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Coal Underlying Federal Lands in the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Plain

The U.S. Geologicd Survey (USGS)
assessed selected coa beds or cod zonesin
northeastern Texas, centra Texas, and the
Sabine Uplift regions of Texas and Louisiana
(fig. 1) as part of the Nationa Coal Resource
Assessment (NCRA). The purposes of the
NCRA were (1) to digitally assess origina
and remaining (unmined) resources (Wood
and others, 1983) for selected coa beds and
zones that will be used in the near future,
(2) to create publicly available stratigraphic
and geochemical datain ageographic infor-
mation system (GIS) framework, and (3) to
provide geologic and geochemical informa-
tion for the primary coal resources that will
supply amajor part of the Nation’s energy
needs during the next few decades. The
NCRA was limited to five priority regions;
the Texas and Louisiana cods are in the Gulf
of Mexico Coastal Plain priority region.

The USGS assessment of cod resourcesin
the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Plain was conduct-
ed in collaboration with the L ouisiana Geologi-
cd Survey; the University of Texasat Audtin,
Bureau of Economic Geology; the Railroad
Commission of Texas, and the Louisana
Department of Naturd Resources, Office of
Congervation, Injection and Mining Division.
Resources Underlying
Federal Lands

Agencies managing Federal surface

lands within the Gulf of Mexico Coastal
Plain coal-bearing region include the U.S.
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Figure 1. Location of coal resource assess-
ment units in the Gulf of Mexico Coastal
Plain, one of five regions assessed by the
U.S. Geological Survey in the National Coal
Resource Assessment.

Department of Defense, U.S. Department of
Agriculture Forest Service, U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, and Bureau of Indian
Affairs. The United States does not have
title to all the lands within the Federal tracts
shown in figure 2. In some areas, notably
legidlatively proclaimed administrative
boundaries of National Forests, Federal and
private surface ownerships are intermixed.
In other areas, such as small National
Wildlife Refuges, the surface may be man-
aged through easements rather than outright
Federal ownership. Most of the land to
which the United States holds title within
the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Plain was
acquired from other owners and may be
subject to different public land laws and
regulations than land retained from the
original public domain. If the minera estate
was acquired along with the surface, it is
managed by the U.S. Bureau of Land Man-
agement (BLM). In addition to the federally
managed surface shown in figure 2, there
are scattered tracts of federally acquired
mineral estate, also managed by BLM,
underlying non-Federa surface.
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At present, there is no systematic inven-
tory of Federal mineral ownership in the
centra and eastern United States, including
the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Plain. Invento-
ries of critical areas are underway by land
management agencies. Initia indications are
that about half of the Federd surface estate
in the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Plain is under-
lain by federally owned minerals.

Estimated tonnages of coal underlying
selected areas of the federally managed
surface shown in figure 2 were calculated
in a GIS environment by using maps
showing the subsurface thickness of select-
ed coal beds or zones. Gross estimates of
Federal coal ownership provided by land
management agencies were applied to the
calculated tonnages to estimate the amount
of federally owned coal within these tracts.
The estimated coal resource tonnages for
the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Plain coal-
bearing region do not include coal that
underlies Federal lands outside of the
areas assessed for the NCRA or coal in the
Federal mineral estate that underlies non-
Federal surface lands.
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Figure 2. Distribution of Federal lands (from U.S. Geological Survey, 2000) and outcrop of coal-
bearing strata in the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Plain. Blue lines indicate areas assessed for the

National Coal Resource Assessment (fig. 1).
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Figure 3 summarizes resource estimates
and qudlity of coas underlying Federa lands
within the assessment units of central Texas
and the Sabine Uplift area of Texas, these data
are from the Gulf of Mexico Coastd Plain
Coa Region Assessment Team (in press). The
approximately 11 billion short tons estimated
to underlie the federally managed surface
tracts, including non-Federa coa and surface
ownership as outlined above, represents

approximately 6.2 percent of the tota cod esti-
mated for the Gulf of Mexico Coastd Plain
component of the NCRA. Approximately 4.4
billion short tons of thisis estimated to underlie
federaly owned surface, of which approximate-
ly 4 billion short tonsis federally owned cod.
No Federd lands have been identified within
the two other Gulf Coast assessment units: the
Northeast Texas Assessment Unit and the

L ouisiana Sabine Assessment Unit.

eral management areas in the Texas
Sabine Assessment Unit. Approximately
4.1 billion short tons of the coal are esti-
mated to underlie 93,000 acres of identi-
fied federally owned surface, and 3.6
billion short tons underlying 74,000
acres are estimated to be federally
owned coal. The assessed coals in the
area are in five coal zones. Much of the
assessed coal is relatively deep (>500
feet overburden). Several thin coal beds
that have not been assessed lie within
the coal-bearing interval. Average coal-
quality values for the assessed coals in
the area are 10 weight percent ash
yield, 1.06 weight percent sulfur con-
tent, and 6,800 Btu/lb gross calorific
value.
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Three relatively shallow (<500 feet
overburden) coal zones containing an
estimated 350 million short tons of coal
resources were assessed for the approxi-
mately 31,000 acres of Federal lands
identified within the Central Texas
Assessment Unit. Virtually all of this coal
is federally owned and underlies federal-
ly owned surface. The assessed coal
zones extend downdip toward the south-
southeast and may be present at greater
depths underlying other federally or
nonfederally managed lands outside of
the assessment unit. Deeper coal zones
that have not been assessed are present
within the assessment unit. Average
coal-quality values for the assessed
coals in the area are 13 weight percent
ash yield, 1.01 weight percent sulfur
content, and 6,850 Btu/lb gross calorific
value.

Figure 3. Maps of the Central Texas and Texas Sabine Assessment Units (gray) and surrounding
counties showing the distribution of Federal lands (turquoise). Coal-quality data are given on an
as-received basis. Btu/lb, British thermal units per pound. Tonnages are shown to two significant

figures; totals in text do not add due to rounding.

Conclusions

About 6 percent of the total cod resource
that was selected for assessment in the Gulf of
Mexico Coagtd Plain region of the NCRA
project underlies federally proclaimed manage-
ment aress. Of the approximately 11 billion
short tons of cod in this category, approximate-
ly 37 percent are estimated to be federaly
owned. Much of the cod in these categories
may not be available for mining, and much of it
is probably not economically recoverable. The
dispersed nature of Federd holdings, the com-
plicated nature of surface and minera estate
ownership, and the existence of various legd
and technologicd regtrictions may remove a
significant portion of this cod resource from
consideration for development. Continuing
work by USGS scientists suggests that poten-
tidly viable energy resources of coa-bed
methane are present within both Federal and
non-Federal aress of the Gulf of Mexico
Coagtd Plain cod-bearing region.

—Alex W, Karlsen, John R. SanFilipo, and
Peter D. Warwick
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