutions. Thus, total porosity
data could be useful for determining the relationship between tectonic deformation and elemental
enrichments in the studied samples. Pore volume and injection–ejection ratios of these coal samples
could be calculated from the porosity results (Figure 17) [71,94]. As expected, the distribution of pore
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volume in fault-related coal samples was consistent with the distribution of HREE, MREE and related
elements (Figures 11a and 13a,b), which confirms that the developed pore-cleat system in sample 3
was more beneficial for the movement of solutions and influx of specific trace elements.Minerals 2019, 9 FOR PEER REVIEW  17 
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5.2.3. Accumulation 
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then reprecipitated in a post-depositional pore-cleat system under alkaline condition (Figure 6a–f) 
[60,68]. Correspondingly, cleat-filling minerals retained and accumulated MREE; HREE and related 
elements occupied partial pore-cleat structures, and more closed pores and cleats were formed and 
the permeability of the conduit system in zone I became lower. Therefore, the solutions flowing into 
fault structures were limited in zone I, similar to the process occurring in fault zones of rocks [8,22,98]. 
The limitations of solutions in the local area could be used to explain the anomalous behavior that 
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minerals occurring in the coal (Figure 7a–c). Laminar clay minerals were preferentially disrupted 
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on the friction mirror surfaces (Figure 7d). Coating of clay minerals on the friction mirror surfaces 
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Studies on experimental and natural clay samples showed that stress promoted the breakdown 
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5.2.3. Accumulation

Sample 3 in zone I characterized by a low injection to ejection ratio had lower permeability
(Figure 14) [71]. The lower permeability of sample 3 indicates that closed pore structures were likely
formed under shear and compression stress or occluded by sealing minerals, viz. clay minerals
(Figure 6e,f) in zone I [95,96]. During faulting deformation, many trace elements associated with clays
and other minerals could be dissolved in acid solutions and transported through zone I [72,97], and then
reprecipitated in a post-depositional pore-cleat system under alkaline condition (Figure 6a–f) [60,68].
Correspondingly, cleat-filling minerals retained and accumulated MREE; HREE and related elements
occupied partial pore-cleat structures, and more closed pores and cleats were formed and the
permeability of the conduit system in zone I became lower. Therefore, the solutions flowing into fault
structures were limited in zone I, similar to the process occurring in fault zones of rocks [8,22,98]. The
limitations of solutions in the local area could be used to explain the anomalous behavior that only
occurred in zone I.

Pore-cleat mineralization could not fully explain the accumulation of HREE, MREE and related
elements, because the concentration of Al2O3 (major constituent of clay minerals that is the host of
these trace elements) in sample 3 was not the highest one. Clay minerals with special physical and
chemical properties are sensitive to tectonic stress [99]. Similarly, decreasing particle sizes and less
stacked laminar structures of clay minerals were also found in zones II and I, suggesting that strong
mechanical grinding and dislocating of tectonic stress acted not only on the coal matrix, but also on
minerals occurring in the coal (Figure 7a–c). Laminar clay minerals were preferentially disrupted
along basal planes including layer-parallel extension and layer-parallel shortening [100], especially
on the friction mirror surfaces (Figure 7d). Coating of clay minerals on the friction mirror surfaces
further sealed the pore-cleat system of coal, which resulted in the reduction of permeability in zone I
(Figure 6b,c) [25,101].

Studies on experimental and natural clay samples showed that stress promoted the breakdown
and delamination of the clay mineral layers [24,100], which exposed the oxygen and hydroxyl planes
beneficial to the sorption of elements [102]. It is necessary to evaluate whether similar chemical
alterations (viz. hydroxyl exposure) of clay minerals occur in fault-related coals as well. FT-IR spectra
over the range of 3600–3700 cm−1 provide useful information about hydroxyl groups of clay minerals
in coal [103]. Adsorption bands at 3620 cm−1, 3650 cm−1, 3670 cm−1, and 3695 cm−1 were assigned
to the stretching vibration of inner hydroxyl, outer hydroxyl and inner-surface hydroxyl groups,
respectively [104,105].
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Figure 18 shows that concentrations of three types of hydroxyl groups in sample 3 were significantly
higher than those of other samples. However, the concentration of Al2O3 in sample 3 was not the
highest one, suggesting that the increase in number of hydroxyl groups in sample 3 was not due to the
content variation of clay minerals (Figure 8). Nacrite, kaolinite and dickite found in fault-related coals
all belong to the kaolinite group with similar lamellar structures [106–108], indicating that diverse
assemblage characteristics of clay minerals in fault-related coals also did not lead to the increase in
number of hydroxyl groups in zone I. To the best of our knowledge, an increase in number of hydroxyl
groups of clay minerals is mainly due to the exposure of oxygen and hydroxyl planes by shear stress.
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Figure 18. Characteristics of various types of hydroxyl groups of fault-related coal samples.

