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Japan’s new energy policy has yet to be established. 

However, regardless of what the policy ultimately indicates, coal’s importance as an energy 

source will not change. And the fact that it is almost completely dependent on imports, even 

though it is such an important energy source, remains unchanged. 
In the above-mentioned context, this column is written with the belief that it is important to be 

always aware of trends in coal supply, demand and prices. 

 
1． Japan’s Coal Imports 
(1) Trends in imports for FY2011 

Though some time has passed, since this is the first installment in a series of reports, we will 

look back on the supply and demand of coal in FY2011 and its trends, comparing it with FY2010. 
The major trends and features concerning coal imports of FY2011 are as follows: 

・ Import quantity decreased by 11.26 million metric tons, or 6.0% year-on-year; which contains 

7.5 million metric tons in coking coal and 3.24 million metric tons in thermal coal. 
The major cause of the decrease in import quantity was the 3.9% year-on-year decrease in 

crude steel production for FY2011 and the inability to operate five coal-fired thermal power 

plants with a total generating capacity of 7.05 megawatts in the areas covered by the Tokyo 

Electric Power Company, Inc. and Tohoku Electric Power Co., Inc., which were affected by 

the Great East Japan Earthquake. (However, all these power plants have resumed 

operations, with the exception of two one-megawatt units at the Haramachi thermal power 

plant of Tohoku Electric Power Co., Inc.) 
 

• Looking at the quantity of import by country, the order of the top four ranked countries – 

Australia, Indonesia, Russia and Canada – remained unchanged, while China and United 

States swapped places with the US occupying fifth and China sixth. Import from China fell 

by 35% while import from the US increased by 68%. 

China’s imports expanded rapidly in 2011 and it became the largest coal importing country 

in the world, surpassing Japan. The reason for the fall in Japan’s coal imports from China, in 

addition to the indication of being overpriced, should be interpreted as its decreased 

capacity to export. On the other hand, the US’s rise is considered to stem from the matching 

of the needs of American coal producers, having had demand taken away by low gas prices 

resulting from the shale revolution, to cultivate the market in the Asia-Pacific region, and the 

need for users in Japan to find alternative sources of supply to Australian coking coal. 
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Table 1. Import trends for FY2011 (compared to FY2010)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Trade Statistics of Japan 

 
• There is no change in Australia being the largest supplier, but the import quantity from the 

country fell by 8.45 million metric tons, equating to 7.3% year-on-year, to 107.87 million 

metric tons. This represents 75% of the quantity of decrease in imports. 

Of this, the decrease in coking coal is substantial, at 5.26 million metric tons. Torrential rain 

and floods that forced coalmines and railways to suspend operations in the State of 
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Queensland, Australia, a large producing area for coking coal, had an especially strong 

influence on soaring prices for this coal. A strike at major coalmines such as BHP Billiton 

Mitsubishi Alliance (BMA) that forced a cutback in production also had a large impact. 

Thermal coal import from Australia also fell by 3.09 million metric tons. 

We believe this production cutback and soaring of prices due to the natural disasters were 

the most significant features of coal supply and demand in FY2011. 
・ Imports from China fell by 2.44 million metric tons (-35% year-on-year), and fell about 1.5 

million metric tons from both Indonesia and Canada. The decrease in the import of thermal 

coal from China stands out, at 1.8 million metric tons. 
・ In contrast, import from the US increased by 2.6 million metric tons. Notably, the import 

quantity of coking coal recorded an increase of 2.39 million metric tons, playing a large role 

as an alternative source for offsetting the fall of imports from Australia. It will be interesting to 

note whether this trend continues in FY2012 and beyond. 
However, the import price from the US was significantly higher, at US$226 per metric ton, 

than the Australian price of US$186 per metric ton. 
・ Import from Russia remained at the same level as the previous year (down 20,000 metric 

tons) and import from South Africa, though small in quantity, doubled (from approximately 

300,000 metric tons to 600,000 metric tons). South Africa has drastically changed its 

destination, steering away from the economically unstable European market with stagnant 

coal demand, toward the Asian market, achieving 14.13 million metric tons in export to Asia 

in the first three months (January-March) of this year (up 4.9 million metric tons, 

year-on-year). The share of its export to Asia for the entire FY2011 rose from 58% to 68%. 
 
・ Import prices rose significantly for all sources over the previous year. Total import quantity 

rose by 29.3% in US$ terms, and supported by the rise of yen at 7 yen/US$, it was up by 

18.7% in yen terms. 
・ A significant rise in coking coal prices at 35% in US$ terms (23.9% in yen terms) was 

observed, in comparison to 25.4% (15.1%) for thermal coal. This indicates the effects of the 

fall in Australia’s coking coal production and export being also reflected in the price formation 

of coking coal from other sources. 
・ The highest rise in import price was from Vietnam, which exports anthracite coal, up 38.7% 

in US$ (27.3% in yen). 
 
(2) Import trends for the first half (January-June) of the calendar year 2012 

Here we move to the major trends and features for coal import in the first half of 2012 by 

comparing with the same period of the previous year. 
・ Imports in FY2011 fell by 11.26 million metric tons, but for the first half of the calendar year 

2012 (January-June), which includes the first quarter, coal imports increased by 2.49 million 

metric tons year-on-year. Records indicate that especially for thermal coal there was a 2.76 

million metric ton increase in imports. The fall in coking coal remained at 0.32 million tons 

and the trend reversed its course to an increase in imports for both thermal coal and coking 

coal. 
・ Recovery of thermal power plants severely damaged by the Great East Japan Earthquake is 
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progressing, and as of the first half of the calendar year 2012, operations only remain 

suspended at two one-megawatt units at the Haramachi thermal power plant of the Tohoku 

Electric Power Co., Inc. Crude steel production year-on-year was -10.6% for January, -3.6% 

for February, 2.3% for March, 7.6% for April, 1.9% for May and 3.5% for June, indicating it 

has hit bottom and turned upward. 
 

