
The global fight for critical minerals is costly and damaging

Elements such as rare-earth metals are crucial for the clean-energy transition.
Sustainability, equity and security are all at risk in the rush to break China’s dominance
over their production.
It’s an all-too-familiar statement: in a zero-carbon world, certain chemical elements will be
as important as oil and gas are to a fossil-fuel-powered world. These include the nickel,
lithium and cobalt used in batteries, as well as rare-earth elements such as
neodymium and samarium, which are essential to the magnets of wind turbines and
electric motors.
The world is struggling to work out how to equitably meet demand for these elements. Last
week, in its inaugural Critical Minerals Market Review, the International Energy Agency
counted nearly 200 national policies and strategies surrounding the ‘critical minerals’
needed to keep the lights on and the wheels turning in a low-carbon world. National
strategies are necessary, but they should not exclude international cooperation and
coordination — which need to happen fast.
An abundance of critical minerals is so far being mined in only a small number of countries.
Most cobalt comes from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and most nickel from
Indonesia. China dominates in graphite and rare-earth elements (see ‘Rare sources’). In this
sense, the situation is not dissimilar to that of fossil fuels, for which a few countries have
tended to dominate supply.
But, unlike with fossil fuels, just one country — China — has become the world leader in
refining and processing these crucial elements for use in finished products. The singular
exception is Indonesia, which, along with China, dominates nickel processing.
China’s ascendancy is the result of forward thinking by the country’s leadership. But it
would be unwise for the rest of the world to rely on just one country for the processing of
critical minerals. And as other countries build their home-grown mining, refining and
processing capacity, they need to think about putting cooperation front and centre.
China, Europe, the United States and others are all investing billions of dollars to
acquire access to critical minerals in Africa and South America. This is potentially
exploitative. The countries in which the minerals are being mined know it, and are sensibly
refusing to be used solely to provide raw materials for other people’s batteries, insisting
that the processing of minerals into higher-value products happens within their borders,
too. Indonesia, for example, has banned the export of nickel ore.
Groups of mineral-rich countries are discussing establishing cartels to allow them to exert
more control over pricing. This includes Argentina, Bolivia and Chile, which are thought to
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hold half of the world’s known lithium reserves. Others are considering ‘friend-shoring’,
whereby supply chains are created between friendly countries. This will inevitably lead to
complications. Indonesia and the DRC, for example, are friends and trading partners with
both China and the United States. From the perspective of economic security, it is not in the
interests of any nation to partner with just one other country or group of countries.
Friend-shoring is also likely to fuel competition, inflate prices and send the many who
cannot afford the going rate to the back of the queue. If anyone needs a lesson in the folly of
this approach, they need look no further than to the immense damage caused by vaccine
hoarding during the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite signing up to a global agreement to
cooperate, richer countries outbid each other for vaccine supplies. By one estimate, more
than one million lives had been lost by the end of 2021 because a few countries massively
over-ordered vaccines, which meant there were not enough for everyone else when they
were most needed.
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