HREE, MREE and related elements that migrated into the coal seam in a dissolved form could be
mostly adsorbed by clay minerals, which has been reported by previous studies and confirmed by
relevant experimental studies [78,86,109–114]. Experimental studies have shown that the sorption of
REE and related elements mainly depended on adsorption sites of clay minerals, namely, hydroxyl
units on Al–O hexahedron or Si–O tetrahedron sheets [115–117]. An increase in the three types
of hydroxyl groups supplied more edge and basal adsorption sites for trace elements in sample 3,
which resulted in the accumulation of HREE, MREE and related elements in zone I. Besides, sorption
experiments showed that HREE and MREE were more readily absorbed by clay minerals than LREE
by clay minerals [118]. Therefore, HREE and MREE were more accumulated in sample 3 than LREE.

Furthermore, nano-scale clay minerals are known to develop in fault rocks [25,119]. Previous
studies showed that scaly exfoliation of clay minerals usually led to the formation of nano-scale
flakes under the influence of shear stress [24,120]. High-resolution transmission electron microscopy
results showed that nano-scale clay minerals also developed in sample 3, which might result from
compression-shear stress exfoliation (Figure 19). Chemical activity and specific surface of clay
minerals were significantly enhanced due to the nano size, making them an important carrier of trace
elements [121–123].
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5.3. Dissipation Mechanism of Elements Co and Mo

Extraction experiments showed that a large proportion of Co was associated with organic
components (at least 20%) [86,124]. The concentration of Mo in lighter gravity fractions of sink-float
experiments confirmed that Mo was at least partially associated with organic matter [86,125–127]. Co
and Mo bonded to the organic compounds of coal which usually undergo ion-exchange with protons of
oxygen functional groups, viz. carboxyl and phenolic groups [86,128,129]. Specific reactions between
oxygen functional groups and ions are given in the following equations (According to Wang et al. [129]).

aCOAL-COO− + Ma+(aq)
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Figure 20. Distribution of phenol and carboxyl in fault-related coals. (a) Fitting of FT-IR spectrum in 
the range of 1100–1700 cm−1. (b) Distribution of phenol and carboxyl in fault-related coals. 

6. Conclusions 

Five typical TDC samples were collected in the same sequence within the reverse fault zone. The 
geophysical and geochemical characteristics of fault-related coals were analyzed and compared by 
using appropriate detection and analytical methods. HREE, MREE and related elements (Be, U, W, 
Bi, Ta, Cr, Nb, In, Zn, Th, Sc, Cu, Ga, Pb, Cd, Li and Mn) commonly associated with invasive solutions 
showed significant positive anomalies in zone I. Precipitated occlusion and stress-induced smearing 
of clay minerals decreased the permeability of the pore-cleat system in zone I and then limited the 
thermal fluid in zone I, which was one of the major reasons for the appearance of significant positive 
anomalies only in zone I. Strong compression-shear tectonic stress led to disruption and delamination 
of clay minerals, which enhanced the their adsorption ability for HREE, MREE and related elements 
in zone I. Even nano-scale clay minerals with higher specific surface area and chemical activity were 
exfoliated by shear stress. Elements Co and Mo with strong organic affinity were sharply dissipated 
in zone I, which was ascribed to the disassociation of phenol and carboxyl groups resulting from the 
fault motion. 