Table 2. Import trends for the first half of 2012 (January thru June) (year-on-year) 
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Note:   Figures for January-June 2012 are preliminary results. 

 Source: Trade Statistics of Japan 

 
・ Looking at import quantity by source, Australia increased by 5.49 million metric tons. 

Apparently the production cutback from the effects of the flood was pushed aside. Even 

though the strike at major producers like BMA continued during this period, coking coal 

imports from Australia showed a year-on-year increase of 0.53 million metric tons. 
・ Import from Indonesia fell by 1.39 million metric tons. In particular, thermal coal fell 

significantly, by 2.19 million metric tons. 
 
・ Prices for all imports increased by 3.98% in US$ or 0.6% in yen terms. Coking coal rose by 

0.4% in US$ and fell by 2.8% in yen terms, indicating a small year-on-year change. Thermal 

coal significantly rose both in US$ and yen. Although the prices of thermal coal showed a 

steep falling trend at the start of 2012 (to be covered later), since long-term or annual 

contracts (fixed price for the year) are common for thermal coal, this trend did not show up in 

the year-on-year comparison for the first half of the calendar year 2012. 
・ By source, a range of directions can be observed. Import prices from Australia, Indonesia, 

Canada and the US rose, yet prices crashed for China, Russia, South Africa, New Zealand 

and Vietnam, with notably severe falls for South Africa and New Zealand. This could indicate 

that price competitiveness is essential for cultivating new markets. 
・ Import of coking coal from Mozambique was recorded for the first time in the first half of the 

calendar year 2012 
 
・ Import prices, which were uniformly trending upward in FY2011 have now reversed and have 

begun to fall for some countries. Unless incidents that may significantly impact supply and 

balance occur (such as the Australian floods in 2011), we assume the second-half statistics 

for the calendar year 2012 will show falling prices. 
 
(3) Trends in import prices 

  We can confirm the direction of prices by comparing the import prices for the first half of the 

calendar year 2012 (January-June) with 2011. 

  As seen in Table 3, the total import quantity indicates a fall of 2.9% in US$ terms and 3.3% in 

yen terms versus 2011. 
By coal type, coking coal prices significantly fell by 7.7% and 8.1%, respectively; showing a 

clear declining trend. This decline was caused, as mentioned earlier, by the eradication of the 

effects of the flooding in Australia in January 2011. 

However, the landed price of thermal coal in Japan continued to increase, by 3.7% and 3.2%, 

respectively. 
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 Table 3. Import price for the first half of 2012 (January thru June) (year-on-year) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   Note: Figures for January-June 2012 are preliminary results. 

  Source: Trade Statistics of Japan 
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Figure 1 indicates the transition of Australian and South African thermal coal FOB-based spot 

prices published by globalCOAL. 

Spot prices for thermal coal are seen as starting their fall from the beginning of 2012 and the 

price for thermal coal exported from Newcastle, Australia, which was US$114.30 per metric ton 

on January 6, fell to US$81.94 per metric ton on June 15. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 1. Transition of global COAL NEWC and RB Indices 

 
Note:  NEWC Index: FOB Newcastle, NSW, Australia price for thermal coal 

  RB Index: FOB Richards Bay, South Africa price for thermal coal 

Source:   globalCOAL 

 
   Backed by this fall in spot prices, Japan’s power companies have conducted favorable price 

negotiations with thermal coal suppliers from Australia and other countries. 

  Tohoku Electric Power Co., Inc. reportedly concluded its FY2012 contract (starting April 2012) 

for Australian thermal coal at a little above US$115 per metric ton, FOBT (GAR 6.322 kcal/kg) 

with the Australian major Xstrata, and with Rio Tinto at an equivalent level. This represents a 

year-on-year reduction of US$14.60 per metric ton (11.2%). 

  Similarly, Tokyo Electric Power Co., Inc. is said to have concluded price negotiations with both 

Xstrata and Rio Tinto for contracts starting in July at a little below US$95 per metric ton. There 

was a fall of US$20 over the three months from the April starting price for Tohoku Electric Power 

Co., Inc. 

  However, these lower prices obtained through the negotiations will only begin to apply from 

either April or July, and the swing (from upturn to downturn) was not sufficiently reflected in the 

price trend indicated in Table 3. 

 

  For coking coal, the price of strong caking coal for Japan for April-June was reportedly settled 

at US$205-210 per metric ton. This represents a fall of about US$25 per metric ton compared to 
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the previous quarter (January-March). 
  The strike at BMA that, along with the flooding, contributed to the high price, ended in June. 

The timing for price negotiations for coking coal for Japanese blast furnaces for the third quarter 

(October-December) of FY2012 is drawing near but it is presumed that the falling trend in coking 

coal prices will continue. 

 
(To be continued in the next issue) 

Contact: report@tky.ieej.or.jp 

The back issues are available at the following URL 

http://eneken.ieej.or.jp/en/whatsnew/JPOIEL.html 

 


