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LITTLE ROCK – The legislative Joint Energy Committee voted to support a new project to mine for lignite in south Arkansas.
Lignite is a type of coal that is mainly used in power plants that generate electricity. It also can be converted into synthetic natural gas and fertilizer.

According to a proposal submitted to the committee by the Arkansas Geological Survey, the best economic use of lignite probably would be to refine it in a Synfuels plant. Synfuels plants can refine lignite into liquid petroleum gas, methanol, ethanol, natural gas, diesel and gasoline.
A Synfuels plant would bring the highest economic return because it would create well paid technical jobs within Arkansas. The plant would process the lignite before it is sold and shipped out of state. According to the Geological Survey, there is technology available for capturing carbon and sulfur emissions, to prevent air pollution.

The legislature for years has funded studies of lignite production in Arkansas. About 1,700 exploration holes have been drilled in southern Arkansas and on Crowley's Ridge in eastern Arkansas. The Geological Survey estimates that about nine billion tons of lignite are just beneath the surface, in other words, less than 150 feet deep.
The relatively shallow depth of the lignite means it could be strip mined. Members of the Energy Committee discussed a couple of complications that would have to be worked out before lignite mining could proceed. 
One is the reclamation of land that is strip mined. Proponents of strip mining showed photographs of land in Oklahoma that has been strip mined and then restored to a natural state.
Another complication arises from Arkansas law on mineral rights. Many landowners in the state do not own the mineral rights to the land, although they own the surface rights. That can be a problem when the owner of the mineral rights chooses to drill for oil or gas. It would be an even thornier issue if the owner of mineral rights wanted to strip mine for lignite, therefore legislators expect to carefully study the legal ramifications of strip mining.
Timber companies own much of the land where lignite has been found, according to presentations to the Energy Committee.

The Geological Survey asked for $1.25 million to continue work on lignite production, calling it an investment in the state's future. With rising energy prices it is a prudent course of action, the Survey concluded, especially in light of the vulnerability of foreign sources of energy. Undeveloped lignite resources in south Arkansas are large and the potential economic benefits are huge, geologists said.
Revenue Report

July was the first month in the state's fiscal year and revenue came in very close to forecast. Net available revenue for the month was 5.6 percent greater than in July of last year. That increase reflects economic growth, because state tax rates have not changed.
Sales and use taxes brought in about $189 million, individual income taxes brought in $179 million and corporate income taxes brought in $15 million.
