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CALL FOR PROPOSALS
FY2027 Research Programme  |  2027/28 funding cycle
Issued by the Coaltech Research Association to the coal research community. 
Issued August 2026. Projects commence 1 April 2027.
The Coaltech Research Association invites research proposals that address priority challenges facing South Africa’s coal industry. Proposals are invited in three research focus areas, against the priority scopes set out in this call.
1. ABOUT THIS CALL
Coaltech is a collaborative research association through which South Africa’s coal producers and their partners fund research for the benefit of the sector. This call invites proposals for applied research serving the industry’s priorities: safe and efficient operations, value created from coal and from its by-products and waste, responsible environmental management, and the technologies that will shape the industry’s future.
What Coaltech is looking for
1. A real operational problem. Proposals must address a practical problem faced by the South African coal sector, not a purely academic question. The problem need not be a technical one: market, policy and economic studies are in scope where the answer would change an investment or regulatory decision. Where a study depends on company-level data, it must be structured so that a third party collects and anonymises it.
1. A route to implementation. Preference is given to work with a credible route to application in the sector, including pilot and demonstration where the nature of the work allows, and to proposals that take promising completed research to its next phase.
1. Value creation. Work that turns liabilities such as discard, ultra-fines and brine into resources and products.
1. Clear milestones, stage gates and technology transfer. Every proposal must set out milestones, stage gates, and a mechanism for transferring the technology or knowledge to the sector.
1. Co-funding, where available. Co-funding is welcomed but is not a condition of funding; proposals without it are assessed on the same basis.
1. Fewer, larger projects. This cycle concentrates funding in a small number of substantial projects rather than spreading it across many small ones. Proposals should be scoped to move the sector materially, and may be phased across more than one year.
2. RESEARCH FOCUS AREAS AND PRIORITY SCOPES
Proposals are invited in three research focus areas: Integrated Mining and Processing, which spans a Mining stream and a Coal Processing stream; Surface Environment; and Future Technologies. The priority scopes for each are set out below. Where top priorities are named, those carry the most weight in this cycle.
  FOCUS AREA 1   INTEGRATED MINING AND PROCESSING (IMP)  
Mining stream and Coal Processing stream. Proposals may address the run-of-mine to product chain, from extraction and handling through beneficiation to fines, discard and by-products.
Priority scopes
1. Discard, fines and ultra-fines, from liability to product. Reducing the volume of fines and ultra-fines generated at source through comminution, circuit and plant design, and improving in-plant handling, classification, thickening and dewatering of the stream. Dewatering and dry or filtered disposal of discard and ultra-fines, and the deposition, storage and long-term stability of what cannot be recovered. Rewashing and beneficiation of discard dumps and ultra-fines into saleable product, and first-handling moisture and combustion solutions for wet fines. Handleability is a specific priority. Proposals that advance published research in these areas toward pilot and demonstration are welcomed.
1. Coal quality and market fit, a national reference. A national reference of South African coal specifications matched to the requirements of alternative domestic and export markets, building on the sector’s petrographic body of work and covering both wet and dry processing routes. The aim is to identify where processing or beneficiation changes open new markets and extend life of mine.
1. Upgrading the remaining resource for market. Premium coal in the Witbank and Highveld basins is depleting, and what remains in those infrastructure-enabled basins is of lower calorific value. Proposals are invited on the processing, blending and beneficiation routes that bring this lower-quality coal to domestic and export markets, on the buyers that will accept lower specifications, and on what has to be true commercially for those routes to work.
1. Low-seam and economic extraction. Benchmarking of international low-seam and thin-seam mining methods and their adaptation to South African conditions, with an assessment of commercial viability. Extraction of pillars and currently uneconomical reserves, and detection of geological structures and pillar positions ahead of mining. Precise location of existing pillars is of particular interest.
1. Mining methods, competitiveness through technology and innovation. Benchmarking of South African coal mining methods, productivity and unit costs against comparable international operations, and identification of the technologies and innovations that close the gap, including equipment selection, automation, continuous mining and materials handling. Proposals should set out what would have to change operationally and commercially for the methods identified to be adopted locally.
1. Zero-entry extraction and waterless processing. Extraction methods that remove people from the face, and dry or low-water processing routes suited to water-constrained operations.
1. Underground safety, fall of ground. Advancing primary in-situ stress measurement for fall-of-ground prevention, with scope for international research collaboration.
1. Dust management and occupational exposure limits. Technology and controls that allow operations to meet increasingly stringent occupational exposure limits for coal and silica dust, across drilling, cutting, transfer points, tipping and stockpiles. Real-time and personal exposure monitoring, suppression and extraction technology, and design changes that reduce dust generation at source are all in scope, together with an assessment of what is achievable against the limits now in force.
Top priorities. Mining stream: fall of ground (stress measurement) and low-seam economic extraction. Coal Processing stream: discard and ultra-fines to product, and the coal quality and market reference.
  FOCUS AREA 2   SURFACE ENVIRONMENT  
Priority scopes
1. Water and brine, from management to resource. The full brine management chain is in scope: reducing the volume of brine generated at source through improved water balance and process water reuse; concentration, crystallisation and other treatment routes that shrink the residual stream; and the safe handling, storage and final disposal of residual brine and salts, including the characterisation needed to demonstrate long-term containment. Coaltech is particularly interested in the market and product side, namely markets for brine-derived products, salts and any recoverable resources within the brine, and in the economics of the recovery route rather than its technical potential alone. 
1. Mine closure and post-mining land use. Post-mining land uses that create a revenue stream for the mine through the transition, for example a crop-to-market model handed over in stages rather than built and handed over at the end.

