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The global energy landscape, despite the rapid transition toward renewable sources, remains significantly 

anchored by the utilization of solid mineral fuels. Coal and coke serve as vital components not only in power 

generation but also as essential reducing agents in metallurgical processes, specifically in steel production. To 

ensure the efficiency, safety, and economic viability of these processes, the precise characterization of coal 

properties is paramount. This characterization is governed by a rigorous framework of international standards, 

primarily those developed by ASTM International (formerly known as the American Society for Testing and 

Materials), specifically through Committee D05 on Coal and Coke.

This technical guide provides an exhaustive analysis of the primary ASTM standards used for the sampling, 

preparation, and chemical analysis of coal and coke. We will delve into the nuances of ASTM D3172, ASTM D7582

, and ASTM D2013, among others, to provide a blueprint for laboratory excellence and industrial compliance.

Understanding these standards is not merely a matter of regulatory adherence; it is a fundamental requirement for

optimizing combustion kinetics, managing environmental emissions, and ensuring the structural integrity of

industrial furnaces.

The Criticality of Representative Sampling: ASTM D2013 and ASTM D2234

The accuracy of any laboratory analysis is fundamentally limited by the quality of the sample provided. In the 

context of coal—a heterogeneous sedimentary rock—obtaining a representative sample is uniquely challenging. 

ASTM D2013 (Standard Practice for Preparing Coal Samples for Analysis)outlines the essential procedures

for reducing gross samples into laboratory-scale specimens without altering the physical or chemical properties of

the fuel.

The Multi-Stage Reduction Process

Sample preparation involves a sequence of size reduction (crushing) and mass reduction (dividing). The objective 

is to produce an "Analysis Sample" typically crushed to pass through a 250-&mu;m (No. 60) sieve. This process

must account for:

•  Moisture Preservation: Coal is hygroscopic. During crushing, frictional heat can cause the loss of surface 

moisture, leading to an overestimation of the heating value. ASTM D2013 mandates controlled environments to 

minimize these losses.

•  Homogenization: Before any division (using riffle splitters or mechanical dividers), the coal must be thoroughly 

mixed to ensure that the mineral matter (ash-forming constituents) is evenly distributed.

•  Sieve Analysis: Regular checks on the particle size distribution are required to ensure the sample meets the 

fineness required for the specific test methods, such as Proximate or Ultimate analysis.

Statistical Integrity in Sampling

The standard emphasizes the "Variance of Preparation and Analysis." If the preparation stage introduces 

significant variance, the subsequent analytical data—regardless of how precise the laboratory instruments are—will 



be industrially irrelevant. Professionals must distinguish between gross samples (large volumes collected from 

conveyors or barges) and distributed samples used for specific bench tests.

Proximate Analysis: The Fundamental Quartet (ASTM D3172 & ASTM D7582)

Proximate analysis is the most common laboratory protocol used to characterize coal. It classifies the components 

of the fuel into four categories: Moisture, Volatile Matter, Ash, and Fixed Carbon. Traditionally, this was 

performed through separate manual tests (ASTM D3173, D3174, and D3175), but modern laboratories now utilize 

Macro Thermogravimetric Analysis (TGA)  as standardized in ASTM D7582.

1. Moisture Determination (ASTM D3173 / ASTM D3302)

Moisture in coal is categorized into Surface Moisture and Inherent (Residual) Moisture. The total moisture

(ASTM D3302) is a critical metric for determining the net calorific value (NCV). High moisture content incurs a

significant energy penalty, as heat must be consumed to evaporate the water during combustion.

In the laboratory, the residual moisture is determined by heating the sample to 104&ndash;110&deg;C in a drying

oven with an anhydrous air or nitrogen atmosphere to prevent oxidation.

2. Volatile Matter (ASTM D3175)

Volatile matter consists of the components of coal (excluding moisture) that are released as gas and vapor at high 

temperatures in the absence of air. This includes hydrocarbons, hydrogen, and carbon monoxide. Volatile matter is 

a key indicator of ignition stability and flame length.

The standard procedure involves heating the coal in a covered crucible to 950&deg;C (&plusmn;20&deg;C) for

exactly seven minutes. This is one of the most sensitive ASTM tests; even minor deviations in temperature or the fit

of the crucible lid can result in significant errors due to oxidation or insufficient devolatilization.

3. Ash Content (ASTM D3174)

Ash is the inorganic residue remaining after the complete combustion of coal. It originates from the mineral matter 

associated with the coal seams. High ash content reduces the energy density of the fuel and poses operational 

risks such as slagging (deposition on boiler tubes) and fouling.

The ASTM D3174 method requires the gradual heating of coal to 700&ndash;750&deg;C in a ventilated muffle

furnace until a constant weight is achieved. This ensures that all carbonaceous material is oxidized, leaving only

the oxides and silicates of the mineral matter.

4. Fixed Carbon (Calculation)

Fixed Carbon is not a measured value but a calculated one. It represents the solid combustible residue that

remains after the volatile matter is driven off. It is calculated using the following formula:

Fixed Carbon (%) = 100 - [Moisture (%) + Ash (%) + Volatile Matter (%)]

Macro-TGA: The Evolution of Proximate Analysis (ASTM D7582)

ASTM D7582 has revolutionized coal testing by allowing for the simultaneous determination of moisture, volatile

matter, and ash in a single instrumental run. This macro-thermogravimetric approach offers superior repeatability

and reduces the risk of human error associated with manual crucible handling.