a(COAL-COO)M (1)

aCOAL-O− + Ma+(aq)
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Coal molecular structures can be altered by tectonic stress, including the degradation of oxygen
functional groups [28–30,130]. FT-IR is an effective method to characterize hydroxyl groups in coal
chemical structures. Phenol (1100–1300 cm−1) and carboxyl (1650–1700 cm−1) can be distinguished
in FT-IR spectrum ranging from 1100–1700 cm−1 [40]. The deconvolution process of FT-IR spectrum
was performed using software Origin 7.5 (Figure 20a). Figure 20b shows that the molar content of
phenol and carboxyl units significantly decreased in sample 3. Frictional heat generated by fault
motion could lead to early-metamorphism of coal containing the degradation of oxygen functional
groups [41,130,131]. According to recent research, strong ductile deformation in zone I could also
change the molecular structures of coal by transformation into strain energy [39,40,132]. Besides, the
higher Ro,max of sample 3 also indicated that the maturation degree of sample 3 was advanced by the
influence of stress-induced dynamic metamorphism, including the stress degradation of functional
groups (Table 1). Therefore, oxygen functional groups (phenol and carboxyl), as a relatively unstable
part of the coal molecular structure, were disassociated under the action of frictional heat and ductile
deformation. Synchronized variation of phenol, carboxyl, Co and Mo confirmed that these two
elements are probably associated with phenol and carboxyl groups. Dissociation of phenol and
carboxyl groups led to dissolution of ion-exchanged Co and Mo into migrated solutions, which caused
elements Co and Mo to be depleted in sample 3 (Figure 13c).Minerals 2019, 9 FOR PEER REVIEW  20 
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6. Conclusions

Five typical TDC samples were collected in the same sequence within the reverse fault zone. The
geophysical and geochemical characteristics of fault-related coals were analyzed and compared by
using appropriate detection and analytical methods. HREE, MREE and related elements (Be, U, W, Bi,
Ta, Cr, Nb, In, Zn, Th, Sc, Cu, Ga, Pb, Cd, Li and Mn) commonly associated with invasive solutions
showed significant positive anomalies in zone I. Precipitated occlusion and stress-induced smearing
of clay minerals decreased the permeability of the pore-cleat system in zone I and then limited the
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thermal fluid in zone I, which was one of the major reasons for the appearance of significant positive
anomalies only in zone I. Strong compression-shear tectonic stress led to disruption and delamination
of clay minerals, which enhanced the their adsorption ability for HREE, MREE and related elements
in zone I. Even nano-scale clay minerals with higher specific surface area and chemical activity were
exfoliated by shear stress. Elements Co and Mo with strong organic affinity were sharply dissipated in
zone I, which was ascribed to the disassociation of phenol and carboxyl groups resulting from the
fault motion.
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128. Mizera, J.; Mizerová, G.; Machovič, V.; Borecká, L. Sorption of cesium, cobalt and europium on low-rank coal

and chitosan. Water Res. 2007, 41, 620–626. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
129. Wang, Z.; Bai, Z.; Li, W.; Bai, J.; Guo, Z.; Chen, H. Effects of ion-exchanged calcium, barium and magnesium

on cross-linking reactions during direct liquefaction of oxidized lignite. Fuel Process. Technol. 2012, 94, 34–39.
[CrossRef]

130. O’Hara, K. Paleo-stress estimates on ancient seismogenic faults based on frictional heating of coal. Geophys.
Res. Lett. 2004, 31. [CrossRef]

131. Kitamura, M.; Mukoyoshi, H.; Fulton, P.M.; Hirose, T. Coal maturation by frictional heat during rapid fault
slip. Geophys. Res. Lett. 2012, 39. [CrossRef]

132. Liu, H.; Jiang, B.; Liu, J.; Song, Y. The evolutionary characteristics and mechanisms of coal chemical structure
in micro deformed domains under sub-high temperatures and high pressures. Fuel 2018, 222, 258–268.
[CrossRef]

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02784420
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10201327
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.fuel.2015.04.034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.watres.2006.11.008
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17188322
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.fuproc.2011.10.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2003GL018890
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2012GL052316
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.fuel.2018.02.117
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Geological Settings and Fault Zone Architecture 
	Geological Settings 
	Fault Zone Architecture 

	Experiments 
	Results 
	Coal Chemistry 
	Minerals in the Reverse Fault Zone 
	Distribution of Oxides of Major Elements 
	Distribution of Trace Elements 
	Distribution of Rare Earth Elements (REE) 
	Distribution of Other Trace Elements 


	Discussion 
	Elemental Geochemical Associations 
	Accumulation Mechanisms of HREE, MREE and Related Elements 
	Evidences of the Injection of Solutions 
	Migration 
	Accumulation 

	Dissipation Mechanism of Elements Co and Mo 

	Conclusions 
	References