  FOCUS AREA 3   FUTURE TECHNOLOGIES  
Priority scopes
1. Emissions and carbon management. Work that builds on the sector’s completed scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions roadmap. High-efficiency, low-emissions combustion is a priority in this cycle, including the use of discard and ultra-fines as feedstock in circulating fluidised bed combustion, so that the emissions problem and the discard legacy are addressed in the same project. Proposals should take forward the next steps in standardised measurement, reporting and verification for the sector, energy efficiency and renewable procurement, and digital optimisation in the near term; a methane baseline with pilot capture and utilisation, fleet electrification and nature-based sequestration in the medium term; and carbon mineralisation and by-product valorisation over the longer term. Proposals on carbon capture, utilisation and storage should show how they align with other national initiatives.
1. Alternative uses of coal and its waste. Characterisation of dumps and discards to establish what can be extracted and reused. Beneficiation of coal fines, and the use of fines in cleaner combustion and in other products beyond power generation. Practical solutions to the transport of fines, including briquetting, pelletising and current binder technology. Coaltech is equally interested in coal as an industrial feedstock rather than a combustion fuel: coal-to-chemicals routes, carbon-based materials, biological interventions for waste and energy recovery, and circular-economy products made from coal by-products. Proposals that connect these routes to the demand of large domestic coal users, including their hydrogen and decarbonisation pathways, are welcomed.
1. Ash dumps management and alternatives to continued disposal. Characterisation of existing ash dumps to establish what can be recovered and reused. Recovery of critical minerals from coal ash and coal discards, aligned to South Africa’s critical minerals list. Alternative uses of ash in construction materials, soil amelioration and other products. Proposals should address the full route, its economics and its permitting pathway, not the resource or technical potential alone.
1. Digitalisation. Digital tools and models that extend along the coal value chain, from mine to product, and that complement rather than repeat what mining companies already operate in-house. Also invited is energy-system modelling and scenario work that positions coal alongside renewables, storage, grid constraints and water security, so that the sector can support its role in the national energy mix from evidence. AI-enabled optimisation of energy and equipment performance is also in scope.
3. CO-FUNDING
Co-funding is welcomed and counts in a proposal’s favour, but it is not a requirement. A proposal without co-funding is not disadvantaged and is assessed on its merits. Where co-funding is available, member-led bilateral arrangements work best: the member that owns the problem funds a share and Coaltech funds the balance, with member contributions typically between 40 and 60 percent. All co-funding must be disclosed in full in the budget schedule. Intellectual property and ownership are dealt with in the contract.
4. COST GUIDELINES
All budgets must be prepared using the Coaltech Standard Cost Guidelines, included in this document, which set the maximum allowable rates for every cost category, and submitted on the Coaltech Standard Proposal Template. All amounts are exclusive of VAT; VAT at 15 percent is stated separately. The rate tables are reproduced in the Annex. The rules that most affect a budget are:
1. Classify every person. Name each team member, classify them by level, and state their FTE involvement and total days or months.
1. Rates above the maximum. Any rate exceeding the guideline maximum by 10 percent or more requires written motivation.
1. Multi-year escalation. Escalate human-resource costs at a CPI-linked rate from year 2 onward. Equipment and fixed subcontracts are not escalated.
1. Subcontractors. Itemise subcontractor costs separately; they must comply with the consultant day rates, and may not exceed 40 percent of the total project budget without prior approval.
1. Overhead. Universities and public research entities may claim an institutional overhead levy of up to 15 percent on direct costs, excluding stipends, equipment over R50,000 and VAT. Private firms claim no separate overhead; day rates are inclusive.
Payment and eligibility rules
1. All project costs are paid on delivery of the service and after approval by the Steering Committee.
1. Proposals must include clear milestones and stage gates, and a technology transfer mechanism.
5. HOW YOUR PROPOSAL WILL BE EVALUATED
Proposals are scored against four criteria. Weight your proposal accordingly. Impact and a credible path to implementation carry the most weight in this cycle.
	Criterion
	Weight
	What reviewers look for

	Potential impact and implementation
	45%
	A real operational problem addressed and results the sector can use, with a route to pilot and demonstration where the nature of the work allows. Building on existing work counts here.