Parameter Manual Method (ASTM D3173/74/75) Macro-TGA Method (ASTM D7582)

Throughput Low (Individual tests) High (Up to 20 samples 
simultaneously)

Operator Intervention High (Crucible transfers, desiccators) Minimal (Automated weighing)

Atmosphere Control Manual Nitrogen/Air switching Programmed gas switching (N2 to O2)

Standard Deviation Higher due to handling Lower (Instrumental precision)

Ultimate Analysis: Elemental Composition (ASTM D3176)

While proximate analysis tells us how coal behaves during heating, Ultimate Analysis reveals what the coal is 

made of at an elemental level. This involves the determination of Carbon (C), Hydrogen (H), Nitrogen (N), Sulfur 

(S), and Oxygen (O).

The Chemical Significance

•  Carbon and Hydrogen: These are the primary contributors to the Gross Calorific Value (GCV). During 

combustion, they react with oxygen to release heat, forming CO2 and H2O.

•  Nitrogen: Essential for predicting NOx emissions, which are strictly regulated under environmental laws.

•  Sulfur: One of the most critical elements for both environmental and maintenance reasons. Sulfur forms SO2, 

a precursor to acid rain, and can lead to cold-end corrosion in heat exchangers.

•  Oxygen: Typically calculated by difference. High oxygen content usually correlates with lower-rank coals (like 

lignite) and lower energy density.

Calculation of Oxygen by Difference

The oxygen content is derived by subtracting the sum of C, H, N, S, and Ash from 100. It is crucial that all values

are on the same moisture basis (usually "Dry Basis") before this calculation is performed.

Mathematical Models: Basis Conversions and Reporting

In the coal industry, data is reported on different "bases" depending on the requirements of the end-user (traders

vs. boiler engineers). Converting between these bases is a core competency for technical writers and lab analysts.

Common Reporting Bases

1.  As-Received (AR): Includes total moisture; used for logistics and billing.

2.  Air-Dried (AD): Includes inherent moisture only; used for laboratory stability.

3.  Dry Basis (DB): Zero moisture; used for comparing coal quality regardless of water content.

4.  Dry Ash-Free (DAF): Focuses strictly on the organic matter; used for coal ranking and geological 

classification.

The Conversion Formula

To convert a value (V) from As-Received (AR) to Dry Basis (DB), use the following model:

V(DB) = V(AR) &times; [ 100 / (100 - Total Moisture) ]

Field Guide: Operational Challenges and Solutions



Even when following ASTM D3172 or D7582, laboratory technicians encounter anomalies. Below are common

failure modes and their mitigation strategies.

1. The "Sparking" Phenomenon in Volatile Matter

Certain coals, particularly sub-bituminous and lignites, can "spark" or eject particles from the crucible when

suddenly exposed to 950&deg;C. This results in an artificially high volatile matter reading.

Solution: ASTM D3175 allows for a modified heating rate. The sample is gradually introduced into the furnace or

preheated at a lower temperature to allow for controlled gas release before reaching the final soak temperature.

2. Sample Oxidation during Preparation

If coal is exposed to air for extended periods during the grinding process (ASTM D2013), it can undergo low-

temperature oxidation. This decreases the calorific value and alters the plastic properties of metallurgical coal.

Solution:Utilize high-speed mills to minimize exposure time and store prepared samples in airtight containers or

under an inert nitrogen blanket.

3. Incomplete Combustion in Ash Determination

If the ash layer is too thick or the air supply is insufficient, unburned carbon (char) may be trapped within the ash

residue.

Solution:Ensure the sample weight is spread thinly across the capsule and maintain the muffle furnace's

ventilation rates as specified in ASTM D3174 (2 to 4 air changes per minute).

Practical Implementation: Integrating ASTM Standards into Quality 
Management

For industrial facilities, implementing these standards requires more than just buying equipment. It involves a robust 

Quality Assurance/Quality Control (QA/QC) framework.

Inter-Laboratory Cross-Checks

Facilities should participate in proficiency testing programs where "blind" samples are sent to multiple labs. The 

results are compared against the ASTM-defined Repeatability (r) and Reproducibility (R)limits. If the difference

between two tests exceeds these limits, the results must be discarded and the equipment recalibrated.

Calibration and Maintenance

•  Analytical Balances: Must be calibrated with NIST-traceable weights daily.

•  Thermocouples: In TGA units and muffle furnaces, thermocouples must be checked quarterly against a 

reference thermometer to ensure the high-temperature zones remain accurate.

•  Reference Materials (SRMs): Use certified coal samples with known Proximate and Ultimate values to 

validate the entire analytical pipeline.

Strategic Implications for Industry

The data derived from ASTM D3172 and its associated methods have far-reaching implications beyond the 

laboratory. For power plants, Proximate analysis determines the Fuel Ratio (Fixed Carbon / Volatile Matter),

which dictates the design of the burners and the required secondary air pressure. For the steel industry, the ash

chemistry determines the amount of flux (limestone) needed in the blast furnace to remove impurities.

Furthermore, in the context of carbon accounting and environmental ESG (Environmental, Social, and 



Governance) reporting, the Ultimate Analysis (specifically the Carbon content) is the primary variable used to 

calculate CO2 Emission Factors. Errors in these measurements can lead to significant financial liabilities in

carbon-taxed jurisdictions.

As the industry moves toward "Industry 4.0," the integration of automated ASTM-compliant analyzers with 

Laboratory Information Management Systems (LIMS)allows for real-time adjustments in combustion control

systems. By closing the loop between laboratory data and operational execution, companies can maximize thermal

efficiency while minimizing their environmental footprint.

In conclusion, the rigor provided by ASTM Committee D05 standards ensures a universal language for coal and

coke quality. Whether through traditional manual methods or advanced Macro-TGA instrumentation, the adherence

to these protocols is the bedrock of technical integrity in the solid fuel sector. Mastery of these methods—from the

initial crushing in accordance with ASTM D2013 to the final elemental breakdown of the ultimate analysis—is what

separates world-class analytical facilities from the rest of the field.
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