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Cooperation in 
coal research 
by John Wilson 
BRITAIN and the United States are to 
share the results of almost all their 
research into the mining and use of 
coal. This was decided formally on 
June 26, when an agreement was signed 
simultaneously in London by Sir Derek 
Ezra, Chairman of the Na,tional Coal 
Board (NCB) and in Washington by 
the Honorable Rogers C. B. Morton, 
Uniited Sta,tes Secretary of the Interior. 
Over the live telephone link from 
Wa shington Mr Morton said that it 
was "not only feasible but imperative" 
that the two countries exchange in
formation now. For his part, Sir Derek 
described the agreement as "about the 
most comprehensive J.ist that could 
have been laid down". He emphasised, 
however, that the agreement should not 
be seen as being exclusive, and men
tioned commitments to other countries. 

The full text has not yet been released 
but fifteen major are-as of research are 
specificaHy named. These are the gasi
fication, hydrogenation and solvent 
ex.traction of the coal; long wall mining 
techniques (needed in deep mines); 
automatic cutting machine control ; 
coal preparation techniques; auto
matic measurement of coal character
istics; effluent control; minestone dis
posal; noise and dus,t control; safety 
research in the workings (degasifica
tion , subsidence ·studies, roof supports, 
and prevention of spontaneous com
bustion); air pollution control (treat
ment of flue gases); open cast mining 
techniques (including restora,tion of 
the site); advanced power systems and 
fluid bed combustion. 

How cooperation on many of these 
topics should best be established is not 
yet finalised but further discussions are 
ex,pected to take place at a n inter
national meeting on coal research which 
is to be held in London in October. 

The agreement runs initially for three 
years •and is extended automatically for 
periods of two years unless one o.f the 
partie.s withdraws. Each side must call 
for the information it wants and there 
are provisions in the agreement for the 
safeguard of patents and the exchange 
of personnel. 

With Sir Derek E:z:ra in London was 
Dr William Gouse, Direotor of the 
United States Office of Coa,l Research 
and Development and Acting Di,rec,tor 
of the Office of Coal Research . Saying 
that coal "was something that the 
United States had discovered J.ast fall" 
he described it.s importance to the 
United States as an energy source of its 
own from which clean fuel could be 
prepared. But he said that there was 
a shortage of people with the appro
priate research background to exploit 

these resources-a weakness in mmmg 
technology being the weak link . 

As part of President Nixon's drive 
to make the United States independent 
of external energy sources by 1980, the 
Department of the Interior plans to 
spend about $3,500 million on mining 
and coal utilisation research over the 
next five years. And it hopes that this 
sum will almost be matched by private 
industry. 

Britain will spend a lo t less. In plans 
which Sir Derek Ezra says have been 
" well received" by the Secretary of 
State for Energy, Mr Eric Varley, the 
NCB is calling for $l00 mill.ion (£40 
million) to be made avai·lable over the 
same period. 

But this disparity in expenditure 
should not be taken as a measure of 
each country's contribution to the 
research agreement. Si,r Derek Ezra 
says that "this agreement will be very 
much a two-way process. We are not 
just latching on to a great American 
effort, we have much to give in rnturn" . 
The NCB's knowledge of the ba9ic 
processes in coal utilisation methods is 
sound, he continues, and the United 
States has the resources to set up the 
necessary pilot schemes. 

The United States is particularly 
interested in the fluid bed combustion 
of coal-a technique in which the bed 
of coal and ash inside a furnace is 
given the properties of a liquid by 
the upward passage of air. It hopes to 
use this method to generate electricity 
and is spending $30 million next year 
on the building of a pilot plant. Under 
the agreement just signed, the results 
from this and other similar pilot pro
jects will be available to Britain. 

The United States has only recently 
discovered that it will have to dig deep 
for its coal. This is not only to obtain 
sufficient quantities of high grade coal 
but also to avoid the wrath of the en
vironment lobby which is violently 
opposed to strip mining. 

Noting that Britain has by far the 
biggest mining industry in Western 
Europe, Sir Derek suggests that the 
NCB can assist the United States with 
the long-wall mining technique that 
it must now use-perhaps by the ex
port of specialised mining equipment. 
The NCB also has considerable experi
ence of the heal.th problems posed by 
noise and dust in deep mines (indeed 
over the past four years Britain has 
allocated £4.5 million to medical and 
engineering research conneoted with 
dust control and pneumoconi·osis) so 
there are many areas of both mining 
and coal utilisation research where 
Britain's expertise wi11 benefit "Project 
Independence". But perhaps the most 
important aspect of the new agree
ment is that it will allow ideas gener
ated on either side of the Atlantic 
to be shared between both parties. 

Nature Vol. 250 July 5 1974 

Copper exploration 
proposed for Exmoor 
by R o{?er Woodham 

BRITISH Kynoch Metals Ltd. has 
applied for planning permission to 
explore for copper on the borders of 
the Exmoor National Park in Devon. 
The company, jointly owned by 
Imperial Metal Industries and British 
Insula ted Callender's Cables, is think
ing in terms of scout drilling of ten 
holes less than 350 feet deep to start 
with, but would ultimately seek per
mission to re-establish a mining opera
tion in the area if things turn out well. 

The first thing to be said is that 
open-cast mining is out of the question 
because of the nature of the minerali
sation. The metal ores in the region 
are in lensoid bodies that are relatively 
narrow and lie en echelon. There is 
not the large extent of relatively poor 
grade ore (less than 1 %) that makes 
open-cast mining attractive. 

British Kynoch is hoping to prospect 
on " a few square miles" of the Stucley 
estate at Heasley Mill in the North 
Molton area of Devon. This part of 
the esta te includes several old work
ings, in particular the Bamfylde Mine 
which was used intermittently between 
the early eighteenth century and 1884. 
Its output was never very great by 
today's standards, however-between 
1860 and 1881 it produced 5,000 tons 
of copper ore , the grade of which may 
have been 17 % or so locally but was 
probably more like 5-7 % overall. The 
mine goes down 900 feet and the main 
vein is some 2,000 feet long. 

Mr P. F . A. Loffler, Managing 
Director of British Kynoch, said last 
week that geochemical and geo
physical surveys had provided "some 
encouragement". These methods are, 
however, no substitute for drilling and 
examining a core because copper can 
find its way into the soil from artificial 
sources and the detection by geo
physical methods of conducting mate
rial at depth may indicate no more 
than the presence of iron ore or 
graphite , hardly a prize for any mining 
concern. 

Mr Loffier said that as the area is 
well wooded and made up of valleys 
and combes, the operations could 
easily be screened. His company has 
declared that the "visual impact 
of equipment, plant and offices would 
be minimal" in the event that mining 
was started again and that no local 
smelting is contemplated. 

Local reaction is hard to gauge at 
present because nobody has had time 
to investigate fully the implications of 
the planning application. There is, how
ever, general relief that open-cast 
operations a re not being considered for 
the site. 
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