	Alignment with focus areas and priorities
	25%
	A clear fit with a named focus area and priority scope, and relevance to the sector.

	Innovation, scientific merit and value for money
	15%
	Originality, technical soundness, and a budget that is well matched to the work and to the cost guidelines.

	Team capability and resources
	15%
	A qualified team, access to facilities, and student development.


6. HOW TO SUBMIT
Format
1. A single PDF, maximum 20 pages, font no smaller than 11 point.
1. Built on the Coaltech Standard Proposal Template, following its section structure.
1. State the focus area and the priority scope addressed on the cover.
Content
1. Itemise the budget by cost category, year and team member, using the Cost Guidelines rates.
1. Name each team member, with level, FTE involvement and days or months.
1. Set out milestones, each with a stage gate and success criteria, and a technology transfer mechanism.
1. Disclose all co-funding in full, and indicate where a member will co-fund or lead.
7. FUNDING CONDITIONS
1. A formal service level agreement with Coaltech, with adherence to the project timeline.
1. Progress reporting every two months and a progress report at each milestone.
1. Milestone-based payment: all costs on delivery and after Steering Committee acceptance.
1. Intellectual property shared with Coaltech; publication permitted with acknowledgement.
1. A comprehensive final report and a presentation to Coaltech members, with an implementation pathway.
8. TIMELINE AND KEY DATES
	Stage
	When
	What happens

	Call issued
	First week, August 2026
	This call goes out to the sector

	Briefing session
	August 2026
	Optional session for interested researchers; date circulated by email

	Submissions close
	4 September 2026
	Four-week window; single PDF by this date

	Presentations
	September to October 2026
	Shortlisted proposals presented to the Steering Committee

	Decision
	December 2026
	Selection and funding decision

	Commencement
	1 April 2027
	Approved projects start



Submissions and enquiries: Carmen Bergman-Ally, Coaltech Research Association, cbergman@coaltech.co.za, 011 498 7168. This call is accompanied by the Coaltech Standard Proposal Template and the Standard Cost Guidelines (CT-GUIDE-2026-001).


ANNEX
Standard cost guideline rates (2026/27, ex VAT)
Maximum allowable rates from CT-GUIDE-2026-001 v1.1. Later-year rates escalate at a CPI-linked rate; refer to the full guideline for the escalation table. All amounts exclude VAT.
A. University and academic institution
	Student stipends
	Unit
	2026/27 (R)

	Doctoral (PhD)
	pa
	162,000

	Master’s (MSc)
	pa
	134,000

	Honours / BTech
	pa
	72,000

	Vacation student / intern
	6-month
	22,000

	Postdoctoral research fellow
	pa
	340,000

	Senior postdoctoral fellow (3+ yrs)
	pa
	370,000



	Specialists and project leaders (annual billed to project)
	Unit
	2026/27 (R)

	Senior researcher / scientist
	pa
	153,000

	Data specialist
	pa
	120,000

	Specialist scientist / technologist
	pa
	96,000

	Research technician
	pa
	72,000

	Project administrator
	pa
	23,000

	Professor / Associate Professor (PI)
	pa
	80,000

	Researcher (Co-PI)
	pa
	55,000

	Early-career researcher
	pa
	38,000


B. Private consultant and industry partner (per day, 8 hours)
	Level
	Role
	2026 day rate (R)

	L1
	Project director / partner (15+ yrs)
	9,100

	L2
	Principal consultant / senior expert (10-15 yrs)
	5,400

	L3
	Senior consultant / specialist (5-10 yrs)
	3,800

	L4
	Consultant / associate (2-5 yrs)
	2,100

	L5
	Junior professional / research assistant (0-2 yrs)
	1,200


Day rates include all overheads. Hourly rate is the day rate divided by 8. No additional company overhead may be claimed.
C. Travel and subsistence (domestic)
	Category
	Unit
	2026/27 (R)

	Meals and incidentals (SARS rate)
	per day
	683

	Accommodation, regional towns
	per night
	1,650

	Accommodation, metropolitan (JHB / CPT / DBN)
	per night
	2,500

	Private vehicle mileage (SARS rate)
	per km
	5.25

	Air travel, economy only
	actual
	Actual


International travel requires prior CEO approval. A post-travel report is required within 10 working days. Note that Coaltech does not fund travel, accommodation or fees for symposia.
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